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            For Grandpa Don.

            Even though you didn’t get to see it through,

            you were there at the start.

            And that will always mean the world to me.

         

         
      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	Cover

            	Title Page

            	Dedication

            	Contents

            	Chapter 1

            	Chapter 2

            	Chapter 3

            	Chapter 4

            	Chapter 5

            	Chapter 6

            	Chapter 7

            	Chapter 8

            	Chapter 9

            	Chapter 10

            	Chapter 11

            	Chapter 12

            	Chapter 13

            	Chapter 14

            	Chapter 15

            	Chapter 16

            	Chapter 17

            	Chapter 18

            	Chapter 19

            	Chapter 20

            	Chapter 21

            	Chapter 22

            	Chapter 23

            	Chapter 24

            	Chapter 25

            	Chapter 26

            	Acknowledgments

            	About the Author

            	By Lexie Dunne

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         I still hadn’t learned to fly.

         
         For most people, that wasn’t unusual. Less than one percent of the population developed superpowers and among those that did,
            not many actually flew. And not everybody needed to fly, really. Contrary to popular belief, there were more useful powers
            out there.
         

         
         But given that I was dangling from my fingertips off a rooftop more stories up than I cared to count, flying would have been
            stupidly helpful right about now.
         

         
         If I could fly, this wouldn’t be happening. I wouldn’t have a supervillain chuckling his sparkly little head off across the
            roof. He’d surprised me with a concussive blast, and I hadn’t realized I was so close to the edge. I’d caught myself, but
            my startled reaction had unfortunately traveled back to the command center loud and clear.
         

         
         And I also wouldn’t have two women absolutely losing it over my earpiece.

         
         “What even was that noise?” Angélica Rocha asked. She sounded like she was wiping away tears, the jerk. Easy for her to laugh
            when she was chilling in an underground base hundreds of miles away.
         

         
         “Hold, please,” I said through gritted teeth.

         
         “Gail.” Jessie Davenport, who’d probably never let a single supervillain knock her off a roof, took over the line. “A note for the future: the Raptor does not say ‘ack.’”
         

         
         “He surprised me!”

         
         The supervillain called, “Who are you talking to?”

         
         I almost rolled my eyes at him. He wanted to talk? A properly evil foe would’ve simply vaporized me where I dangled, or at
            least stomped viciously on my fingers. This guy only shuffled toward me. My ears picked up every nuance of the way his boots—polished
            to a mirror shine—tread on the gravel. I decided to stay put. At least he’d picked a nice night for supervillainy. Chicago
            was experiencing a mild October this year. The wind off the Lake wasn’t even that cutting yet.
         

         
         “Are you still there?” he said, finally stepping into range.

         
         I hauled myself up, lunging forward over the edge of the roof. My fist slammed into his jaw at just the right spot, and his
            body thudded onto the gravel.
         

         
         Without at least a little invincibility, he needed better armor.

         
         I crouched and took his ray gun and clipped it to my own belt. He had a few nasty tricks in his satchel, explosives and the
            like, but the shiny outfit and the toys seemed to be all he had going for him as a supervillain. Sorry luck to run into me,
            the Raptor’s apprentice, on his first villainous foray.
         

         
         I pulled a zip tie from my pouch and pressed a tracking beacon on the front of his helmet, which I left on as a measure of
            respect. Time for me to book it: in this neighborhood, it’d take less than ten minutes for the cops to get here.
         

         
         Time to go. I strode to the edge of the building and hopped over the side. A split second later, my boots landed without a
            sound on the pavement below.
         

         
         I couldn’t fly, but I wasn’t entirely without tricks.

         
         I darted to my motorcycle, careful to stay out of sight. Not that it mattered: my uniform had been chosen for its lack of
            character. It caught the light in some shade between bronze, dark gray, and black, and served to be absolutely unmemorable.
            When I pulled my motorcycle helmet on, it looked like any other full bodysuit cyclists wore. Nobody on the road would have
            any idea how many thousands of dollars I was wearing, and how much R & D had been put into my outfit.
         

         
         My mask split away under the helmet as I swung my leg over the bike. The data stream switched to the visor, displaying a list
            of the local dispatcher reports. I ignored that and kicked the bike into gear. Angélica would alert me if anything came up.
            Since she’d been my trainer and we’d faced death together multiple times, I trusted her.
         

         
         That didn’t mean she liked to take it easy on me.

         
         “I thought you said that would be a one-punch bad guy,” she said as I merged into traffic.

         
         “I mean, he technically was,” I said. “It only took one hit once I got around to it. He wasn’t much of a villain.”

         
         “He knocked you off a building.”

         
         “Everybody gets in a lucky strike once in a while,” I said.

         
         In response, she played my own voice back at me, which made me groan. I really had said “ack” when he’d hit me.

         
         Best to let that one go, I decided. “Anything else in progress?” I asked.

         
         “Nothing others can’t handle,” Angélica said. A pause followed, and I imagined she was conferring with Jessie. “The boss is
            heading home. Go ahead and patrol.”
         

         
         Patrolling meant driving around waiting for a supervillain to attack. Kind of boring, but also relaxing in its own way. It
            hadn’t always been like that. Before I’d been dosed with a radioactive isotope and turned superhuman, I’d have given anything
            for some relaxing boredom. Days had consisted of waking before the sun, working long hours at a job I hated, going home long
            after the sun had gone down, and falling into bed. Lather, rinse, repeat—with occasional bouts of pants-wetting terror mixed
            in as every supervillain passing through Chicago tried their hand at kidnapping me.
         

         
         And years later, here I was, actively looking for those same supervillains. Patrolling for them, even.

         
         Back then, they’d been after me because they thought I was dating Blaze, Chicago’s main superhero. I hadn’t even known his
            true identity and had told them so repeatedly. Not that they cared. The kidnappings had been unfair, but the media had been
            even worse. They’d stopped using my real name and had dubbed me Hostage Girl instead, demoting me to a cheap human-interest
            headline. Like I actually was a superhero, only with the world’s lamest powers. Unfortunately, the name had stuck. I was so
            famous for being publicly kidnapped that people to this day ran through traffic to walk on the other side of the street if
            they saw me approaching.
         

         
         “The police picked up the Ack-Man,” Angélica said, breaking into my reverie as I drove along the river.

         
         “Let’s not make that his name.”

         
         “Too late. It’s already logged. He’s in custody, they’re taking him in.”

         
         “Hurrah, the day is saved,” I said. “Hopefully he’ll take the humiliation as a sign that he should pick any other path but
            villainy and not as inspiration to kick off a vengeance quest.”
         

         
         “It could go either way at this point. Speaking of excitement, there’s a new dispatch. Something’s going down at the aquarium.”

         
         Blue words scrolled across the corner of my visor. It took only a glance before I bit back a laugh. “I guess that’s for me,”
            I said. “Nobody else is around to interfere, right? She gets testy if that happens.”
         

         
         “I’ll warn them off.” Angélica’s voice darkened as details from her monitor joined the feed in my visor. Nothing surprising:
            one hostage, one villain in purple and red, at least three traps (two of them explosive). The villain in question had brought
            along a portable spotlight. She had the hostage dangling in some kind of spider web-rope contraption from the trees in front
            of the aquarium.
         

         
         Rather than scoping out the situation or preparing weapons, I parked in the visitors lot and made my way through the fleeing
            crowd—tourists—and the ambling crowd—locals—toward the building. Behind a low wall, I shucked the rest of the armor, stripping
            to the yoga pants and tank top I wore underneath. Even Chicago residents used to the lake’s wintry ire would side-eye the
            outfit, but I wasn’t cold. The Mobium in my system saw to that.
         

         
         “What’s the plan?” Angélica said as I fitted my earpiece back in and shouldered the backpack now holding my uniform.

         
         “I don’t need a plan.”

         
         “You should have a plan.”

         
         “Please. She’s like a pussycat.”

         
         “I don’t—” Angélica broke off in obvious frustration. “Fine. Do it your way. It’s your call.”

         
         “I’ll let you know if I need backup.” I trotted toward the front of the aquarium, staying Lakeward because I liked the city
            lights flickering off the surface.
         

         
         She’d prepared for our encounter, I saw. An arrow pointing the wrong way had BAD GUYS THAT WAY painted on the sidewalk in
            shimmering green chalk beside it. I gave the sign a wide berth and continued on.
         

         
         Around the corner, green luminescent paint covered the entire sidewalk, enshrouding everything in a faint glow. It had been
            splashed onto the trees, benches, trash cans, and the little awning for visitors outside the front doors. I hoped it wouldn’t
            be difficult for the city workers to clean up. Or cancerous, really.
         

         
         In the middle of the tableau was the hostage. He’d been trussed up, ropes wrapped around his torso and suspended from a tree,
            dangling horizontally a good ten feet off the ground. Red marred one of his temples, darker than his hair, making my heart
            jolt. But when he lifted his head and raised an eyebrow at me, he didn’t seem to be in any pain.
         

         
         I smiled and gave him a little wave. “Hi, Guy.”

         
         My boyfriend, six foot four, the strongest man in Chicago, and currently hanging from a tree like a helpless kitten, gave
            me a look that clearly said we would be discussing this later.
         

         
         I opened my mouth to reply, but the concrete planter to my left exploded. I dodged a chunk of granite the size of my head,
            cursing. Plaster dust plumed, filling the air and glittering as it settled into the glowing paint.
         

         
         “It’s about time!” a familiar voice called.

         
         My ears rang from the explosion, making the words sound tinny and far away, but I ducked forward. Rocket boots soared over
            my head, singeing the hair on the back of my neck. Their owner landed, skidding over the green goo, and spun around to jab
            a finger in my direction. “Did you take the long way? We’ve been waiting for hours!”
         

         
         It had probably been ten minutes, at best. “I was in class,” I lied, since the backpack and casual clothes made me look like
            a student. “What do you expect?”
         

         
         “I expect battles.” Razor X, premier supervillain, drew herself up to her not-very-impressive-yet-still-taller-than-me height and flicked her
            half cape over her shoulder with a practiced move.
         

         
         It flopped right back down. Overhead and out of her line of sight, Guy rolled his eyes.

         
         Raze aimed her ray gun at my chest. I hadn’t seen this one before, which was a little worrisome. “Why aren’t you wearing the
            armor I sent you?”
         

         
         I’d never had the chance. Jessie had absconded with the armor down to her workshop. I hadn’t seen it again, though my own
            armor had mysteriously improved not long after. But I couldn’t tell Raze that. “Because I’m not going to fight you,” I said
            instead.
         

         
         “Ugh.” Raze whined and tapped a button on her gauntlet. I immediately braced for whatever she might throw my way, but a spotlight
            kicked on instead. Guy squinted miserably against it.
         

         
         “Is that necessary?” I asked.

         
         Raze waved her arms about. “You should be mad! I kidnapped your boyfriend and I held him as a hostage. You hate it when hostages
            get involved. He’s helpless. Fight me!”
         

         
         A muscle flexed in Guy’s jaw, but he stayed put.

         
         I folded my arms over my chest and simply stared at Raze. “What have we talked about?”

         
         Raze stomped her foot.

         
         “Raze,” I said. It’d be handy to know her full name for a proper scold, but in the year we’d been “dedicated enemies” (her
            words, not mine), I hadn’t gleaned much more than a few gun and armor designs from her, and the fact that she liked raspberries
            and lemons. “What have we talked about?”
         

         
         Her glare deepened, but eventually her shoulders sagged, her cape rippling at the movement. “I need to stop kidnapping Boy.”

         
         “His name is—”

         
         “Guy. I know. I need to stop kidnapping Guy.”
         

         
         “This is the second time this month. Go on, let him down,” I said.

         
         Raze kept her arms crossed over her chest for a long, considering moment, a pout firmly in place. I blinked, and her entire
            demeanor shifted. “Sure thing,” she said.
         

         
         “Razor-whatever-your-middle-name-is-X, don’t you—”

         
         She gleefully disintegrated the rope holding Guy up.

         
         I put on a burst of speed and dashed across the courtyard. Catching Guy was pretty awkward since he was so much bigger than
            me, but I could cushion the blow somewhat. Not that falling from that height would hurt him, but Raze didn’t know that.
         

         
         Freed from the ropes, he yanked the duct tape off. “I’ve told you a thousand times I’m not going to scream,” he said to Raze.
            “You don’t have to use the tape.”
         

         
         “But it’s my favorite.” Now that Guy was on his feet, Raze looked like somebody had taken her favorite death ray away. “You
            know, we wouldn’t have to go through this if somebody would just be a damn hero for once and fight me.”
         

         
         “Any other hobby,” I said, an old refrain. “Any other hobby we could pick up together, and I’m in. We could take a ceramics
            class and make things for you to shoot with your guns.”
         

         
         For a second, she looked tempted, but the sulk settled back into place. “No thanks. It’s called fight or flight for a reason.
            If there’s no fight, I take flight.”
         

         
         And true to her word, she took off on her rocket boots, streaking toward the skyline and leaving the mess splashed all over
            the aquarium steps. I really hoped it wasn’t dangerous to the fish inside.
         

         
         Scowling, Guy ran both hands through his hair, making it stand up in spiky red tufts. He swiveled to face me. “Don’t even
            start.”
         

         
         I couldn’t help it. I looked at him and the giggles overflowed.

         
         “You’re a terrible girlfriend,” he said.

         
         “She’s half your size! And you could flick your finger and—pow, she’d go flying. But—” I broke off laughing. After another
            minute of scowling, Guy finally shook his head and smiled. “Sorry,” I said. “I know, I know, it’s not really that funny, but
            if she only knew. What’s that on your head? There’s no way she could’ve hit you hard enough to draw blood.”
         

         
         “Mango barbecue sauce.” He gave me an aggrieved look when I reached out to brush it out. “My hair’s all sticky. It’s awful.”

         
         “You just happened to have that on you?”

         
         “Since I was eating when she grabbed me, I did!” The aggravation only deepened. “She didn’t let me finish my sandwich.”

         
         “That’s probably what he’s most upset about,” Angélica said in my ear, speaking up for the first time since I’d seen Raze.
            “And with good reason. He doesn’t have any more of those sandwiches, does he?”
         

         
         I relayed this message on to Guy, who shrugged. “Take me back to the restaurant? I’ll make up a few for her.”

         
         “He’s now my favorite,” Angélica said to me. “You’ve been demoted.”

         
         “Please, he was always your favorite.” I toggled off my mic and turned to Guy. “Angélica’s probably already got the cleanup
            crew en route. We should scoot. Are you sure you have to go back?”
         

         
         “Raze snatched me on my break. I’ve still got a couple hours left on my shift.”

         
         I grimaced. Raze had been a repeat kidnapper back in my Hostage Girl days. Little had I known that she’d been doing so in
            hopes that I would develop superpowers and become her rival. In her mind, we were destined to be the next Fearless and Raptor.
            She was half-right, though she had no idea. The day I’d shown up in prison (wrongfully convicted) with superpowers had probably
            been one of the greatest days in Raze’s life. Since then, she’d done everything short of standing outside my apartment with
            a boom box held aloft to convince me to fight her. And when that hadn’t worked, she’d escalated to hostage taking. As Guy
            was the only one she’d ever seen me with, that made him a target. Which, if he’d been a regular human, might have been alarming.
         

         
         Since he was the former superhero Blaze, it was more of a nuisance than anything else. And a real role reversal from our Hostage
            Girl days, though Raze didn’t know that either.
         

         
         “Maybe I should just fight her,” I said as we headed for the parking lot.

         
         “You give her an inch . . .” Guy shook his head. In addition to the barbecue sauce on his temple, he had a streak of something
            orange-red across one shoulder of his chef’s tunic. “How late are you patrolling?” he asked me.
         

         
         “Until Angélica gives me the all clear. So much for hoping that Jessie would let me off early for the briefing tomorrow.”
            The official superhero emergency response briefing, called the Hero Emergency Connection—how X stood for Connection I didn’t know—was scheduled for 6 a.m. the next morning, east coast time. That meant 5 a.m. for me and 3 a.m. for my unfortunate
            West Coast brethren. “What about you?”
         

         
         “Lowry will probably ask me to stay late.”

         
         I paused by the bike and chewed on my lower lip. Thanks to his redhead complexion, I could see the smudges of exhaustion under
            his eyes. Superhero invincibility didn’t necessarily come equipped with the ability to fight ordinary fatigue. “You could
            go home and get some sleep, you know,” I said.
         

         
         But Guy shook his head. “I need to finish out my shift.”

         
         “It’s one shift, Guy—”

         
         “I need to be there,” Guy said. Not harshly, but firmly enough that I took a slight step back. He pinched the bridge of his
            nose and sighed at himself. “Sorry. But we’re serving flounder tonight, and he may be the master at it, but it makes Lowry
            grumpy. It’s better if I’m there.”
         

         
         I looked down, ostensibly to open the compartment and retrieve the helmet, but really to hide my frown. “Want to drive?”

         
         Guy took the helmet. “You sure? I thought Jessie had rules about who drives the bike.”

         
         “She’s not here, and like my esteemed trainer and compatriot, she likes you more than she likes me.”

         
         “In that case.” Guy strapped the helmet on and offered me a hand as he climbed onto the bike. “Thought you’d never ask.”

         
         I gave him a smile and leaned against him while he drove away from the Lake. The minute I knew he was more focused on driving,
            I let the smile drop. The Mobium in my system had honed my senses to the point where I could hear somebody’s heartbeat or
            check the dilation of their pupils, if I chose. My brain could sort out any number of stimuli most humans ignored. In the
            field, it sped up reaction times and sharped my fighting skills. In my personal life, I wished I could turn it off.
         

         
         Sometimes it sucked to know when people were lying.

         
         When I was trying to get to the bottom of some mystery? Incredibly helpful. When it was my boyfriend and I couldn’t figure
            out the severity of the lies? Not so much.
         

         
         I didn’t mention it when I dropped him off at the restaurant. An old fear nibbled at the back of my throat. Guy’s strange
            behavior could have been any number of things, most of them harmless. He’d retired from superheroism the year before to follow
            his dreams and become a chef. Though he hadn’t actually said anything, I had the suspicion that climbing the culinary ladder
            was more difficult than he let on most nights.
         

         
         But why not simply tell me that? Why act like he had some kind of secret, if that was the case?

         
         Guy pulled into the fire lane behind the restaurant and swung one of his ridiculously long legs off the bike. “Coming in?”

         
         “If this thing gets towed, Jessie’ll have my head,” I said, taking the helmet from him. I glanced toward the doors. “Last
            chance to ditch, Bookman. I bet Angélica would cover for me if I decided to play hooky, too.”
         

         
         “I really wish I could,” Guy said, and at least that felt genuine. So did the grin he shared as he scrubbed at the barbecue
            sauce on his temple. “But the two of us calling off work at the same time? That’s practically begging for a supervillain uprising.
            We’d better not risk it.”
         

         
         “Once again, your logical side wins out.” I batted my eyelashes at him. “Your loss.”

         
         For a second, he paused, then ruefully shook his head. “Stay here, I’ll get the sandwiches.”

         
         I let the bike idle, hoping the silence on the comms meant that all the criminals in Chicago and New York City had maybe decided
            to call it an early night so I could go home and get enough sleep before the HEX meeting.
         

         
         I should have known better than to even think it. Ten seconds later, my comms beeped. “Yeah?” I asked, toggling my mic back
            on.
         

         
         “A friend of yours showed up in Battery Park,” Angélica said. “I bet you’re dying to catch up.”

         
         “Of course I am.” So much for an early night.

         
         The door to the restaurant swung open, haloing Guy with light from the kitchen for a brief second as he jogged out with carryout
            boxes in a plastic bag. “Can you at least stay and chat while you eat?”
         

         
         “I wish I could,” I said, rising up on tiptoes to give him a quick kiss, “but as it stands, danger calls. I’ll see you later.
            Angélica, I’m on my way.”
         

         
         And, sandwiches safely tucked away, I drove off in the night to fight another supervillain.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         It turned out being a superhero didn’t save anybody from the worst evil: meetings. The current reason why my alarm clock shrilled
            in my ear far, far too early.
         

         
         Guy flicked my shoulder and I begrudgingly thumped the alarm clock a little harder than necessary. The plastic casing creaked.
            More importantly, the beeping stopped.
         

         
         “Eddie Davenport sucks,” I said into my pillow before lifting my head to glare at the darkness outside.

         
         “Yes, so you’ve said,” Guy said without opening his eyes. He had an impressive case of bedhead. And he’d shucked off his shirt,
            which even half-asleep and grumpy me could appreciate.
         

         
         “The man knows I’m training to be the Raptor, who operates under the cover of darkness. And you know what darkness requires?
            Lateness. As in late at night.” I faced my fate, setting my feet on the cold floor. “He knows I need to be out late and he
            still sets briefings at the ass crack of dawn, solely to get back at me.”
         

         
         “I think you might be feeling slightly self-centered today,” Guy said, far too amused. “Not a criticism, just a note. Eddie
            doesn’t even think about your schedule.”
         

         
         “Eddie takes sadistic pleasure in making my life hell, there’s no way that man doesn’t have my schedule memorized,” I said.
            Ever the considerate girlfriend, I let Guy go back to sleep and finished dressing in the dark, snatching up my water bottle
            before I climbed onto the fire escape. I checked to make sure nobody was around before I collected my bicycle, glanced at
            the ground four stories below, and hopped the railing.
         

         
         The trip downtown by bike would’ve taken anybody else a lot longer, but I’d absorbed the ability to phase from Angélica. It
            was a little like a slingshot, where I could alter my own momentum, throw myself across long distances, and land safely with
            a puff of air to release the force from the phase. On my bike, I could easily hop six blocks in an instant. I wore a helmet
            with a mirrored visor as a concession to Jessie. It really wouldn’t do to let the world know that Hostage Girl no longer counted
            herself among the regular humans.
         

         
         Before I reached the Willis—or Sears, as true Chicagoans still called it—Tower, I swapped the helmet out for my Raptorlet
            mask, tracing my finger along the tufted ears hugging the line of my skull. The mask let me bypass the security guard at the
            way station altogether—a good thing, as Marsh and I’d never gotten along—allowing me to walk straight back to the ʼporter
            lounge.
         

         
         Jon took one look at me and laughed as he folded up his magazine. “How will you miss me if you don’t go away?”

         
         “What can I say? I love spending time with you. New York, please.” We’d seen each other less than four hours before, when
            he’d ʼported me back to Chicago after my fight in Battery Park. I’d been tempted to sleep in New York after I finished apprehending
            Nefarious Norman, but I hadn’t felt like sleeping on a cot in the main headquarters.
         

         
         Jon put his hands on my shoulders; reality squeezed itself into nothingness for the briefest of seconds, and I opened my eyes
            to find myself in an identical room eight hundred miles away. I blinked away an ocular migraine. “Thanks for the lift,” I
            said, waving as I stepped out into the lobby for the Davenport Tower way station. “See you in another four hours, probably.”
         

         
         “Looking forward to it.” Jon returned his attention to his magazine.

         
         Davenport Industries had invested millions of dollars into creating a network of ʼporters between all the major cities. ʼPorting
            took both natural talent and a lifetime of training and dedication. Untrained ʼporters couldn’t intentionally hop even a single
            foot: I knew that from personal experience. No matter how many times I’d inadvertently ʼported myself out of danger, if I
            wanted to travel from Chicago to New York City on my own, I’d need a plane ticket or a car. And it’d take a hell of a lot
            longer than a blink.
         

         
         The convenience of the travel involved didn’t make me feel any better about being summoned to Davenport Tower. Aboveground,
            Davenport Industries—worldwide leader in technology, mining, real estate, and whatever else made money—operated like any regular
            business. Only traveling below exposed any of the strangeness: in addition to pretty much running the normal world, Davenport
            kept watch over the superhero community. They employed, protected, guarded, and sometimes exploited those with powers. Any
            superhero willing to pull their weight and stay on the mostly right side of the law had a guaranteed place at Davenport Industries—for
            better or for worse.
         

         
         My own experiences with Davenport tended to fall more on the worse side.

         
         Most superpowered business took place in a secret facility belowground, but HEX meetings always met on the seventh floor.
            I hated it, as reaching the briefing room meant a trip through the Annals, a creepy portrait hallway full of (mostly) dead
            superheroes. It felt disrespectful to phase inside the Annals, so I walked on past the portrait of Kurt Davenport. He’d been
            the original Raptor, so it was only fair that I saluted him and his judgy face as I passed.
         

         
         I gave the same salute to the portrait of Guy’s older brother, Sam, aka War Hammer. They had a sister in the family wing,
            and I didn’t want to be late. I stepped out of the hallway and into a small, nondescript waiting room. The coffee station
            in the corner held three full pots that I ignored for the water cooler, filling up my bottle.
         

         
         Quiet footsteps approached. “Raptorlet,” said a voice behind me.

         
         “Rodrigo.”

         
         Rodrigo Calles had dressed for the meeting in gray sweats. The man didn’t own anything that contained color, and I wasn’t
            sure if it was because he was color-blind or because he simply detested any hue not found on the sea creatures he modeled
            himself after. Without another word, he reached around me and picked up one of the full coffeepots. He tilted his head back
            and poured the scalding liquid straight from the pot into his open mouth. It splashed a little, spattering my sleeve.
         

         
         “What the—hey! You’re not actually a shark, have some manners. And leave some for everyone else.” It was like the man had
            never worked in an office environment. Come to think of it, he probably hadn’t.
         

         
         Rodrigo wiped his mouth on his sleeve and pointed at a little piece of tape on the pot. “FOR SHARK-MAN ONLY” it read.

         
         “Still gross,” I said.

         
         “It’s three o’clock in the morning in San Francisco, need I remind you. I hate the East Coast.” Rodrigo refilled his pot from
            another one—without making up a new pot—and padded after me as I moved into the conference room.
         

         
         As I stepped inside, a computerized voice announced my code name to the room at large, which was dominated by a single table.
            Most of the chairs were occupied already, meaning I was one of the stragglers. I wasn’t late, but Eddie Davenport still gave
            me a cold look as I found my seat. Next to him, Jessie, his twin sister and my boss, nodded in greeting. Most everyone had
            tablets or laptops open in front of them. I had only my water bottle.
         

         
         Right before the clock hit six, a familiar figure hurried in with a tablet under her arm. I sat up straighter. I’d never seen
            Kiki Davenport at a HEX briefing, even though she ran Medical and seemed like an obvious choice for it.
         

         
         She took a seat on Eddie’s other side without glancing my way.

         
         “Let’s begin,” Eddie said, shuffling the papers in front of him. Monitors along the walls lit up with the word HEX, like we’d forgotten where we were. “My assistant will be taking the minutes and copies will be made available to everyone
            later today. Before we begin, is there any old business to cover?”
         

         
         Shark-man raised his hand. “Motion to move the time of these meetings to sometime other than the middle of the night.”

         
         “Seconded,” at least three of the costumed heroes on his side of the table—which represented the West Coast—said in unison.

         
         “After this, briefings will return to the regular time, but this is something of a special circumstance,” Eddie said.

         
         “What circumstance?” Radar Roxy asked, fiddling with her visor.

         
         “We’ll get to that in a moment. Any other old business?”

         
         I had no idea why Eddie insisted on running these briefings like a board meeting, as nobody ever really brought up old business
            or requested the minutes. I’d seen photographs of the original HEX briefings, where everybody either wore uniform suits or
            actual suits, but casual Fridays had hit pretty hard since the days of Kurt Davenport. Most of us rolled into meetings in
            a variety of costume states, some completely masked and others in sweats and street clothes. Judging from the aggravated look
            on Eddie’s face, he likely would’ve preferred a return to a formal dress code over a bunch of slouching, sleepy superheroes
            lounging around a table, and Shark-man guzzling coffee in the corner.
         

         
         Still, business moved along. Seattle had been set on by a rash of oddly organized supervillains, which posed a problem. Supervillains
            were encouraged to look out for number one first, as that made it easier for the HEX network to take them down. When they
            joined forces, that spelled bad times for heroes. Pike Place Market still smelled a bit like burning from the attack, apparently.
            “Almost an improvement over the fish,” someone said, and Rodrigo looked offended.
         

         
         Different groups had attacked the Alamo, the Bean, and the Brooklyn Bridge in the past couple of days, making it a bad week
            to work at landmark sites. In a final order of business, TNTeen was aging out of his hero pseudonym and would need a new name
            soon. We didn’t come up with one, but everybody did agree that TN-Early-Twenties didn’t have quite the same ring.
         

         
         Throughout the squabbling, Kiki kept her gaze on the table in front of her. I sent a psychic push in her direction, but she
            ignored me. What was she doing here? She had minor psychic powers (I knew how minor because I’d inherited them from her),
            but her department didn’t take much interest in these meetings. And why was she sitting by Eddie and Jessie? She was their
            niece, but they usually did their best to ignore the family connection; there’s complicated family history, and then there’s
            the Davenports.
         

         
         My answer came forty long, dragging minutes later. After the Maine superhero contingent finished detailing the latest attack
            by mutant lobsters—“cursed-aceans,” as Radar Roxy put it—Eddie cleared his throat. “Any other business?” he asked, and everybody
            shook their heads. “Then let’s get into why this meeting was called so early.”
         

         
         Finally.

         
         “I called you all here to let you know there will be a change in management at Davenport Industries. In the coming months,
            we’ll be bringing my niece to a more prominent position within the company leadership, with the intention of her taking over
            a third of Davenport’s interests. I’ve made the announcement here because unlike Jessie and me, Kristiana will take an active
            role in both the superpowered and the aboveground sections of Davenport Industries.”
         

         
         I looked up sharply. Kristiana? We shared a mental connection and I’d had no idea Kiki was a nickname.

         
         Around the room, people began to shift in their seats, a few of them frowning. It took me a stupidly long time to realize
            they weren’t reacting to Kiki’s full name.
         

         
         “The announcement will be made to the general public at a press conference shortly,” Eddie went on, either not noticing or
            not caring that people had begun to rustle with hostility. “We’ll be hosting a gala in two weeks’ time to welcome my niece
            to company management. Invitations will be sent to those with a justifiable reason to attend.”
         

         
         Mentally, I poked Kiki, who had yet to look up from the table. She glanced swiftly at me, apparently surprised enough to let
            a flicker of actual emotion leak through our bond. You had no idea this was coming, I thought at her, puzzled.
         

         
         Eddie told me yesterday.

         
         Do you even want this? I thought at her.
         

         
         She returned her gaze to the table. Jessie looked up from her phone to peer at us suspiciously. Using psychic abilities during
            a HEX meeting was explicitly forbidden, but it wasn’t like Jessie could prove anything.
         

         
         It’s complicated, Kiki said. I don’t want to talk about it here.
         

         
         Fair enough. People trusted Eddie and Jessie, as they hadn’t inherited their mother’s powers and were immune to Villain Syndrome,
            a disease that made one want to save the world by destroying it. Eddie and Jessie’s younger brother, Marcus, hadn’t been so
            lucky. He’d been killed while attempting to destroy Grand Central Station. As his only child and somebody with power herself,
            Kiki lived every day under the umbrella of everybody’s suspicion. Would she develop Villain Syndrome like her father and her
            grandmother Rita? If so, when?
         

         
         It was bad enough that she was already close to the inner workings of the most powerful company in the world by running Medical.
            Now it looked like she would be put in charge of a substantial part of Davenport Industries. Pretty much the last thing anybody
            with Villain Syndrome needed, really. I could partly understand why nobody looked exactly happy with this decision.
         

         
         It didn’t help that her maternal grandfather was also a mad scientist. Thank god nobody knew that; there would be rioting
            in the streets.
         

         
         “Any questions?” Eddie asked, obviously ignoring the suspicious looks everybody shot at the young woman on his left.

         
         “So will she be turning evil and killing us all before or after the gala?” Rodrigo asked. “I need to decide whether to rent
            a tux.”
         

         
         Kiki flinched. Jessie’s face shuttered. I twisted the cap off my water bottle and flicked it. Even before my powers, my aim
            had been solid; now it was pristine. The cap hit Shark-man in the throat. He jerked forward, hands on his neck and eyes bulging,
            before his healing factor kicked in. His head swiveled toward me, the promise of retribution in his eyes.
         

         
         I stroked my chin with my middle finger. Kiki covered her mouth with her hand, which could hide either a smile or a frown.

         
         “Ahem,” Eddie said pointedly, and I waited for a scolding. Eddie only said, “Any actual questions?”

         
         Shark-man glared at me, but remained silent.

         
         “Good,” Eddie said. “Dismissed. Hopefully those of you that can get back to sleep will, and for everybody else, have a good
            rest of your day.”
         

         
         Rodrigo slunk from the room, shooting a vicious glare over his shoulder at me and taking my bottle cap with him, the jerk.
            The other heroes in the room filed out, giving me a wide berth.
         

         
         “That wasn’t necessary,” said a quiet voice, and Kiki appeared at my side.

         
         “He’s lucky it was me and not Angélica,” I said. “She would’ve punched him.” Which he deserved.

         
         “Sharkbait’s an asshole, news at eleven,” Kiki said with a sigh. “What did you even hit him with?”

         
         I showed her the bottle sans the cap.

         
         “I should’ve guessed.”

         
         Since flinging a beer bottle at a psychic villain had gotten me into this whole superhero mess once upon a time, it wasn’t
            surprising. I smiled back at her and popped to my feet. “Congrats on the promotion.”
         

         
         “Thanks. It’ll take everybody some time to get used to it. Maybe in the meantime you could refrain from damaging employees
            over it. Even Sharkbait.”
         

         
         “I make no promises,” I said, and Kiki gave me a look. “All right, fine, I’ll leave him alone. It doesn’t matter anyway because
            I’m not sticking around. I’m going back to bed.” Back to my warm blankets and warmer boyfriend.
         

         
         “Enjoy,” Kiki said. “But let me leave first, in case Sharkbait’s outside waiting to enact vengeance.”

         
         I could take Rodrigo in a fight, but it was sweet of her to look out for me, so I held back until I got a mental confirmation
            of all clear before I headed for the door.
         

         
         “And where,” said a voice behind me, “do you think you’re going?”

         
         I swiveled. “Home?” I said in a hopeful voice.

         
         Jessie Davenport stood with her arms crossed, her eyebrows high. “I was planning to give you a few hours off until your little
            stunt with Mr. Calles,” she said.
         

         
         “In my defense, I didn’t use any powers to hit him with that cap. I’m naturally that good.”

         
         “Doesn’t matter. Your restlessness tells me you need some time on the obstacle course. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll
            get to headquarters before I do.”
         

         
         I sighed. “Something tells me you took the Raptorjet to work this morning, too.”

         
         “Would you look at that, it appears I did. You might want to hurry,” Jessie said, walking for the door with a slight limp.
            She’d fallen off a roof last week.
         

         
         I cursed under my breath and leapt, phasing out the door. As I raced by, I swore I heard her laugh. It was foolish to expect
            that I would be able to go back to bed. After all, the first rule of being a superhero was you never got the day off.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Jessie beat me back to headquarters, as she had a supersonic jet and I only had a bicycle, but I could tell that she’d barely
            sat down by the time I solved the logic puzzle at the front door and stumbled in. The narrowness of victory didn’t lessen
            the severity of my punishment.
         

         
         One didn’t become the Raptor without also being a hard-ass.

         
         Three hours later, I pushed the final boulder into place and wearily pulled myself atop it. A dark blur swooped at me. I deflected
            with my forearm guard, only for a sharp pain to bite into my lower back: the first dart had been a decoy. I hissed and tugged
            the dart out of my back, ducking a third dart and dodging a fourth. She was being mean today.
         

         
         I knew what she wanted. “I’m not apologizing to Sharkbait,” I said, ducking a fifth dart.

         
         A bolo rope shot out and clipped my ankles, knocking me stomach-first onto the boulder. I groaned as it jarred every single
            hit I’d taken already.
         

         
         “If you hadn’t been busy trying to prove a point, you would have been able to dodge that, Ms. Godwin,” Jessie said in my earpiece.

         
         I yanked my ankles free of the rope. “I’d hit him again, so an apology means nothing.”

         
         “Be that as it may.”

         
         I tossed the rope away and watched it melt into the boulder. It had taken forever to get used to that. The room had once been
            a regular gym, but now it was a cavernous space filled with a purple-black polymorphous gel. Nanobots in the gel moved it
            about, shifting and creating new obstacles at Jessie’s command.
         

         
         Today’s mission had been to move four boulders to the spots marked on a map that I’d been given a split second to view. The
            weight of the boulders pushed at the threshold of my strength, and the nanobots made the floor slippery, even with my uniform
            boots. In addition to the terrain randomly changing, mental and physical traps had been hidden throughout. Exhaustion sang
            down to my very bones.
         

         
         Part of working for one of the richest women on the planet was that she came equipped with a lot of toys, and she invariably
            used those toys to cause pain. The gym was a technological marvel, sleek and smooth with infinity walls, and after months
            of training inside it, I hated it almost as much as I’d hated being kidnapped on a weekly basis for years.
         

         
         Just kidding: that had been way worse. At least the obstacle course had a time limit.

         
         “That’s the last boulder,” I said. “Please say it’s over.”

         
         “Stage one complete,” the synthesized voice said, echoing off the craggy surfaces around me.

         
         “Stage one?” I didn’t yelp—until the boulder melted underneath me, dropping me on my feet. I wrinkled my nose, lifting one boot out
            of the muck. All of the gel had pooled on the floor in a way that reminded me of a tar pit. “Out of how many?”
         

         
         She wouldn’t tell me. And if she did, it’d only be a lie. I stretched my shoulder, which had taken a nasty hit from a shock
            grenade earlier. Even if the next test proved to be mental rather than physical, I’d need that shoulder in top form. Jessie’s
            mental tests required enough focus to cause stress headaches even in the normal superheroes.
         

         
         And I wasn’t exactly normal. Most superheroes gained their powers after an explosion or an accident. There’d been no explosion
            for me. Instead, I’d been given my powers by a mad scientist, and I hadn’t had a choice. Dr. Mobius had kidnapped me and dosed
            me with Mobium, which had replaced all the carbon in my body. In a matter of weeks, I’d become stronger, more durable, and
            quicker to heal. I also had the rare ability to absorb abilities from other superheroes, even if those powers proved arbitrary
            and difficult to control. The first six months after the Mobium had been stressful and jam-packed with food, as my metabolism
            had burned at levels that still horrified my doctor.
         

         
         Luckily, that had settled. Probably because I was no longer: on the run from being falsely accused as an accessory to murder
            (long story); part of a plot to save Kiki from her super-healing super-douchebag of a boyfriend (longer story); or attempting
            to save the superhero world from collectively losing their powers (not that long a story, actually). With Jessie’s training,
            I’d come to grips with my Mobiumier half.
         

         
         Speaking of Jessie’s training, it had never taken this long to set up a second stage of training before. The gel remained
            in semiliquid form under my boots. “Uh, is this part of the test?” I asked.
         

         
         “No,” Jessie said, clearly frustrated. “The system’s fighting me. Get out of—”

         
         I was already sprinting for the door. I’d had too many nightmares about being trapped in that room.

         
         A sharp buzzing sound cut through the air as the gel in front of me flew upward into a thin column. I skidded to a halt and
            dropped into a fight stance. Was she messing with me? Was this actually part of the test? I wouldn’t put it beyond her.
         

         
         The column morphed rapidly into a human. Either the system had lived up to my nightmares and manifested a supervillain, or
            Jessie had programmed in a training dummy for me to fight. I sprang forward, aiming for the solar plexus area.
         

         
         The figure yelped and dodged out of the way. “Wait, no, don’t! It’s not calibrated, it’ll hurt!”

         
         Features sprang to life on the humanoid’s blank face—and they belonged to my ex. He held out his hands.

         
         I stepped back. “Hurting you would be the point. What the hell, Jeremy?”

         
         The figure gained clothes, hair, shoes, all belonging to Jeremy Collins. Everything remained monochromatic purple-black until
            color slowly began to seep into his clothes. “Neat trick, right?” he asked.
         

         
         “Annoying trick,” I said. “What are you doing here? Why are you messing with Jessie’s system?”

         
         “Yes,” Jessie said over the intercom. “Why are you messing with my system?”
         

         
         “You’re in trouble,” I sing-songed at him.

         
         “If it’s any consolation, it took me days to get in here,” Jeremy said to the ceiling.

         
         “That makes me feel leagues better,” Jessie said, her voice dry enough to start a forest fire.

         
         Jeremy squirmed, smart enough to be at least a little afraid of the Raptor. The shaped gel shared his features and coloring,
            but it gave him plastic, unblemished skin. Physically, Jeremy was handsome and fit. He had the same build as Guy and the same
            eye color, which meant people thought he was actually the superhero Blaze. He did have powers, but those had come along years
            after the mistaken identity.
         

         
         And I was getting a deeply unsettling exhibition of them right now.

         
         “What do you think you’re doing?” I repeated.

         
         Jeremy shrugged. He looked like an uncanny computer rendering of himself. “I was bored.”

         
         I pinched the bridge of my nose. “You broke in just to see if you could, didn’t you?”

         
         “Give me a break. Not everybody gets to see the mysterious Raptor’s lair,” Jeremy said.

         
         “Jessie might actually kill you.”

         
         “She can try,” Jeremy said smugly. The newfound powers hadn’t hurt his confidence in the slightest. “Not much she can do.”

         
         “You really don’t know the Raptor, do you?”

         
         Jeremy grinned. “I’ve taken over her incredibly powerful system. Nobody knows the Raptor better than I do right now.”

         
         “I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” I said.

         
         Six feet away, something fizzled and exploded. Jeremy’s avatar body glitched, gel rippling up and down his skin and clothing.
            He scrambled away from the blast, closer to me. “What was that?”
         

         
         “Short-range EMP,” I said. I’d expected the blast sooner. “You may want to move. You’re practically on top of another one.”

         
         Jeremy leapt a safe distance away. “Why does she even have those?” he said, shaking out his arm. “It can’t be good for the
            nanobots.”
         

         
         “They regenerate,” I said, enjoying the show. “I’m surprised you didn’t know that. I thought nobody knew the Raptor better
            than you did, Jer.”
         

         
         “Ugh! Okay, okay, I get the picture. I’m going. Sadists.” Jeremy melted into the floor, a decidedly odd thing to watch. Maybe
            not as weird as the time he’d literally exploded out of my cell phone, though. His head sank into the gel last, with one final
            peevish look my way.
         

         
         With him gone, all of the gel in the room shuddered and retracted toward the walls, returning to the charging bay.

         
         “Your friend is annoying,” Jessie said over the intercom.

         
         “Trust me,” I said, “he knows.”

         
         “I need to digitally disinfect this place. Go hit the showers.”

         
         I hurried to obey. If Jeremy hacking the room gained me early shower privileges, maybe I’d ask him to do it again—where Jessie
            couldn’t hear me. Half an hour later, I strolled into the kitchen, twisting my pinkie in my ear to get rid of excess water.
            A modest plate awaited me at the table. In the seat next to it, my trainer slouched with her feet up on the back of the next
            chair over, her eyes glued to one of the news monitors mounted near the ceiling.
         

         
         “How’s tricks?” I asked Angélica.

         
         She lifted a shoulder. For Angélica, that was practically a soliloquy. “I heard you mouthed off to Sharkbait at the briefing.
            You know Kiki’s been dealing with that for a lot longer than you’ve been around.”
         

         
         “So? It doesn’t make what he said right.”

         
         Angélica grimaced, but she obviously didn’t disagree. She had her arms folded over a tank top that bore her gym logo and her
            black hair had been pulled back into a ponytail. So, afternoon training would be against a physical opponent rather than a
            brutal logic puzzle.
         

         
         Guilt ate at me as I picked at the turkey sandwich on the plate. “Okay, how badly did I screw up?”

         
         Angélica looked away from the monitor. “Kiki won’t thank you for interfering. Jessie warned you to stay neutral in the mask.
            Defending the Davenport heir isn’t exactly a neutral stance.”
         

         
         Though it was delivered in a mild tone, the rebuke still found purchase. Thanks to months of training, my first instinct was
            no longer to rip off the mask at first instinct. But even masked, there were other ways a person could reveal themselves.
            Body language, vernacular. Hitting an annoying dude with a bottle cap.
         

         
         “Ugh,” I said, pushing the plate away. “I hate that you’re right. Sharkbait and all those other people are assholes. What
            good’s being a superhero if you can’t tell people they’re assholes?”
         

         
         “That’s the spirit,” Angélica said, picking up my sandwich herself.

         
         I looked at the news report, watching shaky cell phone footage of a woman in black and white flying through the air. “Now
            there’s someone who doesn’t let being a superhero stop her from calling people assholes,” I said. “Is she in Paris? I thought
            her show was in Milan this week.”
         

         
         “She’s got to throw people off her scent somehow,” Angélica said.

         
         “Point,” I said. Plain Jane didn’t visit Paris often, but when she did, France braced for impact. I always wondered how they’d
            react if they found out Plain Jane was in their city more often than anybody knew.
         

         
         Most of the world had no idea Plain Jane was also Victoria Dawn Burroughs: supermodel by day, superhero by night, and my first
            mentor at Davenport. Vicki’s idea of mentorship left much to be desired, but she brought me trinkets from her various trips.
            Supermodels got access to free makeup and other goodies, and Vicki was always willing to pass along the spoils.
         

         
         “I hope she doesn’t miss her call time,” I said, watching the TV as Plain Jane landed hard in the middle of an intersection,
            leaving a dent behind.
         

         
         “Knowing her, it was hours ago.” Angélica checked her phone when it beeped. A sly grin crossed her face. “That’s an update
            on your Ack-Man villain from last night.”
         

         
         Obligingly, I rolled my eyes at her.

         
         “They don’t think he has any powers,” Angélica said.

         
         “Good. No Villain Syndrome warning signs?”

         
         Angélica shook her head, and I did my best to keep my sigh of relief internal. During my brief stint in Detmer Prison, Villain
            Syndrome patients had gotten a little too close and personal for my taste. My own cell mate had been the first recorded case,
            Rita Detmer herself. It keeps you up at night, being roommates with the woman the prison is named after.
         

         
         “So Ack-Man has no superpowers, no VS,” I said, getting up to refill my water. That meant he’d be going to jail with regular
            humans—Class D, as we rated super abilities like school grades for some reason. “I really hope he doesn’t wander back to supervillainy.
            The field’s a little overcrowded lately.”
         

         
         “Overcrowded, but with no real organization at the moment,” Angélica said around a bite of her sandwich. “So we can thank
            our lucky stars for that.”
         

         
         “True. But I wonder why there’s no third option.”

         
         “Hmm?”

         
         “It’s either join Davenport or take the evil route and wind up in Detmer. Why’s there not, like a low-key support system for
            people who want to go on living their lives without all of Davenport’s stupid rules?” I thought of an ex-coworker, the world’s
            vainest woman with the ironic power to turn invisible, and wondered how she navigated the day-to-day aspects of her life.
            Portia McPeak had never seemed particularly good or evil, and she hadn’t wanted anything to do with Davenport. “Why’s there
            not, like, a super-but-not-a-superhero support group?”
         

         
         “I don’t know, but I’m certainly too busy to start one, and you are, too.” Angélica finished the sandwich and carried her
            plate to the sink. She plucked something from the counter and dropped it in front of me. “Speaking of Davenport.”
         

         
         It wasn’t hard to guess what the heavy, cream-colored envelope in front of me held. Sure enough, two tickets to the Davenport
            gala flitted out when I opened it. “What? No! Hostage Girl’s a has-been. Even the news doesn’t care about me now. I thought
            I was safe. What possibly could the Davenports have in common with Gail Godwin?”
         

         
         “Nothing, which is why the tickets are for that rich boyfriend of yours.” Angélica clapped me on the shoulder and laughed.
            “Congrats, Gail. You’re the plus one.”
         

         
         I put my head down on the table and groaned.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         The Davenports knew how to throw a party, probably because they made more in a year than the GDP of several countries combined.
            The old standard for past work parties—a veggie tray and a plate of mostly thawed grocery store shrimp—paled in comparison
            to the luxury of waiters in crisp tuxedos whisking trays of canapés underneath the gilded ceiling of the Martinez Center’s
            opulent ballroom.
         

         
         Extravagant as it all was, it had taken less than an hour for me to grow bored. Guy had been unable to get out of his shift.
            While Raptorlet knew most of the heroes milling about, nobody knew Raptorlet and Hostage Girl were one and the same. My strategy
            had become to camp out near the kitchen and claim first dibs on appetizers wandering by. I might not need to eat an entire
            feast to get through the morning anymore, but that didn’t mean I’d fallen out of love with food. Savoring every bite gave
            me something to do between the bouts of small talk with people who came over, realized I was Hostage Girl, and quickly found
            excuses to be on the other side of the room. It would have annoyed me if it weren’t so hilariously transparent, really.
         

         
         “Something tells me you were that girl by the snacks at all the high school parties,” said a voice behind me.

         
         I snorted. “That would’ve meant going to those parties in the first place. They let the press into these things now?”

         
         “We class up the joint.” Naomi Gunn had traded her dreads for a sleek updo for the gala, and her dress shimmered gold where
            it caught the light. Usually I saw her in a blazer over an ironic T, armed with a pen, a notebook, and comfortable shoes.
            Most important accessory for all journalists, she claimed.
         

         
         And also ideal for running away from supervillains, which was great because Naomi Gunn somehow attracted them like magnets.
            She insisted it was due to her passion for the truth. In my opinion, her nose for trouble was more to blame.
         

         
         But she definitely cleaned up nice, and I told her so.

         
         “Thank you. You’re looking pretty hot yourself. I was beginning to believe you only owned sweatpants,” Naomi said.

         
         “Why bother with nicer clothes if I’m only going to rip them up in training?”

         
         Naomi snagged a flute from the champagne tray, and I politely declined. She tilted her head. “I thought you were allowed alcohol
            now that all of that—” she waved vaguely at all of me and the Mobium, I assumed “—settled out.”
         

         
         “Technically I’m on duty. There’ll be a minor villain attack, it’ll be rebuffed, the party will go on. Then I can drink.”

         
         “Won’t that be fun,” Naomi said, eyeing the crowd. I didn’t like the media—they’d coined “Hostage Girl” after all—but I made
            an exception for Naomi, even though seeing her tended to precede disaster. The first time we’d met, I’d been kidnapped directly
            afterward, and my captor had cursed me with superpowers. In our second meeting, I’d quasi-saved Naomi during a bank holdup.
            The third time? A mall had been utterly demolished—with us still inside.
         

         
         She was kind of like my anti–rabbit’s foot, come to think of it.

         
         “So what trouble are you in this week?” I asked, leaning against the balcony railing as we watched the glittery folk below.
            “Do I need to schedule any upcoming rescues?”
         

         
         “And ruin the spontaneity? I think not. Anyway, it’s nothing that needs Raptorial interference. I’m actually helping your
            better half at the moment. Speaking of: where is he?”
         

         
         “Guy had to work. Again.” I wrinkled my nose. “What’re you helping him with?”

         
         “He hasn’t told you?” Naomi asked.

         
         “It has something to do with his job, doesn’t it?” I asked. “That’s why he’s been acting weird about work. Is it dangerous?”

         
         “Nah,” Naomi said. “But if you want to know more, ask him, not me. A journalist always protects her sources.”

         
         “I don’t think that’s how it works,” I said.

         
         A flash of blue caught my eye. I turned and eyed the alcove, ready to trigger an alert. Instead, Jeremy stepped out of the
            alcove, hastily adjusting his tuxedo jacket. I narrowed my eyes as he spotted us, waved, and walked over. “Ladies,” he said,
            buttoning his jacket.
         

         
         “Hey, Jer,” Naomi said. “How’d you score an invite?”

         
         “I know people,” Jeremy said, a touch too defensively.

         
         Naomi narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re not really here, are you?”

         
         “Nope, he isn’t,” I said, and put my hand through Jeremy’s arm, careful to avoid the security camera angles. I pulled my hand
            free, flexing my fingers to get rid of the tingly feeling from touching Jeremy’s digital projection.
         

         
         Naomi poked him, her finger going an inch into his sternum. “This is always so strange.”

         
         “Where’s your real body?” I asked.

         
         “What is a body without a mind? Nothing but an empty vessel,” Jeremy said.

         
         “In your room in the Complex, then? Gotcha.” The Martinez Center was blocks away from Davenport Tower. It wasn’t the farthest
            I’d seen Jeremy project himself, but it remained impressive. He’d come a long way since he’d electrocuted himself to save
            me. After exploding out of a coma (and destroying my phone in the process), he’d harnessed the ability to travel through electrical
            currents and project his form at will. For short periods of time, he could even become corporeal.
         

         
         These days, it was rarer to see his body than it was to see him.

         
         “Leaving your body lying around like that cannot be healthy,” Naomi said, finishing her champagne. “Does it feel weird?”

         
         Jeremy shrugged. “Not particularly. I don’t—oh, hell, this was a bad idea after all. Bye!” He scooted back toward the alcove
            and blinked out of existence.
         

         
         I turned and spotted the reason for his hasty exit: the woman in a poppy-red dress ascending the stairs. “Jeremy had pressing
            business elsewhere, but was terribly sorry to have missed you,” I said, saluting Angélica with my water as she reached us.
         

         
         “I’m sure. The speeches are about to start. Jessie wants us in the back, but with a clear line to Kiki and the kids in case
            something goes wrong.”
         

         
         “Right. Protect the heirs.” Jessie kept her two children, Harry and Lydia, out of the public eye, but they’d been allowed
            to come to the gala to support their cousin. I could see them mingling with the other Davenport elite near the front of the
            room.
         

         
         “That’s my cue to find actual superheroes I can interview,” Naomi said, putting her empty glass down. “You two have fun worrying
            about every little thing. Catch up with you later.”
         

         
         “Get out of here if something goes wrong,” I said, wasting my breath. If supervillains attacked, Naomi wouldn’t leave until
            she got her scoop, which was why I’d already decided to keep an eye on her whereabouts.
         

         
         We found a spot with a good sight line to the stage and settled in with small plates of canapés. I tried to look casual as
            I studied the ceiling, which was covered in frescoes and murals. If any superheroes wanted to burst in that way, they’d destroy
            some seriously fancy art.
         

         
         “How’s Kiki?” I asked.

         
         Angélica wiggled a hand in a so-so motion. “Obviously, she’d be happier staying in Medical and diagnosing new powers, but
            she suspected this might happen.”
         

         
         “It sucks that nobody trusts her, given everything she’s done for this company,” I said.

         
         Angélica gave me a dark look of agreement and turned her attention to the stage, where a few of the dignitaries had gathered
            alongside the Davenports. Jessie tilted her head at me and glanced toward the doors, as though to say I wasn’t being vigilant
            enough, so I returned to studying the room. A supervillain who truly knew about the Davenports would be an idiot to attack,
            which meant we’d either get a particularly dumb opportunist, or somebody that didn’t give a single flying fart that they were
            about to get their ass kicked.
         

         
         Or maybe nothing would happen at all. I’d prefer that.

         
         The quartet finished their song, and a man stepped up to the microphone. “Is this thing on? Oh, darn, looks like it is. I
            guess you don’t have a choice but to listen to me.”
         

         
         Great. A comedian. I gave the exits a forlorn look.

         
         “I’m Wilbur Scott, and I serve on the board at Davenport Industries,” the man continued. “We’d like to thank all of you for
            coming out, and the Martinez Center for hosting us.”
         

         
         Rodrigo Calles stepped up next to me. “Hostage Girl,” he said in a low murmur.

         
         “My name is Gail,” I said. I tried to keep the annoyance in my voice to a minimum. Raptorlet disliked Shark-man, but Gail
            Godwin was supposed to have no idea who he was. “And you are?”
         

         
         “Rodrigo Calles.” He offered me a handshake and a smile. “I didn’t realize you traveled in these circles. How do you know
            the Davenports?”
         

         
         “I don’t,” I said. “My boyfriend does. You might know him—Guy Bookman? He’ll be here any minute.” A complete lie, but Rodrigo
            didn’t need to know that. The two weren’t friends. In my Hostage Girl days, Guy had punched Rodrigo in the face for posting
            a chart with my survival odds.
         

         
         Which was probably why Rodrigo took a cautious step back now.

         
         “And that’s why,” Wilbur Scott said into the microphone, “it’s my pleasure to introduce the CEO of Davenport Industries and
            the host of this little shindig, Edward Davenport. Eddie, she’s all yours.” He handed over the mic to a good amount of applause
            as Eddie stepped forward.
         

         
         Behind him, Jessie raised her eyebrow at me and then at Rodrigo. Angélica finally turned to look at us. “Is there a particular
            reason you’re bothering my friend?” she asked.
         

         
         “Okay, okay, I know when I’m not wanted,” Rodrigo said, stepping away from us.

         
         Eddie raised the microphone. I detested him, but I couldn’t deny that he was a phenomenal public speaker. He made eye contact
            with people in the audience as he complimented the Martinez Center staff, tossing a few lighthearted jokes about Davenport
            employees that had the crowd tittering.
         

         
         “It’s my pleasure to gather the esteemed members of the board, investors, friends, and especially family here today to bring
            you exciting news,” Eddie said. “Davenport is all about family, and always has been. My grandfather founded this company in
            Chicago, when he was fresh off the boat from the Netherlands over fifty years ago. You all know how he started as a humble
            one-room operation selling radio parts. My father, Kurt, was the one to bring the business into the future. Dad worked side
            by side with my grandfather until the day Grandpa retired. They taught me the value of good business, of treating your staff
            right, of sticking to your word.”
         

         
         I snorted under my breath. Angélica nudged me.

         
         “When Jessie and I came of age, nothing made my father happier than passing the family business onto a third generation,”
            Eddie said. He paused and smiled. “It had grown a little, of course.”
         

         
         Laughter and applause broke out across the room.

         
         “But no matter how far the company expands, it is first and foremost a family affair. Even our brother, Marcus, took an interest
            in the company before he was pulled from our lives. It’s been twenty-six years now and not a day goes by that I don’t think
            about my little brother.”
         

         
         I glanced over at where Kiki stood beside Jessie, her face carefully composed. What must it be like, listening to somebody
            wax poetic about the man who’d killed her mother?
         

         
         “But my brother, Marcus, lives on, in both the good work Davenport does, and in his daughter. And that is the reason we’re
            here today, to celebrate my niece and to welcome her to the company.” Eddie put a hand on Kiki’s shoulder. “My niece Kristiana
            will carry on the Davenport legacy, as she’s agreed to follow in my footsteps and lead Davenport Industries into another new
            era.”
         

         
         Applause rang out. Rodrigo took another sip of his gin and tonic. “We’re doomed.”

         
         Angélica shifted. Rodrigo flinched, freeing his foot from underneath her heel, but Angélica only gave him a deadpan look.
            “Whoops. Clumsy me.”
         

         
         Rodrigo tossed back the rest of his drink with a sneer. “She might be a Davenport,” he whispered, “but she’s just as much
            a Detmer. Remember that when she turns on us all.”
         

         
         I exchanged an eye roll with Angélica.

         
         “Now, don’t worry. I’m not going anywhere,” Eddie said, and Wilbur Scott mimed wiping his brow, to the amusement of the audience.
            “This will be a gradual transition as we show my niece the ropes. We’re very excited to have her join the team and we think
            you’ll like her as much as we do.”
         

         
         “How precious,” said a voice from the audience, and I froze.

         
         I recognized the voice. So did most of the people in the room. We’d heard it often enough on the evening news or booming through
            speakers at whichever tourist location she’d decided to attack that week. The temperature in the room plummeted. Every important
            party inevitably had a minor interruption from an enterprising supervillain, usually somebody with more bravado than brains.
         

         
         Not the closest thing the supervillains had to a queen, at least with Rita Detmer in prison.

         
         Tamara Diesel stepped forward and raised her champagne glass over her head. At least she’d dressed up for the occasion: instead
            of her usual denim vest, she wore a blood-spattered tux with absurdly long tails. Silver beads threaded through the braids
            on the unshaved side of her head, and her teeth glinted when she smiled. She didn’t appear to have weapons on her, but she
            also didn’t need any. Her telekinesis could send us all flying toward the wall.
         

         
         “It seems,” Tamara Diesel went on, like the room wasn’t collectively holding its breath, “as though the benevolent empire
            has found its princess, at long last. It’s so wonderful, is it not?”
         

         
         On stage, Jessie stepped forward and calmly pushed her children behind her. Kiki, frozen as she reached for the microphone,
            only continued to stare.
         

         
         A tic worked in Eddie’s jaw. “I don’t remember sending you a ticket,” he said.

         
         “Did you not? I figured I should offer my well-wishes in person.” Tamara looked directly at Kiki and swept into an elegant
            half bow. “Heaven forbid I be rude, not to our glorious new leader. I look forward to seeing where Davenport Industries will
            guide us all in the future.”
         

         
         Rodrigo snarled in vindication. “See?” he whispered to us. “I told them, she’s in on it, the villains are already showing
            to bend the knee.”
         

         
         Angélica muttered a few choice words. Rodrigo would probably be wise to avoid dark alleys for the foreseeable future.

         
         “I must ask you to leave,” Eddie said to Tamara. “This event is for invited guests only.”

         
         “Oh,” Tamara said. “I didn’t plan to stay. I merely wanted to drop off a present to celebrate the occasion.”

         
         On a scale of one to ten in ominous supervillain announcements, that ranked at eleven.

         
         Which was why I wasn’t at all surprised when gas started to pour from the vents.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         Green-gray smoke choked the air, throwing everything into chaos. A stampede started for the door, screams erupting. Mercifully,
            the gas didn’t smell like apricots, which meant it wasn’t one of the worst I’d faced. Unfortunately, that left a wealth of
            possibilities.
         

         
         I covered my mouth with my arm and ran for the stage, kicking off my heels. In the confusion, I couldn’t phase without hitting
            somebody, but I could run pretty fast. Angélica sprinted ahead of me, dodging and weaving her way to the Davenports. Tamara
            Diesel’s laughter soared over the panic. Terror overtook the crowd as they scattered.
         

         
         “Is she alone?” Angélica shouted back to me as we fought against the current of people trying to escape. “Do you see anybody
            else?”
         

         
         I didn’t, but that could be blamed on my height deficit. The gas made it hard to see, making people trip over each other and
            tumble to the ground, where they began to cough and convulse into spasms. The air smelled like burning tar, which sucked,
            but the gas didn’t even irritate my throat.
         

         
         On stage, which seemed impossibly far away through the crowd, Jessie, the kids, Eddie, and the board members were all clutching
            their throats and stumbling to their knees. Kiki knelt over Eddie, frantically trying to yank his bowtie loose.
         

         
         But she wasn’t even coughing.

         
         Hold up.

         
         Angélica wasn’t coughing either. And Rodrigo, eyes flashing an eerie gray, ran on unhindered. But we were the only ones who
            weren’t coughing, and it was becoming increasingly more apparent by the second.
         

         
         Oh, hell. On instinct I tripped Rodrigo and tackled Angélica. We crashed to the ground; before she could fight me off, I hissed,
            “Fake a seizure!”
         

         
         “What—”

         
         “Just do it! You, too, Rodrigo!”

         
         Angélica needed only a split second to notice the same thing I had. She flopped back and did a pretty accurate impression
            of a seizure. I tried to do the same, but midmovement I realized I’d forgotten somebody.
         

         
         I poked Kiki over our mental link. Get down! The gas is only affecting people without powers!

         
         Kiki jerked, glancing up to gawk at the room around us. Tamara, one of the few left standing, smirked. The smirk, however,
            fell away when Kiki’s eyes rolled back into her head. She hit the stage hard enough that I heard her body thump on the wooden
            floor.
         

         
         Angélica flinched.

         
         It must have looked so strange from above, a roomful of people in formalwear convulsing on the floor. But why wasn’t it affecting
            the four of us? Our powers weren’t similar. We had a psychic, two synthetic superheroes, and an idiot that could transform
            into some kind of shark abomination.
         

         
         Gail. Kiki’s voice pushed into my head. You have to get the Raptor armor.
         

         
         I’m not allowed in that armor yet! I thought back at her. I’m only an apprentice.
         

         
         Jessie can’t do it. And Diesel won’t back down for just anybody. You need the armor.

         
         She had a point. The world didn’t know I had powers, so I did need armor. But getting to said armor? Nearly impossible. I
            was in the middle of a large ballroom, surrounded by fallen rich people while a supervillain stood over us all.
         

         
         You can phase, right? Kiki thought at me.
         

         
         Not from a lying down position, and not quickly enough to do whatever Kiki wanted me to do. I don’t think I’ll get out in time, I told Kiki.
         

         
         I’ll distract her.

         
         “Well, well, well,” Tamara said, stepping on somebody’s arm as she climbed onstage. I curled up, covering my face. Luckily,
            she didn’t seem to notice me among the twitching masses. “I thought for sure there’d be more superpowered people. A fancy
            party like this? They normally can’t stay away.”
         

         
         As everybody in the room was either seizing or moaning in pain, nobody answered her.

         
         “How’s everybody doing?” Tamara went on, idly kicking a board member. “Having a good time? Enjoying the gas? In truth, I wasn’t
            entirely sure what it would do, as my inventor was on a tight deadline. I half expected it to melt everybody’s faces off.”
         

         
         Angélica began to slide across the floor. I held my breath and did the same, in the opposite direction.

         
         “What did you do to us?” Eddie said in a hoarse voice. He’d lifted his head to glare at Tamara in defiance, but he broke off
            into a coughing fit, clearly in a great deal of agony.
         

         
         “Consider it my new calling card,” Tamara said. She held up a remote and twisted it about, admiring it in the light. Dread
            pooled in my stomach. “Allow me a demonstration, if you will.”
         

         
         Tamara pressed the button. Instantly, Eddie fell backward, screaming like his entire body was on fire. Jessie flinched, staying
            where she was, one hand on either child behind her.
         

         
         I slithered closer to the kitchen door.

         
         “The nice thing is that once you’re exposed, you’ll forever be vulnerable,” Tamara said as Eddie lay there, panting. “And
            it’s so effective. A simple press of a button and pain like you’ve never known. Look at your new Davenport princess, it’s
            knocked her clean out.”
         

         
         She wound up to kick Kiki in the ribs—and Kiki rolled over and drove a taser right into her ankle.

         
         Tamara screamed.

         
         I shoved off the ground, took two running steps, and phased toward the kitchen door. I overshot, my shoulder slamming into
            the metal, and fell through. Behind me, a cry of pain echoed.
         

         
         The sound of a single gunshot chased me into the kitchen.

         
         Kiki! I nearly scrambled back, but my momentum carried me forward. I had to get the armor. My feet slipped as hardwood turned
            to linoleum. I raced through the kitchen, automatically noting the tied-up kitchen staff and the dark figure standing over
            them. Without pausing, I snatched a heavy pan from the sink and walloped said figure as I phased past.
         

         
         I heard a grunt of pain as I landed by the employee exit and grasped the doorknob.

         
         “Girl?”

         
         The familiar voice made me whip into a fighting stance.

         
         Lady Danger, the Victorian menace of the South Side, waved at me, like she wasn’t ringed by waiters and cooks convulsing and
            twitching on the floor. She had on a burgundy gown with a bustle and ruches, with a lacy little parasol propped over one shoulder.
         

         
         None of the aesthetic lessened the intensity of the two snarling mongrels at her side.

         
         “I thought that was you!” she said, as I gawked. “I didn’t know you were on this crew, too! It really is a small world, isn’t
            it?”
         

         
         “Uh,” I said, since Lady Danger was smiling at me like we were friends. We’d done time together, but her hounds were also
            the source of a very specific set of scars on my back. “Hi. What are you—are you working with Tamara Diesel?”
         

         
         “Of course I am. You know she pays well,” she said. The dogs snarled louder. Lady Danger irritably batted a fan at them. “Be
            nice, Viceroy Fitzhubert, Esquire and Captain Fortescue the Third!”
         

         
         Those would be the dogs, I hoped, and not any of the kitchen staff because: yeesh.

         
         “That was quite the hit you landed, tsk tsk. Did you not see that it was me?” Lady Danger asked.

         
         “Yeah, about that—” With no other way out of the conversation, I flung a frying pan at her head and bolted out the door. I
            scrambled onto the handrail. Rain immediately soaked my dress, getting into my eyes when I looked up.
         

         
         Two seconds later, as I clambered up the side of the building, the door burst open and Viceroy Fitzhubert and Captain Fortescue
            barreled through. They snapped at my ankles, barks sounding like sonic booms in the night.
         

         
         “This is why I’m a cat person,” I said under my breath, and scaled the side of the building. The Raptorjet had been parked
            on the roof and cloaked, so I nearly tripped over it. I found the doorway by feel and ducked into the jet when the door hissed
            open.
         

         
         Inside the jet, two suits of armor waited like silent, faceless mannequins. I hovered with my hand extended to my normal armor.
            It was as functional and hardy as the Raptor armor, with as many gadgets and all the same tricks.
         

         
         But Kiki had a point. Raptorlet was fine for facing a two-bit villain from Hoboken. Tamara Diesel demanded more of a presentation.

         
         Raptor needed to save the day.

         
         I jumped into the armor, moving even before it finished molding to my limbs. The diagnostic systems blinked on in Jessie’s
            red rather than my chosen blue. I vaulted out of the jet and ran along the roof, switching on the infrared. Lady Danger would
            no doubt find her way to the roof, or send other villains, so the kitchen as an entry point was a no go. Jessie’s suit had
            already tapped into the security cameras, and they painted a grim picture of overpowered security staff at every exit. I needed
            another way in.
         

         
         All of the ballroom cameras had been blacked out, but the infrared scans showed that most of the people were still on the
            floor. In the center of the room was a blazing bright spot that I assumed had to be Tamara Diesel.
         

         
         Where are you? Kiki asked, making me jolt.
         

         
         On the roof. There was trouble in the kitchen.
         

         
         Hurry—it’s Jessie—

         
         My head snapped up. The gunshot I’d heard—had that been . . . ?

         
         I started running, throwing two little discs out in front of me as I did. A hissing noise filled the air as the lasers got
            to work, cutting a square into the roof. I took a running leap and drove the heels of my boots into the center of the square,
            plummeting through the perfectly cut hole left behind.
         

         
         I phased down, throwing all of my momentum into the act so that my boots slammed down, cratering the floor around me. Instantly
            I whipped about, stun gun up, ready to use the advantage of surprise—
         

         
         My grip on the hilt actually faltered. Blood, was all I could think, so much blood. Jessie lay on the stage, Kiki desperately
            holding a soaked jacket against her stomach.
         

         
         Beyond that, it grew even worse: five people hovered in a line ten feet off the ground. A handgun dangled over each of their
            heads, all held up telekinetically. Everybody affected by the gas seemed to have recovered somewhat. Now they’d all frozen
            in terror. Two of the people in the air were sobbing.
         

         
         “At last,” Tamara Diesel said.

         
         It was difficult to hear her over the pounding of my heart, but I stood there with my stun gun raised. Frozen. Breaking every
            rule of being the Raptor. No way in hell I’d be fast enough to save five people.
         

         
         “I wasn’t even sure you were coming!” Tamara said, laughing like it had been silly to worry.

         
         Nobody moved, not even the stunned and gassed people still on the floor. Angélica, one of the five in the firing squad line,
            glared at me, eyes cutting from Tamara to the stun gun in my hand. I didn’t need to read her mind to know the message: finish her!

         
         “Welcome to my party, Raptor,” Tamara Diesel said. “I can see what you’re thinking, so I’ll answer the question you’re asking
            yourself: no, you probably can’t take me out before I pull at least one of those triggers. I’ve done the math.”
         

         
         So had I. My math focused on the amount of blood on stage and the faintness of Jessie’s heartbeat.

         
         “It’s so rare to see you indecisive,” Tamara said, clicking her tongue. “Did you know, there’s a theory about you in the villain
            community? It’s exactly why I put on this little show.”
         

         
         My hand flexed on the hilt of the stun gun. I couldn’t answer her. Anger boiled through my whole body. Maybe if I waited her
            out, her telekinesis would wear out.
         

         
         One of the men in the line of five whimpered.

         
         “Rude. Witty banter only works if you respond,” Tamara said.

         
         Backup’s on its way, Kiki thought at me, her voice beyond strained. Jessie’s heartbeat grew fainter.
         

         
         “Oh, well, I don’t care,” Tamara said as I continued to stare at her, the stun gun aimed at her chest. Holding five people
            and the guns up together required more finesse than I’d ever seen from her. She strode closer and I shifted my stance, warningly.
            “Did you know there’s a deeply held belief that the Raptor actually has no powers?”
         

         
         Oh.

         
         So that’s why she’d done this. I clenched my jaw and locked eyes with Angélica. Behind her, on the ground, I could see Rodrigo
            inching his way closer to her. I hoped he wouldn’t ruin everything. Either way, I needed to do something.
         

         
         “So I brought you a present,” Tamara said, apparently not noticing. She whipped around, too fast even for me, and blew a cloud
            of green-gray gas in my face.
         

         
         I stepped into the cloud of smoke and calmly fired the stun gun right into her chest. Angélica fell, plowing three of the
            others in the firing line to the side. Rodrigo tackled the fourth right as all five guns went off.
         

         
         The bullets chipped the wood of the stage.

         
         I ran at Tamara, firing repeatedly even as she telekinetically swatted the stun bolts away. Something very like fear flashed
            in her eyes as she dodged backward, coattails flapping on her thighs. “Better luck next time!” she said, and slammed a telekinetic
            blast into the floor so hard that it catapulted her into the air and right through the hole in the ceiling I’d created. I
            swiped at her, a second too late.
         

         
         A chunk of floor caught me hard in the shoulder right as my left boot slid on debris. For one harrowing second, I hung there
            in midair, watching Tamara Diesel escape.
         

         
         And then I hit the floor ass-first. Somewhere in the room, a light flashed.

         
         I ignored all of that, springing to my feet and taking two running steps to the stage. I had my medkit. I had all of Jessie’s
            tools. If I could get to her, if I could help her, she might be okay—
         

         
         “What the hell are you doing? You have to get out of here! Go!” Eddie shoved at me with what little strength he had. He sounded
            desperate and panicked for the first time all night. “Go! Go, before you ruin everything!”
         

         
         I started to move around him, digging at my belt pouch, but Kiki shook her head. “Listen to him! I’ve got this!”

         
         If I couldn’t help Jessie, I could at least solve another problem. I tossed my suit’s medkit at Kiki and shot a grappling
            hook at the hole in the ceiling. Two seconds later, I scrambled onto the roof.
         

         
         No sign of Tamara Diesel. I flipped on every possible sensor on my suit, but she’d already left. Growling, I ran to the side
            of the building and dropped down. If I couldn’t take my frustration out on Tamara, maybe Lady Danger would still be around
            to answer some questions.
         

         
         No such luck: only the kitchen staff remained, trussed up on the floor with gnawed up animal bones strewn messily on the ground
            between them. Dammit! I punched the wall, leaving a considerable dent behind. The staff jumped at the noise. Guilty, frustrated,
            I cut through the ropes of the two nearest me. They’d have to free their compatriots on their own. I was too busy vanishing
            into the darkness like the Raptor should, climbing the building and out of sight.
         

         
         I was still up there, crouched on the roof and cloaked in shadows and rain, when the ambulances arrived.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 6

         
         Unfortunately, I couldn’t stay on that rooftop long. First responders rushed into the ballroom, so I shed the armor in the
            Raptorjet and sneaked downstairs, where an EMT grabbed my arm and hustled me toward one of the stretchers.
         

         
         Pretending to be sick when all I wanted to do was get to Jessie’s side—well, I couldn’t call it torture, as I had a healthy
            respect for actual torture. But it came close. They took us to the Infectious Gas Ward at Singh Memorial. Several of the city’s
            most elite were on the guest list. Davenport spared no expense, whisking them away to private rooms. As a nobody, I wound
            up in a quarantine ward with the catering staff, Angélica, and Rodrigo.
         

         
         Naomi had been sorted into another group, but I’d spotted her—dark complexion washed out—firing questions at an EMT as I’d
            been carted off.
         

         
         “You didn’t leave?” Angélica asked, sitting on the bed next to me.

         
         “I was on the guest list,” I said. Documentation of Gail Godwin at the party would only look suspicious if I vanished—especially
            if it was around the same time Raptor had arrived.
         

         
         “Good call,” she said. She turned away from the group harassing the nurse at the front of the ward. “How are you feeling?
            You took two blasts of the gas. Any nausea? Dizziness?”
         

         
         I shook my head. “I feel normal. Have you heard from Kiki? What’s going on with Jessie?”

         
         Angélica shook her head. “Don’t panic. She’s strong.”

         
         My throat felt hot as I nodded. There’d been so much blood, but Jessie had survived worse in her tenure as the Raptor. I pushed
            all the worries screaming at the back of my mind away and focused on something that had been bothering me. “Is it weird that
            the gas didn’t affect Sharkbait or Kiki either? They don’t have Mobium. Our powers aren’t exactly homogenous either. How would
            it know to differentiate? Is it like the Demobilizer?”
         

         
         “Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Angélica said, but her tone indicated her thoughts had taken a similar track.

         
         In my time at Davenport, I’d learned that powers came in all shapes, sizes, and colors, and rarely had a single thing in common.
            The only substance that had ever managed to differentiate between powered and nonpowered individuals had been a serum: Demobilizer.
            It had been created by Dr. Mobius, the same man responsible for the Mobium Angélica and I shared. According to Kiki, his intellect
            went decades beyond what current scientists knew about superheroes. And she’d know: she’d graduated at thirteen and had more
            PhDs than I had degrees total. Also, she happened to be the man’s granddaughter.
         

         
         “Is this Mobius?” I asked, ignoring Angélica’s warning look. “Did he escape and somehow begin working for Diesel?”

         
         “I don’t know. He’s not the only mad scientist out there, unfortunately.” She turned and sighed. “Oh, it’s you.”

         
         Rodrigo, in gray scrubs, wrinkled his nose sarcastically as he approached. “My foot hurts where you stepped on it,” he said
            to Angélica.
         

         
         “Please hold your breath while I decide whether or not to apologize,” Angélica said.

         
         “I’m shark-based, I don’t actually need to breathe.”

         
         Angélica and I squinted at him. “Do you want to tell him about gills, or should I?” I asked.

         
         “Shut up,” Rodrigo said. He leaned toward me with a smug look. “I know your secret.”

         
         Any other time, my stomach would have dropped in dismay. But I’d faced down Tamara Diesel, I had no idea if Jessie would even
            survive the night, and there was a horrifying new gas out in the world, so a perfectly apathetic shield had formed around
            me. “I’m shocked. It would take a genius to realize I left the party right before Raptor came in, and you don’t qualify.”
         

         
         “What?” Rodrigo’s eyes widened. “You’re the Raptor’s apprentice? You? I was talking about the fact that Hostage Girl had powers.”
         

         
         “Ugh,” I said, as smacking myself on the forehead would take up too much energy.

         
         Angélica grabbed Rodrigo’s shirt and yanked him down to her level, a considerable drop. “Tell anyone and you really will be
            shark bait.”
         

         
         Huh. So that was what Rodrigo looked like when he was afraid.

         
         Before he could reply, a Davenport nurse I recognized from Medical called us to the front of the tent. We had to step into
            decontamination showers and were then corralled into hazmat suits. I tried to ignore the rest of the people looking on enviously
            as we left.
         

         
         I hoped there was a cure for whatever Tamara had done to them.

         
         In the elevator, the nurse, Zack, hit the basement level button four times in quick succession. “I’m here to take you in for
            tests. How’s everybody feeling?” he asked us.
         

         
         We all shrugged in unison. “Any news on Jessie?” I asked.

         
         “She’s in surgery and it’s too soon to know anything,” Zack said.

         
         The elevator took us below the basement level. Given that Singh Memorial was only a couple blocks from Davenport Tower, I
            wasn’t entirely surprised when the doors opened straight into Medical. I’d passed this spot dozens of times without considering
            that there might be a door there at all.
         

         
         Medical usually served as a well-lit port in the storm: bright and minimalist, it resembled a futuristic computer store. That
            calm façade had evaporated; people in scrubs raced from one room to another, machines beeped, and staff workers shouted instructions
            to one another that I didn’t understand. I swallowed past the lump in my throat and did my best to stay out of the way as
            I followed the others to one of the exam rooms.
         

         
         “Gail!” Naomi, weaving a little, pushed off of a cot and staggered across the room to give me a hug when we stepped inside.
            “There you are. Finally.”
         

         
         “Are you okay?” I grabbed her by the elbows when she stumbled. “Should you even be up?”

         
         Naomi coughed. “I’m fine, I’m fine.”

         
         “Yes, obviously, we can see that,” Zack said.

         
         Naomi waved at him. “Why you gotta drag me like that? I’m fine.”

         
         It was clearly a lie, but she still peppered us with questions as we peeled out of the hazmat suits. Did we have any idea
            what Tamara had been up to? Had she really developed a chemical agent specifically to take down the Raptor? How come nobody
            had known she would attack? Were we feeling anything from the gas at all?
         

         
         “There’s no chance of the gas actually knocking her out now, is there?” Angélica asked me in Portuguese.

         
         “I may not speak that, but I still get the gist,” Naomi said without looking up from her notepad.

         
         “Dr. Davenport wants us to research the pathogen ASAP,” Zack said as he filled up a vial with Angélica’s blood. “I want to
            compare powered and nonpowered samples. Natural powers, synthetic powers, and—” he looked at Angélica “—a mix of both.”
         

         
         I sighed and submitted to the blood draw when my turn came. “So,” Rodrigo said to me, looking away from the needle, “how does
            one go from ‘Kidnap me! Kidnap me!’ to becoming the Raptor’s apprentice? I bet there’s a story there.”
         

         
         Angélica put her hand over her face as Zack did a double take and gawked at me. “What is the number one rule?” she asked Rodrigo.
            “Don’t compromise identities. Idiot.”
         

         
         “I do have feelings, just so you know,” Rodrigo said, and Naomi rolled her eyes.

         
         “Jessie’s going to come out of surgery to put me through three weeks on the obstacle course for giving away my identity in
            the first place,” I said morosely.
         

         
         Zack looked between the four of us, obviously twigging to Angélica’s seriously-contemplating-murder expression. “I’ve got
            all the samples I need. If anybody wants to wait in the lobby while I run some tests, that’s fine.”
         

         
         Rodrigo, it seemed, could take a hint. He slunk out there with his proverbial dorsal fin drooping. Once he was gone, Zack
            set the sample tubes into a feeder, all business, though he regularly sneaked glances at me. Great. Somebody else who knew
            my secret.
         

         
         “Did you feel anything from the gas at all?” he asked, fingers flying over the keyboard.

         
         “It smelled and tasted pretty foul. Like burning tar,” I said. “By the time I noticed it was only affecting people without
            powers, there wasn’t much we could do but lie down and fake a seizure.”
         

         
         “Mmm-hmm. Smart,” Zack said. “Tamara Diesel is bad news. You should see what she did to my cousin’s car last time she attacked
            Bleecker Street. Well, let’s see what Señor Spectrometer has to say about this new lovely nightmare. There’s the readout now.”
         

         
         The three of us crowded in to look over his shoulder. The image that showed up, a blurry mess of little fuzzy dots moving
            around, made absolutely no sense to me. Three more versions popped up on the screen. Same fuzzy dots, but no movement.
         

         
         “That’s my blood, isn’t it? What are those things? Oh, god, are those parasites?” Naomi asked, elbowing me to get a closer
            look at the first screen.
         

         
         Zack hit a button and the screen enlarged, zooming in on a sector of Naomi’s blood sample.

         
         As the picture rendered, the door behind us opened. I had a brief impression of Guy rushing toward me before I was swallowed
            in a giant hug. “Thank god you’re okay,” he said. “I heard there was an attack, and gas? I got here as fast as I could. You’re
            not hurt, are you?”
         

         
         I shook my head and held on, only now realizing that I was trembling slightly. “Tamara Diesel developed a gas to take out
            the Raptor. Or something. I don’t know. It didn’t work.”
         

         
         Guy drew back in confusion. “You were in the Raptor armor? I thought Jessie wanted you to wait on that.”

         
         “Kiki thought the situation called for it,” I said. I grabbed his hands. “Guy, it’s bad. Tamara Diesel shot Jessie—she’s in
            surgery now, and we’re still waiting on news.”
         

         
         The color drained from Guy’s face. He’d known Jessie a lot longer than I had; she’d been the one to recruit him to Davenport,
            back when he was running around in colored sweats. They might not have seemed close, but I knew he’d gone to her for advice
            more than once.
         

         
         “Right.” His Adam’s apple bobbed as he composed himself. “Right. Well. She’s strong. Healthy. And when you think about it,
            she’s the second most stubborn woman on the planet, really.”
         

         
         “Hey,” Angélica said.

         
         “Third most stubborn, my bad,” Guy said with a weak smile. This time I could feel the tremors in his hands. I squeezed them,
            and he straightened up. “What’s this about a gas? Please tell me it’s just garden-variety toxins.”
         

         
         “No can do,” Zack said, and a note in his voice made me turn. He swiveled the screen so that we could all see. It took me
            a minute to realize why the image of what looked like a bug with tiny legs and obviously fabricated parts on the screen felt
            familiar: I’d seen it before. But it had been in an obstacle course user manual, not my friend’s bloodstream.
         

         
         “Nanobots,” I said. “They were dosing everybody with nanobots.”

         
         “Holy shit,” Naomi said. Her face twisted, unable to settle on an expression between freaked out and curious. “There are tiny
            robots inside of me?”
         

         
         “Inside all of you. But they’re only active in you.” Zack typed rapidly. “I’ve never seen any this complex before, or this
            small. They’re not moving in the other samples.”
         

         
         “Could they start moving?” I asked, unnerved. My body could rebel against me at any second, which wigged me out. Picking up new powers was
            bad enough. Nanobots? No thanks.
         

         
         “I don’t know.” Zack’s voice remained distracted. “Maybe it’s a binary—attack people with powers, or without. Not sure why
            they’re set up this way.”
         

         
         “Because they thought Raptor had no powers, probably.”

         
         “I wouldn’t worry too much,” Zack said, but his voice was distracted as he typed. “The Mobium will probably expel them on
            its own.”
         

         
         “Robots. Little tiny robots in the bloodstream capable of triggering pain at any time, and there’s a supervillain running
            around spraying people willy-nilly.” I leaned against Guy. “I need to go back to the Nest and look for whoever built these
            things.”
         

         
         “I’ll go with you,” Angélica said. She pressed her palm against the wall. A shelf opened and she pulled out several bottles
            of water. “Until we know more, everybody stay hydrated.”
         

         
         Since “more water” was pretty much her response to everything, and her evening had been just as terrible as mine, I didn’t
            point out that drinking water would hardly flush the potentially deadly nanobots from our systems. Instead, I turned to Naomi.
            “Do me a favor? Please do what Zack tells you and don’t go running off.”
         

         
         She looked as though she were about to protest. “At least let me make calls.”

         
         “Sure, that’s fine.”

         
         “He took my phone.” She pointed at Zack.

         
         He cleared his throat. “Company policy—”

         
         Angélica tapped the wall again and another panel opened, dropping Naomi’s phone into her hand. “It’s easier this way,” she
            said to him as she tossed the phone to Naomi. “Keep her here.”
         

         
         Zack looked a trifle shell-shocked as we left. I didn’t blame him.

         
          

         At the Nest, I changed out of the scrubs and into my normal under-armor gear. Guy poked his head in as I was pulling on shoes.
            “Is the kitchen stocked?”
         

         
         “Angélica went shopping Thursday,” I said.

         
         “Excellent. I’ll throw something together. It’s going to be a long night.”

         
         I wasn’t hungry, but I knew cooking relaxed Guy, so I smiled and thanked him, and joined Angélica in the HEX room.

         
         I waved my hand over the scanner by the door to activate my holofield. Two stations of holographic monitors spanned the room,
            each six feet tall and encircling a small platform with a hip-height podium. Each monitor could split into smaller sectors
            as needed. It made for an excellent way to see the bigger picture and how pieces might connect. Angélica typically used the
            room as a command center, as the cameras in the suit’s mask allowed her to serve as a second pair of eyes. “Where should we
            start?” I asked.
         

         
         “I’ll check in on any recent encounters with Diesel. Who else did you say was there?” Angélica asked. “Lady Danger?”

         
         “Dog lady from hell, yeah. There were others, but you’ll have to check the surveillance footage for them. I’ll check on Mobius.”

         
         All had been quiet on the Mobius front lately. “Too quiet” felt cliché, but as supervillains had taught me over the years:
            clichés existed for a reason. On the surface, Christoph Mobius seemed to be made up of nothing but clichés, too. But one only
            had to dig a little deeper to discover that his life’s work had a purpose behind it. He’d created the Demobilizer to suppress
            superpowers because his daughter had been killed by a man with Villain Syndrome. In an ultimate fit of irony, that same research
            had led to Mobium, which created superheroes wholesale and kept life interesting. But the Demobilizer was why I called up
            his file now. No way he wasn’t somehow involved.
         

         
         Live video showed that he was in a cell buried deep in Davenport’s system, sleeping, which a guard was happy to confirm for
            me. Logs showed that his only visitor in the past two months had been Kiki. Short, perfunctory visits that felt more dutiful
            than anything else.
         

         
         Neither visit had a transcript. It paid to have the Davenport name, I supposed.

         
         I checked records of guards who had spent time with him, and found nothing suspicious. Unless Mobius had coerced a guard into
            doing his dirty work and had kept it a secret, that seemed like a dead end.
         

         
         Though—Mobius wasn’t the only one involved in his work. Lodi Corp and one scientist in particular had played a huge part in
            it as well.
         

         
         Davenport had effectively dismantled Lodi Corp—somewhat literally, as Jessie and I had blown up one of Lodi’s research facilities
            after they’d tortured me. But like all cockroaches, some of the staff had slipped through the cracks. One of those had been
            both apprentice and jailor to Dr. Mobius, a real milquetoast waste of humanity named Elwin Lucas. He’d attempted to sell the
            Demobilizer to save his own skin, but thanks to Vicki, that plot had been foiled. He’d been serving time ever since. I pulled
            up the system to check on that.
         

         
         Angélica cleared her throat, drawing my attention. “Maybe we should have suspected an attack from Tamara Diesel tonight,”
            she said.
         

         
         “The algorithms didn’t pick up any warning signs.” I stepped closer to see her screen. “Nothing in New York City, at any rate.”

         
         “Right. Because she’s been in Naperville.” Angélica pointed at a segment of the monitor that listed suspected travel plans
            for Tamara Diesel and her cronies. “She’s been traveling back and forth between the two.”
         

         
         “So, what, they built the nanobots in Naperville?” I asked.

         
         Angélica shrugged: probably.

         
         I returned to my side of the room and my eye caught something on a screen I’d set to the side. I groaned. “Guess who else
            is in Naperville.”
         

         
         “Who?”

         
         I pointed at Elwin Lucas’s mug shot. “His prison’s in Naperville.”

         
         “I’ll check to see if he’s still there.” Angélica pulled up the records, and we both stared—until Angélica swore with heartfelt
            viciousness.
         

         
         “Who okayed this? Why weren’t we notified?” I asked.

         
         “It doesn’t say.”

         
         Elwin Lucas had been out of prison for two weeks. While I’d been sitting in a HEX briefing throwing bottle caps at Rodrigo,
            Elwin had likely been tidying up his little cell or doing whatever prisoners did before they were released.
         

         
         “Why would they even do this?” I asked. “Even good behavior wouldn’t justify him being out in less than a year!”

         
         “No, it wouldn’t.” Angélica didn’t need to say it: life wasn’t fair like that. “I’ll put out a HEX alert on him. Let’s get
            facial recognition tracking going, too. And—”
         

         
         She broke off at a shrill beep.

         
         “That can’t be good,” I said, needlessly.

         
         Angélica spared me a brief, grimly amused look as she brought up the alert. Instantly, a picture that froze my blood filled
            one of the screens. Data began to spit out along the bottom third of the screen.
         

         
         Jessie had given me a set of rules on the first day. Mostly they were self-explanatory: the Raptor operated in darkness. The
            Raptor let nobody know his or her true identity (a rule I’d already broken tonight). The Raptor was fast, merciless, and efficient.
         

         
         Pictures of the Raptor did not trend on social media.

         
         Yet there I was on the Domino’s homepage, flat on my ass in full Raptor gear at the Davenport gala while Tamara Diesel flew
            off like badass. Underneath that, the headline for the superhero gossip site read Raptor’s First #Herofail?

         
         And of course #Herofail had taken off. Number one trending topic on at least three platforms.
         

         
         I put my hand over my face and quietly breathed.

         
         At this point, Jessie was going to come out of surgery just to kill me.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 7

         
         Of course, to kill me, Jessie would need to survive the night first. And she probably did so out of pure spite, for I woke
            up the day after the gala to news that Jessie had made it. Still unconscious, still in need of surgery, but a small mercy,
            and one I had to cling to since it seemed that my pratfall had taken the world by storm.
         

         
         To make matters worse, our main lead had completely vanished off the map. Elwin Lucas had been picked up at the prison gates
            in a black sedan, and he hadn’t been seen since. No matter how I searched for him, I couldn’t find him with any of Davenport’s
            systems. Tamara Diesel had likewise gone to ground after her attack on the gala, leading to nothing but dead ends.
         

         
         Angélica sent me to bed at 3 a.m., pointing out that neither of us would be of any use as frustrated and sleep-deprived as
            we were.
         

         
         Guy, hair sticking up in the back, made French toast as we discussed our options in the Nest the next morning. “I’m sure it’s
            Elwin,” I said, scrubbing sleep from my eyes.
         

         
         “Why?” Angélica gave me an unimpressed look.

         
         “Because the man is evil.” When both of them raised their eyebrows at me, I wrinkled my nose. “I know, I know. Par for the
            course with creeps like him. But the fact that the nanobots can target powers or lack thereof, and he just so happened to disappear not long before? I don’t believe in coincidences like that.”
         

         
         “But even then, we’ve seen nanobots before,” Guy said. “Are we sure it’s not a repeat offender? The villain community is so
            insular.”
         

         
         “Too complex to be one of the usuals,” Angélica said, not looking up from her phone.

         
         “Great.” I swallowed a bite of French toast. “So much for hoping this would be easy.”

         
         Guy politely covered his smile with his hand.

         
         I squinted back at him. “I know it never happens that way. But let a girl dream, will you?”

         
         “I’m always in favor of your dreams, whatever they are.”

         
         “You two are sickening,” Angélica said from the other side of the table. I bit back a retort about her spending all of breakfast
            texting her girlfriend.
         

         
         The HEX alert beep made all three of us jump.

         
         “What now?” I groaned. “Did somebody else find a way to make me trend online? Because I’m in enough trouble as it is.”
         

         
         “You’re not the one in trouble.” Angélica snapped to her feet, eyes on her phone screen. “There’s a riot at Detmer. And they’re
            calling you in.”
         

         
         “I’ll get my armor,” I said, halfway to the door.

         
         Angélica’s next words stopped me cold. “Not Raptor. You. They’re calling you in, Gail.”
         

         
         Oh, hell.

         
          

         Wanting Gail Godwin and not the Raptor (or worse, her apprentice) at Detmer made sense. Only a handful of people knew Detmer’s
            secret, and most of them were evil. I was one of the few on the side of good that knew the truth, having been wrongfully convicted.
         

         
         Higher-ups seemed to be of the mindset that if heroes knew how prisoners at Detmer were treated, they’d stop trying to put
            villains there. They weren’t wrong. Prisoners in Detmer lived in the lap of luxury, waited on hand and foot, their every possible
            need handled.
         

         
         Apart from generally being evil, they had absolutely no reason to riot. Which was why Guy yanked on a ski mask, scooped me
            up, and gave me a lift to Davenport Tower. At the Chicago way station, we sprinted to the roof and leapt off in tandem. Guy
            didn’t have superspeed, but skipping Chicago traffic made all the difference as we flew. When I’d escaped—not by choice, Rita
            had literally thrown me over the fence—I’d hitched a ride atop a train. Flying in my boyfriend’s arms? Much more preferable.
         

         
         “I should go in there with you!” he shouted over the wind, sounding torn. He’d given up the Blaze mask, and while he knew
            I could handle myself, I also knew that he hated not being able to back me up. But if he came back into the game even once,
            he’d be forced to keep playing.
         

         
         “I’ve got this,” I said, though I really wasn’t sure that was the case.

         
         “I know, but it sucks, that’s all.”

         
         He dropped me off at the edge of the visitors gate with a “Kick their asses, babe” and flew off. He might not be able to join
            the fight, but he could get nonflying backup to Detmer faster than most. It fudged the lines of noninvolvement, but I didn’t
            have time to worry about that.
         

         
         I flashed my ID at the freaked-out-looking guard at the front gate. “What’s going on?”

         
         “They—they all started rioting right in the middle of breakfast-and-news hour.” She’d gone bone white under her riot gear.
            “I have no idea what set them off. We’re in lockdown, but I don’t know how long that’ll hold. They’ve got guards as hostages.
            I don’t know how many.”
         

         
         “Give me an access badge,” I said. “I’ll help the guards while you wait for backup.”

         
         She shoved the badge my direction with a shaking hand. “Hurry. Just—please, hurry. We thought they were happy!”

         
         Supervillains could only be happy for so long. It was kind of why they chose to be supervillains.

         
         Pocketing the badge, I entered through the visitors center, a squat gray building transplanted from every typical prison on
            TV. Signs of a prolonged battle greeted me. Two tables had been vaporized into nothing but scorch marks, and broken chairs
            and handcuffs littered the floor. All the snacks had been stolen from the vending machine.
         

         
         They had chilled caviar available on speed dial and they’d chosen to break things and steal processed salt and cheese. Supervillains.
            Honestly.
         

         
         I followed the trail of cheese dust through the visitors center. Past the doors, the world changed. Institutional cinderblock
            walls and harsh fluorescent lights gave way to bamboo flooring and mood lighting overhead. A small stream trickled soothingly
            along the side of the hall. Japanese art and calligraphy filled all the frames on the walls. A haven of utter tranquility.
         

         
         Or it would’ve been, if there hadn’t been a huge brawl taking place in the middle of it.

         
         They squared off: three guards, four villains. The guards had cobbled together a barricade from tables and a massage chair,
            hunkering down and taking potshots at the motley assembly of villains on the other side of the atrium. A freezing blast of
            blue energy splintered against the wall over the guards’ heads, raining down a hail of ice spikes. Another villain fired a
            bolt of bright purple-red; it hit the arm of the massage chair, which promptly began to drip to the floor. Two others tried
            to run at the guards, only to be driven back by the guards’ stun guns.
         

         
         Nobody paid a lick of attention to me, but that would change. I needed to act fast, but there wasn’t enough of a straight
            shot to gather momentum. The ability to turn midphase would have been so helpful right about now. I’d have to make it work.
            I backed up as far as possible and shoved off, phasing forward. The force of my fist hitting the melter-villain’s stomach
            knocked her back several feet. The strike sang up my arm with pain, as I’d released way more energy than my body liked, but
            it served its purpose: she hit the ground and stayed down, obviously stunned.
         

         
         A bolt of ice struck my shoulder and sent me careening sideways. I cried out and ducked the third villain’s punch, training
            kicking in. The fourth prisoner slammed into me from behind, arms wrapped around my middle.
         

         
         “Hold her down!” Ice Lady shouted at her buddies as she swung a palm toward me.

         
         I shoved my back into my grappler, throwing him off balance. As he stumbled, I twisted and kicked Ice Lady’s wrist. She cried
            out. I wrenched free of the hold, landed on my knees, and rolled to avoid the third villain’s kick to the head. Rather than
            get up again, I swept his legs out from under him. His eyes went comically wide as he slammed into the ground.
         

         
         Ice Lady blasted a frozen hole in the floor two inches from my hand, so I lunged and drove my shoulder into her midsection,
            knocking her hands up before she could unleash into me.
         

         
         The sound of running boots brought the sweet cadence of backup.

         
         In a flash, I dodged around Ice Lady, pinned her arms behind her, and spun her around to face the guards.

         
         She gasped as the guard hit her in the chest with a stun bolt. Two other stun bolts hit her comrades. Carefully, I lowered
            Ice Lady to the floor.
         

         
         The guards turned the stun guns on me. “Who are you?” the leader said.

         
         I’d just swept up two of their more troublesome inmates and allowed them to take out a third and a fourth. How was that for
            gratitude? Moving slowly, I tugged my ID badge loose. “I’m with the HEX network,” I said. “The guard at the gate didn’t have
            many details. What’s going on?”
         

         
         “Chaos. Pure bullshit, utter chaos.” The second guard had a sheen of panic sweat coating her upper lip and neck, and a makeshift
            bandage hiding her hairline. She began to zip-tie the prisoners’ hands. “One minute they’re eating breakfast, then bam. Anarchy.”
         

         
         I used my own cable tie to secure the melter-villain’s wrists, palm to palm. “Are all the waiters okay? The other guards?”

         
         “No way to tell. They knocked out communications.”

         
         That sounded suspiciously organized to be done by most Detmer inmates. “Any idea what their goal could be? Because if they’re
            pushing for free HBO, I’m pretty sure you’ve already got that,” I said.
         

         
         “As far as we can tell, it’s a good old-fashioned prison break,” the third guard said. “We’ll get these four to secondary
            containment. The other guards could use a hand more.”
         

         
         “Got it. It started in the dining room?” I asked.

         
         “Yeah, it’s up that way, make a left and—”

         
         “I know where it is,” I said, already jogging off.

         
         I made it fifteen feet before a high-pitched whine filled the air. Everything smelled briefly, sharply, overwhelmingly like
            the dusty fuzz of a dandelion clock.
         

         
         Giant vines ruptured the floorboards, breaking through and thrashing around like giant tentacles. I clipped my shin on a vine,
            tripped, and dropped into a roll, then popped back to my feet. A second wave of giant green and puce vines erupted from the
            walls and splashed out of the stream, whipping through the air as they tried to grab me. One grazed my wrist and left four
            bright red marks across my arm.
         

         
         I’d seen all of this before. “Venus!” I said, sprinting forward to hurtle over new vine eruptions. “Knock it off!”

         
         A green-topped head popped around the corner of the hallway. “Girl? Is that you?”

         
         “Yes, and I’m a little short on time right now, so cut the vegetation sideshow horror, will you?”

         
         Venus von Trapp stepped up to the mouth of the hallway. Her body language didn’t read as threatening. More baffled than anything
            else. She seemed skinny, but I knew it was all lean muscle that came from a diet entirely made up of red meat and other animal
            proteins. She preferred to play with her vegetables rather than eat them. “When did you get back in? I thought you served
            your sentence,” she said.
         

         
         “I came to help.” No need to tell her which side. I shook my injured hand, which was already beginning to tingle. “What’s
            even going on? Why the riot? C’mon, you guys love this place.”
         

         
         “Orders.” Venus shrugged.

         
         “Whose orders? It wasn’t Tamara Diesel, was it?”

         
         Venus laughed. “Tamara? Please.”

         
         “Then who—”

         
         “Hey!” Venus looked beyond me, down the hallway to where the guards had been unobtrusively trying to drag the inmates out.
            “Hey! What are you doing? Where are you going with them? I will chop you up for compost so fast—”
         

         
         She stormed at the guards. The vines raced ahead of her down the hallway, splintering bamboo and flinging chunks of concrete
            as they sped toward the guards. Before she could pass me, I fired off two stun bolts at her.
         

         
         The first shot ricocheted off a vine she raised in front of her face. The second bounced off the wall behind her. She screamed,
            face twisting into betrayal. “You’re on their side!”
         

         
         “I said I was here to help. I didn’t mean you,” I said as I took another shot, which she knocked away.

         
         The hallway began to feel like a jungle, and everything in that jungle immediately swiveled to try and kill me. I dodged,
            ducked, and kicked out at Venus. A vine ensnared my left wrist; I chopped it away with my combat knife.
         

         
         Venus let out an agonized shriek. “Stop hurting my babies!”

         
         “No!” I’d had better comebacks, but I was a bit busy trying to wrestle a vine that had wrapped itself around my hips. I dug
            my boots in and tried to run. If I could get up even a little speed, I could phase free. Why the hell hadn’t I gotten out
            of her jungle hellpit before attacking?
         

         
         Venus’s eyes turned a brighter red. She took a step for me, fangs bared. My boots scrabbled for purchase on the tile. If I
            couldn’t get out of the trap, I was seriously screwed.
         

         
         Something loud clanged.
         

         
         Instantly, everything went eerily still in the hallway, not a single leaf twitching. Venus’s eyes rolled back in her head
            and she collapsed in a pile on the ground, revealing the woman who had sneaked up behind her.
         

         
         Reflex made me drop into a fighting stance. I relaxed just as quickly when I saw my ally’s face.

         
         “You looked like you could use an assist,” Brooklyn Gianelli said, twirling a frying pan.

         
         “Yeah, thanks.” I grunted and hacked ineffectually at the vine still around my hips. “I appreciate it, I really do, but aren’t
            you supposed to side with your fellow prisoners?”
         

         
         Brook scowled. It seemed like her time in Detmer had done her good: she looked far more rested than the last time I’d seen
            her, and she’d finally put on a little weight. Since she’d spent the better part of a decade as a science experiment, it felt
            like a victory. “Two weeks left in this dump and now’s when she decides to lead a fucking uprising. I’m officially team no
            side here.”
         

         
         I tensed out of habit when she raised her hand toward me, but Brook only scoffed. A green and yellow ray burst out of a hole
            in her palm and cut cleanly through the vine. It tickled wherever it hit my skin.
         

         
         “Who’s leading an uprising?” I asked.

         
         Brook gave me a dark look. “Who do you think?”

         
         Understanding hit, and the temperature of the entire room plummeted. “Rita? This is Rita’s doing?”

         
         “Yup,” Brook said. “That’s why I’m getting the hell out of here, and you’d be wise to do the same.”

         
         “What the hell? Rita’s lived here peacefully for years! What changed?”

         
         “Don’t know, don’t care.” Brook’s career in supervillainy, compared to most people in Detmer, was pretty short-lived. She
            hadn’t even had a cool name. She’d gone by Chelsea, of all things, and her pink-and-white uniform hadn’t exactly cried supreme
            evil. Hell, mostly she’d only wanted to get back at her ex for abandoning her to the aforementioned lab experiments, and since
            I, too, thought that her ex was an ass, I didn’t wholly blame her.
         

         
         She looked around us at the mess of twitching vines, made a disgusted face, and hopped into the air, hovering in place with
            only minimal bobbing. She gave me a look. “You coming?”
         

         
         The sensible thing to do would be to run. But . . . “There are guards in danger still. I can’t.”

         
         “Suit yourself. Stay away from Rita. She’s on the warpath and she knows far too much about the you-know-what.” She tapped
            her temple.
         

         
         Why not just say Mobium? “Gotcha,” I said. “Thanks again for helping with the . . .” I gestured at Venus’s prone body.

         
         “No sweat.”

         
         “Hey, if you’re going that way anyway, mind dropping her off near the other containment unit?”

         
         “Ugh,” Brook said, but she scooped up the villain and flew off, the vines twitching in her wake.

         
         That was oddly helpful of her.

         
         Brook’s warning weighed on my mind as I moved, deeper into the belly of the prison. Save the guards, subdue the inmates, wait
            for help to arrive. Avoid Rita. Should be a piece of cake, right?
         

         
         I knew better than to think so.

         
         Which was why, two skirmishes later, I rounded a corner and sighed to myself. Standing there, right in the middle of the hallway:
            Rita Detmer in the flesh.
         

         
         Maybe I’d get lucky and she wouldn’t recognize me.

         
         “Oh, it’s you!” she said. From anybody else, it would have sounded cheerful. In fact, she seemed like an old lady I’d have
            been tempted to help cross the street at some point. Short, shoulders bowed with age, unkempt silver hair pulled back into
            a simple ponytail. In all my time as her roommate, getting the bloody daylights beaten out of me every day, I’d never landed
            a punch that seemed to hurt her at all. She’d never even winced.
         

         
         My heart beat a noticeable tattoo in my ears. I dropped into a fight stance, but all of Jessie’s training seemed to have vanished.
            All I could taste was the coppery tang of terror in the back of my throat. I swallowed. “I’m here to tell you to stop the
            riot,” I said.
         

         
         Rita eyed me up and down. She’d once trained me, singled me out for combat lessons to suit her purposes, but I wasn’t under
            any illusions: the woman now saw me as an enemy. Any assistance I’d inadvertently offered had been completely wiped from the
            slate. “Well, then, let’s get on with it. I don’t have all night.”
         

         
         Facing off against Rita? I didn’t have all night either. I probably didn’t even have the next five minutes.

         
         Sure enough, Rita shrugged and flew at me.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 8

         
         Rita blurred from a complete standstill into furious flight, bulleting at me. I kicked off the wall and phased beyond her,
            but she passed so close I felt actual turbulence in her wake.
         

         
         She stopped easily. We’d traded places in the hallway so that now I had my back to the open foyer beyond. More room to maneuver,
            but she could also fly, so better for her. If I moved forward in the corridor, she could also choke me off. If I ran away,
            she’d no doubt chase me down.
         

         
         “You’ve gotten better,” Rita said. “And you seem less whiny.”

         
         If she’d been able to read my thoughts, I doubt she would’ve said that. Rita flew at me again; once more, I dodged, but she
            anticipated me. Her arm swept across my chest and knocked me backward. She snatched the front of my armor; instantly, I went
            from falling to flying as she threw me like a softball.
         

         
         I landed and rolled, only to slam up against the toes of Rita’s boots, as she’d raced around me. I tried to roll back out
            of the way, but she grabbed my armor again. I heard it creak under the pressure of her fingers and thought, oh, no.
         

         
         She tossed me again, harder and faster. By the time I saw the wall, it was too late.

         
         My body hit the wall in a gigantic, painful belly flop that reverberated through my core. Bright red sunbursts of pain exploded
            behind my eyelids as I landed. Agony sang through my torso in particular. I’d definitely cracked at least one rib. Healing
            that was going to suck.
         

         
         “Shit!” I scrambled to my feet just as Rita’s fist plowed into the tiles where my head had been, leaving a massive dent in
            the ground.
         

         
         I scurried backward as she swiveled. Good god, her eyes held no expression. It was like facing down a robot, one with the
            ability to crush me into tiny pieces. No wonder they called her Fearless. I had to do something, anything besides let her
            toss me around like a rag doll.
         

         
         When she dive-bombed me from the air, I snatched a page from her playbook. I phased and sidestepped, grabbing bunches of her
            shirt and twirling on the spot. Using the momentum, I threw her with all of my might. She hurtled ten feet through the air
            before slowing to a stop, but by that time, I’d crossed the foyer. Two steps and I phased as hard as I could, throwing all
            of my momentum into the punch. I missed her, but the unleashed force dented the wall panel.
         

         
         Though I whipped about, ready for another attack, I found her hovering in midair. She narrowed her eyes, still empty of all
            emotion, like I was something to be studied and dissected. “That was a handy trick. You’ve certainly mastered more of your
            abilities,” she said.
         

         
         I held my stun gun up, aimed at her chest. “Rita, do you really want to break out of here?” I asked. “Look at how this place
            treats you. You’re a queen here.”
         

         
         “I’m a queen everywhere,” she said dismissively.

         
         “Why now? What’s got you so anxious to be on the outside? Come on, Rita, can we please not do this? Call off the riot. You
            can finish serving the last six hundred and eighty-five years of your sentence in peace.”
         

         
         “You’ve progressed better than I would expect.” Rita turned her attention to the wall, but I knew better than to try and knock
            her out with a stun bolt. My broken rib shouted insistently at me with every breath. “I do believe that you’re almost a threat,
            actually.”
         

         
         “Thanks?”

         
         “One I don’t have time for at the moment. And if I kill you, my granddaughter would no doubt pump you with more of that Mobium
            to bring you back to life. That fool always did dote on her.”
         

         
         It took my pain-fogged brain a second to follow her train of thought. Mobius, I realized, she was talking about Mobius and
            Kiki. She didn’t know Kiki had used the last of the Mobium to spare Angélica’s life, and that Mobius refused to make any more.
            But telling a woman capable of shredding me into tiny pieces that there actually wasn’t a way to resurrect me seemed a little
            self-destructive. I kept my face blank, though I’d begun a countdown in the back of my head to when help might arrive.
         

         
         God bless Villain Syndrome and its soliloquy side effect, honestly.

         
         “Luckily,” Rita said, “there are other ways of dealing with you.”

         
         And then she pounced. I shot three times at her with the stun gun, but she feinted and snatched me up by the middle. It was
            like pouring gasoline straight onto my rib cage and hitting me with a flamethrower. I screamed and struck out, trying to fight
            her off as she hauled me up and took off so hard my head snapped back on my neck.
         

         
         When I tried to elbow her, she pinned my other arm to my side and squeezed. I saw white. My rib cage actually creaked. The
            white at the edges of my vision went gray and the room telescoped into a tunnel—
         

         
         No, wait, that was an actual tunnel. I’d been here before. I struggled harder—and felt a distinct snap in my midsection, right where Rita pinned my arm to my side.
         

         
         My scream echoed against the cinder blocks. Black swarmed my vision. When Rita abruptly stopped in midair, I screamed again
            and dangled helplessly, too hurt to struggle. She swiveled, kicked open a door, and threw me inside.
         

         
         The landing hurt so bad that I stopped trying to hold down my breakfast. Hazily, I lifted my head. She’d thrown me in what
            looked like some kind of medical lab. From the smell alone, the janitorial staff had taken a decade or two off. A single dentist
            chair with wrist and leg manacles sat under a harsh spotlight in the middle of the room.
         

         
         Rita filled the doorway. “I had them build this room for Ms. Gianelli,” she said. “Mobius gave me a few tips in case you lot
            ever got uppity.”
         

         
         “You consider this uppity?” I asked, breathing through my clenched teeth. “I haven’t even gotten started. This is, like, barely
            even cheeky.”
         

         
         Rita simply stepped back and closed the door.

         
         I stumbled to my feet and hobbled over, tugging on the handle. The metal barely even budged. I pounded on the door with a
            fist, breathing through the spikes of pain through my midsection. “Let me out. I really don’t have time for this! You think
            you’re the only supervillain I’m dealing with this week? Hell, you’re not even in my top five!”
         

         
         No answer. Wincing, my side on fire, I turned to study my prison. Four concrete walls, a door, no windows since I figured
            we were at least two subbasements down. Trying to battering ram my way out of there probably wouldn’t work, not with my injury.
            Desperate, I pulled myself up on the chair to study where the light met the ceiling.
         

         
         As I climbed, a low hum echoed through the room. The back of my neck itched. My stomach hurt, but that could have been simple
            trauma. The hum grew louder. This was bad. This was horrendously bad. The noise increased exponentially rather than slowly,
            ticking upward in volume. I clapped my hands over my ears and tried to climb down from the chair.
         

         
         The hum abruptly crescendoed, striking me all over. It was like hitting a wall again, but faster and more brutal. Agony, blunt
            and never ending, assaulted every molecule of my body. I was only half-aware of falling, landing awkwardly on the chair, and
            finally clattering to the cold floor. Make it stop, make it stop, my brain demanded, but the noise only grew louder, the vibration
            hitting me in waves. I opened my mouth to scream, but it never reached my ears.
         

         
         The sound grew until it was inside and outside and my body began to spasm.

         
         The air began to turn colors, vibrant greens and reds and blues of the electromagnetic spectrum arcing overhead like a rainbow.

         
         The floor moved under me. My pulse stopped in my ears, overwhelmed by the volume of the hum. This, some part of me realized,
            must be my new existence forever. There was no escape, and clearly no mercy.
         

         
         So I did the only thing I could: with what remaining strength I could muster, I raised both hands. I wrapped my hand around
            my fist, took a deep breath—it hurt, oh, god it hurt—and drove my hands as hard as I could right over my broken rib. It poured kerosene on the fire of pain raging over me. I
            let out a scream I couldn’t hear.
         

         
         And the promised blackness finally, finally came and carried me off.

         
          

         I came around to alarm bells, not unusual for me. For a second, it was almost peaceful. Just me, the ground, and the comforting
            cadence of the fire alarm.
         

         
         Reality kicked its way in. I opened my eyes and blinked several times. Whatever I’d been expecting, it wasn’t this. I was
            lying on the floor in some kind of torture room with a single light swaying overhead. They hadn’t strapped me to the chair,
            for some reason. Or I’d escaped already and had no memory of it. Either way, I was on the floor, and that sucked.
         

         
         Everything felt weird and alien, like somebody had taken apart the world and had replaced it with Jessie’s nanobots. Details
            felt too sharp and too blurry at the same time, like I’d forgotten how to use my eyes. My skull seemed to have shrunk three
            sizes, squeezing my brain into a miserable paste. Hunger, so unfamiliar after months of barely needing sustenance, clawed
            its way through my middle, sharp and shouting for attention. My body felt like I’d been dropped from the third story onto
            gravel.
         

         
         But my rib cage didn’t hurt. I lifted my head to look down and check—I very distinctly remembered the rigid snap of at least one rib breaking—but the world swam, and the walls tilted so that the ceiling became the floor and vice versa.
            I moaned.
         

         
         The fire alarm blared louder. I shut my eyes. Why were there alarms? How had I wound up here? Everything felt blank. Through
            sheer force of will, I managed to roll onto my side and onto my hands and knees, while the room tilted like a demented carnival
            ride. Details flickered in. I remembered a distress call. Detmer. Prisoners escaping. Had I seen Brook? I felt like I had,
            and that I was missing gigantic chunks of memory.
         

         
         That would have to wait, though. If I was still in Detmer, I had to get out of here. Detmer housed the largest concentration
            of pyrotechnic villains. Setting this place on fire was akin to tossing a Molotov cocktail at a firework factory. If I survived
            this, I’d wonder why, after months of needing only minimal food, I felt like I could eat my way through a bulk grocery store.
         

         
         I stumbled across the room, tripping twice, and tried to pound on the door. A stabbing sensation in my hand made me cry out.
            I grabbed my wrist and stared in horror: my palm frothed with bright green and yellow globules of gel.
         

         
         I groaned. Of all the times to develop a new power. Mobium absorbed powers arbitrarily and today it apparently wanted me to
            have Brook’s pain ray. She shot hers like a beam, but my version seemed to be a great deal gooier. Gross.
         

         
         A larger globule dripped on the floor and hissed as it ate through the concrete. I stared at the little pockmarked crater
            it left. Huh.
         

         
         A sizzling noise filled the air as I put my hand over the hinges, melting them clean off. I placed my palm flat against the
            middle of the door, watching it sink slowly into the metal.
         

         
         The floor shook, throwing me off balance. I saw the door hurtling toward my face—

         
         And I found myself standing in a hallway. On the other side of the door.

         
         “Hey!” One of the guards I’d saved earlier raced up to me. “Where the hell have you been? We’ve been clearing the building
            for nearly twenty minutes!”
         

         
         I gestured weakly at the door.

         
         The guard tugged on the door handle, frowning as it wobbled due to the lack of hinges but ultimately didn’t open. “How did
            you get out?”
         

         
         I’d ʼported, apparently, but that would take too long to explain. “Never mind,” I said. I took a step, and my right knee decided
            to randomly give out. When I caught myself on the wall, I left a smear of melted concrete behind. I gritted my teeth and tried
            to climb to my feet—where I promptly phased six feet forward and stumbled into a new section of the wall.
         

         
         “How did you . . . ? You know what, I don’t even want to know.” The guard slipped his shoulder under my arm before I could
            warn him not to. He grunted and stepped back. “What the—how much do you weigh?”
         

         
         “A lot.” I could walk on my own, but barely, so I followed behind the guard. I stumbled every dozen or so steps. Half the
            time, my body decided to phase, sending me tumbling. Around us, the walls began to shake. The floor rumbled hard enough to
            trip us both.
         

         
         “Any chance you could pick up the pace?” the guard asked in a shaky voice.

         
         “You should leave me behind,” I said, gritting my teeth to put one foot in front of the other. “I’m pretty durable. I’ll be
            fine if the building comes down on me. Probably.”
         

         
         “You can barely walk.”

         
         “Details.” Another quake in the ground, this time even harder. I heard the telltale groan of support beams beginning to buckle.
            “Seriously, go. I’ll be fine.”
         

         
         “Just walk faster.”

         
         Jaw clenched, I managed to pick it up to a light jog, but my head instantly began to pound and I careened into the wall more
            than once.
         

         
         We turned around the corner right as the building shook, a prolonged, terrifying rumble that rained down dust on both of us.
            At the wrenching noise of something breaking overhead, I twisted, shut my eyes, and shoved, pushing the guard out of the way.
            I’d have to take the hit—
         

         
         The noise cut off.

         
         I heard the guard yelp and fall over, hitting . . . dirt? Warily, I opened my eyes.

         
         We stood on the front lawn of Detmer Prison, completely safe and sound. Well, I stood. The guard had fallen on the grass and
            was gaping up at me. “What the—what the hell?” he asked. “Did I—did you—did you ʼport us here?”
         

         
         A loud percussive BOOM cut me off. I turned toward where the stone façade of Detmer faced off against the day three hundred feet away. Both of us
            watched as the building began to slide into itself in a slow-motion implosion. The roof caved in, almost graceful in its destruction.
            Within seconds, Detmer went from being a proud building to a dusty pile of rubble.
         

         
         Distantly, my brain pointed out that the one place capable of holding all of the country’s supervillains, who were collectively
            Very Terrible People, had been pulverized into dust. I should probably worry about that, but I suddenly had more pressing
            concerns.
         

         
         “Hey,” I said politely to the guard, “do me a favor? Call Davenport. I think they’re going to want to know about this.

         
         “Oh, and also, I need help.”

         
         And I passed out cold for the second time that day.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 9

         
         This time buzzing rather than fire alarms woke me. A considerable step up, though I immediately regretted opening my eyes
            when overhead lights stabbed at my corneas. Teeth gritted, I closed my eyes until they could adjust. The hunger from earlier
            hadn’t abated; if anything, my stomach now felt like it might be trying to digest itself.
         

         
         I forced my eyes open again. When I saw the sandwich on a little table next to me, I scarfed it down without pause. It dulled
            the edge of the hunger from piercing to insistent, giving me a chance to look around in bewilderment. Somebody had put me
            in the hospital room at the Chicago Nest, which explained very little. Not the hunger, the heart monitor attached to my finger,
            the light sensitivity, or the buzzing still pushing at the edge of my hearing.
         

         
         Then I spotted my phone, and it clicked what the noise might be.

         
         A private number flashed on the screen. Head pounding, stomach churning, I picked up the phone. “What?”

         
         “Finally!”

         
         The volume made me wince. I held the phone away from my ear. “Raze? How long have you had this number?”

         
         “Does that matter?”

         
         “If you’ve had this number all along, why are you always kidnapping Guy to get my attention? You could have texted like you
            used to—”
         

         
         “Focus! It’s actually Boy that I’m calling about.”

         
         My head snapped up, and pain stabbed through my eyeballs and into my frontal lobe. I cried out, clutching my hand to my forehead.

         
         “Girl?” Raze asked.

         
         “What—what about Guy?” I asked from between clenched teeth.

         
         “I’m by his restaurant. Freezer Burn and his crony are here, which is completely unfair. I staked my territory more than clearly on the forums.”
         

         
         My headache made her words fade in and out like a bad receiver. I shoved the blankets off my legs. “Is Guy okay? Can you see
            him?”
         

         
         “He’s fine. They’re all fine, they’re just tied up. This is so rude. Do you know how rude this is? You don’t infringe on another
            villain’s territory. It’s simply not done!”
         

         
         Guy probably wouldn’t be hurt in an attack, but if somebody else was injured, he wouldn’t have a choice but to out himself
            to his coworkers. He’d worked there for nearly a year. I didn’t want him to lose that.
         

         
         But I also couldn’t walk, judging by the fact that I put one foot on the floor and immediately slammed into the wall six feet
            to my left.
         

         
         I grunted and staggered back. Plaster dust sprinkled down on me. “What the . . . ?”

         
         “Get here soon, will you?” Raze said. “If I fight these guys, they’ll think I’ve gone good, which is the worst.”

         
         I’d unpack Raze’s snarly mess of a conscience later, I decided as she hung up. I needed food, armor, and to save my boyfriend,
            in that order. Somewhere along the way, I could figure out what was going on with my powers, too.
         

         
         Grimacing, I took another step. I didn’t phase this time, which was nice.

         
         Instead, I ʼported. Away from the door.

         
         “What is happening?” I shouted at the ceiling, like it would possibly answer me. Another step propelled me forward normally,
            but a second sent me crashing into the wall six inches to the right of the first dent. Jaw clenched, I prayed and groped my
            way along the wall. My stomach felt like it was on fire. Sweat gathered at the back of my neck. Reaching the door should have
            been the simplest thing in the world, but it felt more like a marathon.
         

         
         The door opened right before I reached it.

         
         “Hey, Gail, are you okay? Angélica sent me back to check on . . .” Vicki Burroughs trailed off. She wore the skintight black
            suit that made up her Plain Jane armor, with her mask (which I’d learned the hard way was bulletproof) clipped to her belt.
            My eyes cut to the burrito in her left hand. She drew back, eyeing me in my sweaty glory. “Hmm. I’m no expert, but I’m going
            to guess you should be in bed.”
         

         
         I held my hand out. “Can I please have that?”

         
         She handed over the burrito. I wolfed it down.

         
         “Don’t choke or anything,” Vicki said, her attention on the wall. “Was that you or a villain?”

         
         “Something’s wrong with my powers.”

         
         “Huh.” She studied the second dent.

         
         “I’ll worry about it later.” Wincing, I took a careful step. Nothing happened. “I don’t have time now. Guy’s restaurant is
            under attack.”
         

         
         “So is the rest of Chicago. I don’t think you’re going to be much help if you’re doing . . .” She gestured vaguely at the
            two massive dents in the wall. “That.”
         

         
         I could only blink at her, uncomprehending. “Chicago’s under attack?”

         
         “Not all of it. Just, like, most of it. The supervillain prison less than a hundred miles away did just blow up and this is
            the nearest major city.”
         

         
         “Oh. Right.” Another step had me ʼporting right back to where I was before. I cursed.

         
         “Maybe you really should get back in bed,” Vicki said.

         
         “Can’t. I’m needed,” I said, and then something occurred to me. “Why are you here and not out fighting?”

         
         “HEX-mandated break. Union rules, remember? Jessie stocks the best stuff, so I swung by.”

         
         My boss’s name felt like a punch to the gut. “Jessie, is she . . . ?”

         
         “She’s stable. They’ve got her in a medical coma. Or resting, at least.” Vicki eyed me. “Maybe you should follow her lead.”

         
         “I’m getting a handle on it.” The burrito had helped. With more food, maybe I’d be able to control things again. “I’m no use
            to anyone stuck in a hospital bed.”
         

         
         “Can’t argue with that. Well, I could, but I like your fire too much. Here, let me help.” She had to crouch down a long way
            to lever her shoulder under my arm, but at least she was one of the strongest women in the world and didn’t react to my weight.
            With her hand on my waist to brace me, we made it to the kitchen, where I immediately ʼported to the pantry.
         

         
         It was like my body was trying to tell me something.

         
         Jessie did indeed keep the best foodstuffs on hand, but after an intense internal debate, I reached for a box of silver-wrapped
            packages. The nutrient bars supplied a full day’s nourishment to anybody with a normal metabolism a full day’s nourishment.
            I made a face as I choked one down.
         

         
         There was a reason we called them crap-cakes.

         
         “Better you than me,” Vicki said, making herself another burrito as I unwrapped a second crap-cake. She tucked it into her
            belt. “And with that, I’m off to save your boyfriend like the good mentor I am. Talk to Angélica and get this—” she gestured
            at all of me “—taken care of, ʼkay?”
         

         
         She saluted and flew off to save the day.

         
         I swallowed another crap-cake, tucking two more in my pocket, and made my way out of the kitchen. The ache faded between my
            temples. I only phased twice, and neither dent would earn me more than scolding. But I could feel my hands trembling.
         

         
         What had happened to me at Davenport? Why were my powers doing this?

         
         Angélica had taken over the HEX room, fingers flying over the monitors as she directed superheroes over the network. Monitors
            filled two of the walls, displaying supervillains in a frenzied free-for-all. They seemed to be hitting the typical attack
            spots: banks, public transportation, a few movie theaters.
         

         
         One solitary monitor showed footage from the Davenport gala, celebrities and others arriving on the red carpet, and finally—I
            winced—that shot of me on my ass right in front of the stage, with the Davenports behind me and the world all looking on.
            I’d never liked that network.
         

         
         “Welcome back to the land of the living,” Angélica said without looking over at me.

         
         “How long was I out?”

         
         “A couple hours. How are you feeling?”

         
         “Not great. Hungry.”

         
         “Which villain knocked you out?”

         
         “I don’t remember,” I said, as everything prior to waking up in that room remained an elusive blur. “Somebody powerful, I
            think. But never mind that, what’s going on out there?”
         

         
         In her usual terse manner, Angélica filled me in on everything that had happened in the few hours I’d been passed out. Only
            about a third of Detmer’s prisoners had escaped, but that was still far too many. The mayor of Chicago had declared a state
            of emergency and all members of the HEX network had been called up.
         

         
         The HEX network included Raptor. Not just included: she was one of the most well-known masks in the fight against evil, and
            she was down for the count. I rubbed my hands down my face, sick to my stomach. “If Raptor can’t be out there, I should be.
            I need to help.”
         

         
         Except that when I turned to go, the room tilted and went black. I found myself six feet from the door, and I’d taken a knee.

         
         Angélica’s mouth gaped open. “Did you just ʼport?”

         
         “Yeah, that’s been a thing.” I shook my head, which only made my vision swim.

         
         Angélica hauled me bodily to the floor, making me sit against the wall. I flinched as she shone her phone’s flashlight straight
            into my eyes. “Get that out of my face,” I said.
         

         
         “What’s going on? What happened to you at Detmer?”

         
         “I can’t remember all of it. I woke up in some kind of torture chamber and—” A series of images blitzed across my vision,
            and I felt like swaying. “Rita. Fearless—she was there, she put me in that room, but I don’t know what she did to me. Weird
            stuff’s been happening, though.”
         

         
         “Weird stuff like what?”

         
         Rather than answer, I held up my hands. The oozing version of Brook’s pain ray had returned. Angélica studied one palm, then
            the other, and pinched the bridge of her nose, cursing vociferously.
         

         
         “A new power. Now? Just what we needed,” Angélica said.

         
         “This is more than new powers,” I said. I’d historically had issues whenever a new ability showed up, always without warning
            and usually without me noticing. ʼPorting had given me migraines, phasing had sapped my energy, and bonding psychically with
            Kiki had led to memory issues. But the reactions had never been this severe. “New abilities have never affected any of the
            other powers. But I’m phasing without meaning to. Even more, I ʼported me and a guard outside the walls and you know I’ve never ʼported anybody else before.”
         

         
         “So what is this?” Angélica asked.

         
         “I don’t know.” And I was more than a little terrified.

         
         “You’re dripping,” Angélica said.

         
         I looked down and groaned at the new welts in the HEX room floor. It took a few seconds of hard concentration to stop my hands
            from oozing, but the damage had already been done. “Jessie’s not gonna like that.”
         

         
         “This is an awful time for your powers to act up,” Angélica said, her mouth a grim line. “I can’t let you go out like this.”

         
         “I know.” I slowly climbed to my feet. She was right: I couldn’t go out into the field with my powers malfunctioning. I could
            think of only one way to try and get a grip on everything.
         

         
         “Where are you going?” Angélica asked.

         
         “The gym. Whatever Rita did to me, I need to walk it off. Vicki’s rescuing Guy, so at least I don’t have to worry about that.”

         
         “I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Angélica said, and I looked at the monitor in time to see an aerial shot of Plain Jane
            getting knocked out of the sky by a fire bolt. She landed hard in the street, creating a minicrater, and launched herself
            toward a bad guy I recognized from his burnt duster alone. I groaned. Scorch, in addition to not being verbally quick, was
            a pain in the ass to fight. Vicki would never make it to Guy’s restaurant in time.
         

         
         “Looks like I’ll learn how to control this on the job,” I said, phasing only a little as I headed for the doorway. “If you
            can get a message to Guy, tell him I’m on my way.”
         

         
          

         Jessie had held off on teaching me how to fly the jet, probably because calamity followed me like a dog with a bone and the
            jet was the most expensive thing she owned. So I took the motorcycle. At least everything seemed a little more under control
            with the edge of the hunger gone. I only phased over the handlebars once, and I’d already stopped at a red light when it happened,
            so it didn’t really count. As I drove, I called Guy’s phone. No answer.
         

         
         No answer from Raze either. Not that I expected one.

         
         I parked half a block away from the restaurant. On my own, with busted powers, and no idea what I was facing. I’d never heard
            of the villains Raze had named.
         

         
         Plus, there was a strong chance she had simply called to lure me into another trap.

         
         As I sneaked closer, huge splinters of ice erupted through the front window. I braced myself, but nobody burst out after it
            or swooped in to attack me. So much for hoping this was another of Raze’s tricks. Ice had never been her style.
         

         
         Warily skirting the ice chunks, I crept closer and peered inside. I’d been visiting Guy for late lunches for months, so I
            knew the layout: the maître d’ stand inside the door, the private dining room to the left, the more public dining room and
            bar to the right, the door to the kitchens, to the bathrooms.
         

         
         All of it was now covered in a glittering carpet of ice.

         
         A man in light-up green-and-blue carapace armor perched atop the maître d’ stand, gleefully shooting blue rays. Frost exploded
            wherever he pointed.
         

         
         “Took you long enough,” a voice whispered to my left, and I whirled.

         
         “Raze! What the hell? Warn a girl, will you?”

         
         Raze shrugged, her cape fluttering. “You’re a terrible superhero sometimes. But you are one, I knew it.” She punched the shoulder of my armor. “I’d design you something with better colors, for the record.”
         

         
         “Maybe later. What’s going on? What do these guys want?”

         
         “This is where they got caught, so I’m guessing they want revenge. Amateurs. The staff is tied up in the kitchen. B—Guy’s
            in there. I don’t think the one in the kitchen likes the cold so much. He’s got a parka.” Raze thought about it. “Do you have
            ice skates? You need ice skates if you’re going to fight Freezer Burn.”
         

         
         “I don’t suppose you have a pair I could borrow?”

         
         “I wish.”

         
         Wait. “You’re being helpful,” I said, narrowing my eyes at her.

         
         “Of course I am.” She sniffed, clearly offended. “This is my territory. But it’s not like I can fight them right now.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “Villain stuff. Don’t worry about it.”

         
         Great. That wasn’t worrying at all. But if I could feel the cold this far away from the building, the kitchen staff had to
            be absolutely freezing. That needed to be my first priority, so I triggered my comms. “Weird question,” I said, hoping Angélica
            wasn’t too busy. “My armor doesn’t have ice skates, does it?”
         

         
         A screen flashed in my eyepiece. I blinked. Apparently it did come with ice skates. Fighting ice-powered villains must be more of a thing than I’d realized. “Thanks,” I said to Angélica.
            To Raze, I said, “Stay here.”
         

         
         “If you fall on your ass, make sure I get a clear picture first,” she said.

         
         “Get in line.” I took a deep breath. Growing up in northern Indiana meant ice skating had never been in short supply, but
            the disruption of my powers concerned me. Especially when I took one step onto the ice and immediately phased straight into
            a wall.
         

         
         So much for stealth.

         
         Freezer Burn swung around and spotted me. With a gleeful laugh, he raised his fist and shot a blast of ice straight at my
            head.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 10

         
         Luckily, I ʼported three feet to the left. Ice cascaded down the wall behind me. But, because ʼporting and ice skating didn’t
            mix, my toe pick caught a bumpy patch and I wiped out. I rolled to avoid a second blast.
         

         
         “It took long enough for someone to show!” Freezer Burn shouted as I scrabbled to my feet, blades chipping at the ice. “We’ve
            been waiting for ages.”
         

         
         “Waiting for what?” I asked, glad for the voice modulator.

         
         My question obviously threw Freezer Burn for a loop. “So . . . we can fight?”

         
         “Yes, I get that. But why? You realize there are, like, banks that you can rob, right?”

         
         “You think this is about money?” Freezer Burn asked, shooting a stream of ice that missed my toes by inches.

         
         He was quick, but not as fast as I’d thought. I continued to skate out of range, sussing him out. “Really, I don’t care what
            it’s about,” I said. “Just stop icing everything. It’s going to melt and get all soggy.”
         

         
         “No,” Freezer Burn said.

         
         Well, that was enough stalling banter for now. I feinted, ducked an ice blast, and skated hard, pushing off my toe pick and
            phasing forward on my blade. It threw me faster and harder than I expected. I plowed us full force into the table. Something
            cracked—his armor—and I whipped away, dodging a swipe from his gloves.
         

         
         He swung wildly, clipping the flank of my armor. A frosty rime crawled up my side, so cold it felt like flame. I cursed and
            pried that panel of armor off even as I evaded more ice blasts. When one narrowly missed my leg, I jumped away. Not graceful,
            but it served its purpose. I skated around a table to give myself a direct line to Freezer Burn.
         

         
         His eyes widened as I phased again. His arm seemed to come up in slow motion, ice gun pointed right at my face, but I lowered
            my head and drove my shoulder into his gut. We went flying over a table. He dropped to the ground, but I saw the wall coming
            and steeled myself.
         

         
         My body crashed through in an explosion of drywall and rubble.

         
         I landed hard, skidded across the tiles in the kitchen on my back, and raised my head, blinking in befuddlement. The tied-up
            kitchen staff—and the man standing over them with a gun in his hand—blinked back. Guy, chained to the freezer door, actually
            gaped.
         

         
         “Hi,” I said. I looked at the Gail-shaped hole in the wall, through which I could see an equally startled Freezer Burn. We
            locked eyes, and I distinctly saw the blood drain from his face. “Be right with you,” I told the kitchen staff, and then I
            smashed back through the hole in the wall, widening it even further.
         

         
         Freezer Burn turned to run, shooting frantically over his shoulder. Snatching up a chair, I sprinted hard across the slick
            floor and clocked Freezer Burn with it. It broke across the front of his armor, and I followed it with an elbow to the chin.
         

         
         He dropped like a sack of ice. One down.

         
         Turning, I saw the man in the parka giving me a wide-eyed look through the porthole window of the kitchen door. I took two
            running steps on my toe picks, and phased. The door blew clear off its hinges, knocking the man back. My weight pinned him
            between the door and the freezer. Even while he shouted, I punched through the porthole window and hit him in the nose.
         

         
         He went down like his friend, gun clattering free. I moved to kick it out of reach, remembered belatedly I wore ice skates,
            and promptly fell on my side.
         

         
         “Ugh,” I said. My side ached from potential frostbite, and the fall injured my dignity. I tapped my helmet to disarm the skates
            and climbed back to my feet. Then I looked at the stunned restaurant workers around me. “Go home. Get indoors and stay there
            until it’s safe to come out.”
         

         
         I told the workers as I pulled a knife free and began to cut them loose, “In case it’s not obvious from ice-for-brains and
            his buddy here, the world’s gone a little batshit crazy.”
         

         
         “Th-thank you,” said Lowry, the head chef. I didn’t jerk his hands too hard or nick him when I cut him free, though I did
            consider it. Guy had been complaining about him for a solid six months. He raced for the door, sous-chefs and line chefs hurrying
            behind him until there was only Guy and Riley, one of the dishwashers, left. When I moved to cut Riley free, he flinched and
            looked away.
         

         
         He kept his gaze on the floor as he fled. Weird.

         
         Once he’d left, Guy snapped the rope tying him to the freezer door. He immediately grabbed my shoulders. “Are you okay?” he
            said.
         

         
         I didn’t dare take off the mask, not with two villains unconscious a few feet away. “I’ve been better, but I’m okay now.”

         
         “You were out of it when I left you at the Nest. Leaving you behind made me feel so sick, but I had to keep up appearances
            and Angélica said you would be fine—”
         

         
         “I’m okay,” I said again. “I’m sorry it took me so long to get here.”

         
         “Don’t be. I’m glad you did, though. I was ten minutes from blowing my cover, and I’ve almost got Riley to trust me.”

         
         I squinted at him. “Riley? Not Lowry?”

         
         “I don’t have time to explain it right now. If I stay too long, he’ll get suspicious and bolt.” Guy gave me a kiss on the
            forehead of the mask and ran for the door. “Love you!” he called over his shoulder. “I’ll explain later!”
         

         
         I stared after Guy. What even was going on with him lately? Every time I thought I had an idea about his work troubles, he
            threw me a curveball.
         

         
         With the city under siege, I didn’t have time for personal musings or mysteries, though. I tugged cables out of my pouch and
            bound up Freezer Burn and his buddy, and collected their weapons and any part of their armor that seemed dangerous. I kept
            an eye out for Raze, but she must have split.
         

         
         My comms sprang to life as I was attaching a tracker to Freezer Burn’s chest. “Davenport Tower is under attack,” Angélica
            said without preamble.
         

         
         That in itself wasn’t unusual. Davenport Tower was one of the tallest buildings in the city. Even without serving as a superhero
            base, it would be a supervillain magnet. But something in Angélica’s voice chilled me more than Freezer Burn’s ice ray had.
            I ran for my motorcycle.
         

         
         As I drove, news feeds scrolled on my eyepiece, filling me in on the attack at Davenport. So that was why Rita Detmer hadn’t
            shown her face in Chicago. With decades of supervillainy to make up for, why not go straight for the biggest target in town and take out her late husband’s company while she was at it?
         

         
         If there was one person Davenport Tower was likely vulnerable to, that would be its former mistress.

         
         The mere thought of facing her again liquefied my innards. The only reason she had ever stayed at Detmer was because she had
            agreed to. And Detmer itself no longer existed, so what would we do now?
         

         
         Downtown, I ignored all protocol and parked the bike on the sidewalk near the Willis Tower. A shadow swooped over me. Luckily
            I spotted Vicki out of the corner of my eye before she grabbed me under the arms and scooped me up.
         

         
         “Thanks for the lift!”

         
         “No swe—”

         
         The forty-seventh floor blew up.

         
         Well, not all of it. Just the windows on the side that contained Dartmoor, Inc., the civilian front for Davenport’s way station.
            Glass exploded toward the river. The percussive wave rocked us, knocking me back so that I swung like a pendulum from Vicki’s
            grip. She actually halted in midair, hovering like she couldn’t believe what had happened.
         

         
         Then she cursed viciously and flew faster.

         
         We burst through the window. The room had been utterly decimated by the blast, broken furniture and rubble spread around.
            “Hello?” I shouted, switching my goggles to thermal view to see through the smoke. No sign of anybody fleeing. “Anybody in
            here?”
         

         
         “Help!” somebody called.

         
         “I’m on it,” Vicki said, dropping me and flying off. Over her shoulder, she called, “Update HQ!”

         
         I toggled on my comms as I checked out the window for any supervillains that might have done this. “Bad news. Somebody’s firebombed
            the way station.”
         

         
         “What?” Angélica asked, her voice unnaturally loud in my ringing ears.
         

         
         “Plain Jane and I are evacuating people, but the station’s toast. And I don’t see the villain who did this.”

         
         “Police are on their way,” Angélica said.

         
         Vicki raced by, a black-and-white blur with two people over her shoulders. I recognized Jon the ʼporter, thank god. I made
            my way farther inside, looking for any signs. My stomach clenched at seeing the pristine hallways and medical rooms of the
            way station so smoke-damaged and scarred. Hopefully not too many people had been in those rooms in need of treatment that
            the way station provided.
         

         
         Three people in Dartmoor uniforms rounded the corner, pulling up short at the sight of me.

         
         “Any others back there?” I said.

         
         The woman of the trio, so terrified she’d gone bone white, shook her head. “Most e-everybody was out in the field—”

         
         Thank the Domino for small mercies. I shoved some of the spare masks from my pouch at them and pointed behind me. “Get to
            the window in the lobby. Be careful. Plain Jane will fly you to safety.”
         

         
         I ran past them into the heart of the building, pushing aside debris. Nobody answered when I shouted, which wasn’t necessarily
            a good thing. But my hearing didn’t pick up any signs of labored breathing or trouble. The sensors in my suit continued to
            spit out readings until I found the remnants of an actual bomb. It had likely been under the gurney that was even now blown
            to bits and embedded in the ceiling.
         

         
         Not a pyro villain. Unless it was somebody who liked actual bombs on top of their regular powers.

         
         “New plan,” Angélica said over the comms as I crouched to study the blast zone. “Once you get everybody out of there, grab
            Vicki and get to the roof. Stay put.”
         

         
         “Got it.” I hailed Vicki on her next trip by, jerking my head toward the roof. She plucked me up and slung me over her shoulder
            this time.
         

         
         “Any ideas who or what did this?” she asked, dropping me to my feet on the roof.

         
         “It was a bomb,” I said. “Not sure who put it in there and I don’t think they stuck around to see it go off. Angélica told
            me to come up here and wait.”
         

         
         Vicki reached into her belt pouch, producing the burrito she’d made earlier. At my disbelieving look, she shrugged. “Not like
            I’ll get a better opportunity.”
         

         
         “Looks like you’ll have to eat on the go,” I said, pointing at what I suspected wasn’t just a trick in the light heading toward
            us. It looked like one of those mirages seen on long road trips in the desert, like wavy water in the middle of the air.
         

         
         The Raptorjet dropped its stealth shields, door hissing open to reveal Angélica at the controls. “Get in.”

         
          

         In the jet, Vicki strapped herself into the copilot’s chair, leaving me a jump seat in the back. I stripped off my mask, pushing
            at my sweaty hair. The past twenty-four hours had been a broken carnival ride of prison riots, nanobot poisonings, torture,
            and supervillains. All on top of malfunctioning powers. No wonder I was shaking.
         

         
         But I had to keep going, so I ate a crap-cake. This would be an inopportune moment to ʼport five feet outside the Raptorjet.

         
         “Was this Scorch’s work?” Angélica asked Vicki.

         
         “Nah, I dealt with him. Gail said it was a bomb.”

         
         “The police will have to investigate that, since we’re a little busy at the moment,” Angélica said. “Though I’m pretty sure
            Rita arranged this. If it walks like a duck and talks like a duck . . .”
         

         
         “It’s the world’s first supervillain finally destroying the country like she promised to do fifty years ago?” Vicki scrubbed
            her hands over her face and pulled her hair back into a ponytail. “That woman makes me want to wet myself. I was hoping old
            age would’ve gotten her by now.”
         

         
         “You and me both.” Their conversation fell off into silence.

         
         I leaned my head against the headrest and stared at nothingness. Was this what it had been like in those first days of superheroism,
            when the Feared Five had stepped out of a Davenport factory explosion to find that the world had changed and villains had
            actual, terrifying abilities? Had it always been this chaotic?
         

         
         “Gail.” Angélica’s voice drew me out of my reverie. “Maybe you should switch to Jessie’s armor. People could use the reassurance
            that the Raptor is out on the streets, working to make things right.”
         

         
         “With my track record at the moment, people are more liable to see the Raptor get her ass kicked by Rita.” I chugged most
            of a water bottle. “My memory’s still pretty hazy, but I think she broke two of my ribs without expending much effort already
            today.”
         

         
         Angélica jerked around in her seat. “Your scan didn’t show any broken ribs.”

         
         “Huh. Well, they definitely broke. At least two of them, maybe three.” I’d broken so many bones I’d become an expert.

         
         Angélica narrowed her eyes at me and turned back to the controls. “I wish I could run a full diagnostic. But there’s no time
            for that. When we get to Davenport, I’m dropping you both and circling around to provide air support.”
         

         
         “Let’s see what’s waiting for us, then,” Vicki said, waving me closer. I maneuvered up to the cockpit as Vicki called up Davenport
            Tower surveillance on the holoscreen. At this time of day, the streets surrounding it should have been full of tourists and
            workers taking their afternoon breaks. Instead, we found a war as supervillains and superheroes went at each other. Bolts
            from ray guns shot at all angles, blasting the street and nearby buildings, melting streetlights and parking meters, and setting
            fire to trash cans. I recognized a red cape as belonging to War Hammer, Guy’s older brother, Sam. He fought Strongman, iconic
            hammer battering at his opponent until Strongman strong-armed him right into a wall.
         

         
         Vicki and I winced.

         
         “Shakin’ Dave’s not there,” Vicki said, “so if you ignore her—” she pointed at the red-clad figure of Rita Detmer in the sky,
            shining like an evil diamond as she surveyed the battle below “—we might have a chance.”
         

         
         “Are you trying to jinx us?” I groaned. Sure enough, the Raptorjet rocked, throwing me into a bulkhead. “Whatever that was,
            it was your fault!”
         

         
         “Hold on!” Angélica’s grip turned white knuckled as the jet shuddered again. I saw two glittering fireballs through the window,
            and grabbed the railing overhead as Angélica flipped the jet.
         

         
         The fireballs sailed harmlessly by. I kept my grip, swinging my body to counterbalance when Angélica juked the jet to the
            left.
         

         
         “Vicki, what do you see?” she asked, voice tight.

         
         Vicki, who’d unstrapped herself to peer through the canopy, punched the top of the cockpit in frustration. “Rainbow Riot!”

         
         “What? She wasn’t even in Detmer, what is she doing—”

         
         “Worry about that later.” Vicki pulled on her mask and back-flipped over the seat, shoving past me. She slapped the button
            by the hatch and swooped out into the wind.
         

         
         Instantly, a roar filled the jet and Angélica began to fight the controls. I let go of the railing, let the force tow me backward,
            and hit the button before I could be sucked out. The jet shuddered and I hit the floor, grunting.
         

         
         “A little warning would’ve been nice,” Angélica grumbled. I leaned over the abandoned copilot chair, toggling the holoscreen
            to show the jet’s rear cameras. Plain Jane, stark against the sky in black, fought the most colorful villain in the ranks.
            Rainbow Riot sent jewel-toned fireballs at our friend, who batted them away like flies.
         

         
         Angélica toggled the screen back to Davenport. “I need you to assist with the evacuation. Get inside, find Kiki. She’s directing
            efforts downstairs. And stay the hell away from Rita, if you can.”
         

         
         “Yeah, she’s already kicked the crap out of me today. My dance card’s full for, like, the next century.”

         
         We descended as I made my way to the back of the jet. Politely, I waited for Angélica to open the hatch rather than doing
            it myself. Vicki could get away with it; she was nigh indestructible and she didn’t have to work with Angélica. I took a deep
            breath to suppress the fear shivering its way from the base of my stomach to the back of my neck.
         

         
         The lights over the door turned from red to yellow. Jessie’s voice in the back of my head reminded me to be patient. Use the
            adrenaline. Use my head.
         

         
         The light overhead turned green. The door opened.

         
         And I threw myself headfirst into the sky.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 11

         
         My stomach pitched and rolled as I hit the open air. The sidewalk hurtled toward me, faster than I liked. Teeth clenched,
            I used all of my willpower to phase. Usually I phased to sling-shot myself faster, to hit harder, but it worked to slow me
            down when I needed it. Angélica had spent the past year dropping me from taller and taller heights so I could phase down safely.
            We hadn’t reached this height yet, though. Now would be a very, very bad moment for my powers to glitch. And an even worse
            moment for me to be aware of that.
         

         
         From this distance, I could see the flashes and bangs as heroes and villains fought it out. I aimed for the quieter side-street
            exit for Davenport Tower. With any luck, I’d skip the showy fight entirely and slip inside.
         

         
         Fifteen feet from the ground, a man in a blue wrestling singlet turned, spotted me, and jumped right into my trajectory.

         
         “Shit!” I threw my hands out—and turned. Midphase. I banked the built-up momentum and shot to the right, so close that the
            man’s punch skimmed the top of my helmet. The heels of my boots scraped across the concrete as I skidded backward, the force
            of the phase dissipating behind me.
         

         
         What the hell? I’d never altered my direction while phasing before. I’d never been able to.

         
         I didn’t get time to marvel, though, for Wrestling Maniac bounded at me, his strides shaking the ground. My systems didn’t
            flash any alerts beyond the guy’s name, meaning I was on my own. He tried to grab me in a wrestling hold, but I ducked and
            hit him with a haymaker that would’ve dropped a normal human. He merely grinned. So he had some indestructibility, which meant
            I really didn’t have time to fight him. My objective was to get inside and locate Kiki. Luckily there were a lot of other
            superheroes around for him to bother. I made a break for the door.
         

         
         That was when he hit me with a chair.

         
         Safe to say, I didn’t see that coming. Purple flashed before I felt a blunt pain ricochet through my back, and I hit the ground
            rolling. When I looked up, Wrestling Maniac was triumphantly holding up a padded blue armchair. Even with his gigantic arms
            and dinner-plate hands, it looked absolutely ridiculous.
         

         
         He laughed, showing me a sizable gap between his front teeth, and tossed the chair to the side. When he held out both hands,
            a bar stool shimmered into existence with a puff of purple smoke. Great. A villain with the ability to summon chairs. He must
            be a real asset in a bar brawl.
         

         
         I scrambled to my feet and launched a minirocket from my gauntlet. It exploded as it hit him in the chest. I spun in place
            and raced for the doors. A split second later, I felt the telltale shake of the ground as he bounded after me. I turned, ready
            to battle it out, and dodged the park bench he swung at my head. Hell, that thing was longer than I was. How did this ability
            even work? I sprang at him, bobbing and weaving away from the chairs he summoned. He flung another armchair at me that dented
            my armor; I scorched the whole left half of his body with another minirocket.
         

         
         The chaise lounge caught me by surprise, sweeping me clear off of my feet.

         
         I hit the ground, coughing. Wrestling Maniac advanced on me—until he stopped midstep, seizing. Electricity exploded from his
            chest like little staticky spiders. Smoking faintly, he collapsed.
         

         
         Standing behind him was my ex with one hand extended.

         
         “Thanks for the assist,” I said, groaning as I made my way to my feet.

         
         Jeremy didn’t offer me a hand. Instead, he leaned over, resting his hands on his thighs and panting. He hadn’t worked up a
            sweat, and his hair remained perfect. No mask for him, apparently. “I wasn’t sure I could even do that.”
         

         
         “Well, I personally am glad you can. Where did you even come from?”

         
         “Doesn’t matter. If you’re looking to get inside, this way’s clear,” he said, jerking his head not toward Davenport but down
            the street.
         

         
         I raced after him. “You’re not really here, are you?”

         
         “Nope.” He stopped at a manhole cover and gestured.

         
         I hauled it open and was about to drop through when a dash of color in the corner of my eye distracted me. Every instinct
            screamed at me to get out of the open, but I paused and turned to look. The suit’s scanners picked up the outline of two women
            around the corner of a nearby building. Details scrolled across my eyepiece.
         

         
         I jumped into the sewer. When I landed, Jeremy—or rather, his avatar—stood waiting, though he’d been on the street when I
            jumped. “Your body’s inside?” I asked.
         

         
         “It’s safe for now. Follow me.”

         
         “Hold that thought,” I said, and reached around to the catch beneath my mask, which opened the suit and allowed me to step
            out.
         

         
         “What are you doing?”

         
         “Something really stupid, probably,” I said. I climbed to the street level and peeked out. Wrestling Maniac lay out cold,
            drooling onto the cement, and the other villains and heroes were too locked into their battles to notice me. In my armor,
            I had a target on my back, but my yoga pants and tank top let me slip under the radar. I darted across the street, hissing
            when I accidentally ʼported a couple feet and scraped my ankle against the curb. Whatever the hell the Mobium was doing, I
            wished it would hurry up and get it over with already. I hauled myself onto a scaffolding, aiming for a gentle landing. So
            of course the scaffolding wobbled and squeaked.
         

         
         God, I really hoped they hadn’t heard that.

         
         My biggest obstacle in becoming the Raptor was that I’d never been curious. Through four years of constant kidnappings, I’d
            never once questioned what made me so valuable to Blaze that villains would target me. Part of it had been a defense mechanism
            against helplessness, but really, my main issue was that I’d developed a habit of accepting the status quo. Jessie had spent
            this entire year teaching me to question things, to sort out what didn’t fit and discover why.
         

         
         And seeing two known supervillains merely standing outside a full-blown fight and observing? That didn’t fit.

         
         Tamara Diesel and Lady Danger were in the alley below, seemingly unaware of my presence. Lady Danger’s opulent dress appeared
            to be a little more wrinkled than it had last night. Maybe I wasn’t the only one having a bad day. Neither Viceroy Fitzhubert,
            Esquire nor Captain Fortescue the Third appeared to be around, luckily for me.
         

         
         “Six months of work,” Tamara Diesel said in disgust as I crept closer. “I had everything planned, every contingency covered—or
            at least that’s what Excalibur told me. Remind me to beat his face in later, will you?”
         

         
         Excalibur? That was a new one.

         
         “Captain Fortescue has need of a new chew toy, if that fate interests you,” Lady Danger said, twirling her parasol.

         
         Tamara Diesel rubbed her temple and appeared to ignore her. “The mayor will have her hands full dealing with Fearless. This
            is ruining everything.”
         

         
         “And it was such a solid plan, too,” Lady Danger said, twirling her parasol. “Though I can’t say I’m of the opinion that plans
            are a good thing, overall. They’ve never seemed to do me much good.”
         

         
         So last night had only been the first stage. The mayor was somehow a target. What did they want with her?

         
         The scaffolding rattled as a bright burst of red energy hit the building ten feet above my head. I ducked and held my breath,
            waiting for an attack, but none came.
         

         
         “Ugh.” Diesel crossed her arms over her chest. “Amateurs. Say, were you around for the first reign of terror?”

         
         “I only came along for the end of it. Though I am honored to say I was one of the first prisoners in Detmer.” Lady Danger
            pulled something from her reticule and studied it in the light. It took nearly two seconds for me to realize it was an actual
            heart. I clapped my hand over my mouth and tried not to throw up.
         

         
         I’d never live it down if Tamara Diesel and Lady Danger killed me because puking had given me away.

         
         “Detmer was nicer back then,” Lady Danger said, taking a dainty and gory bite of the heart. “Guards were willing to overlook
            a great deal more.”
         

         
         Nicer? When I’d been there, a massage therapist had been permanently on call. Prisoners could order chocolate fountains delivered
            straight to their cells.
         

         
         “Though I did never understand what would keep Rita there. I must declare that I do have some sympathy that she’s chosen this
            moment for her return. I know how hard you’ve worked.” Lady Danger took another gory bite of the heart. The squelch made me gag.
         

         
         This time, the fireball that hit the side of the building was blue-toned. It exploded in a bright sunburst, so hot that it
            melted the scaffolding above me. I didn’t have time to dodge back before both women looked up.
         

         
         Tamara Diesel met my eyes, already snarling. “Hey!”

         
         Time to go.

         
         I scrambled up from my hiding place, sprinting along the scaffolding. Behind me, I heard a wrenching noise. The scaffolding
            teetered away from the building as Tamara telekinetically yanked it. The uneven boards beneath my feet began to split. Desperately,
            I sprang forward, landing on the other side of a gap, and kept running. The Raptorlet armor would have automatically scanned
            for dangers, but I had only my wits. Which apparently weren’t enough to warn me that I was about to run out of scaffolding.
         

         
         I crashed into the railing overlooking the street. When Tamara Diesel tried to mentally yank the planks from under me, I jumped.
            A phase hurtled me over several lanes of abandoned traffic and across the street.
         

         
         Right through the ongoing battle.

         
         Another blue-tinged fireball passed so close I felt the hair on my arm burn off. Heart in my throat, I landed on a small ledge
            on Davenport Tower. My fists pulverized chunks of the stone façade as I clung desperately, trying not to fall.
         

         
         Davenport Tower hadn’t been built in the Art Deco style, which was unfortunately the only architectural style I knew. So I
            had no idea what to call the detailing and angles, the ledges and the whatnots. But I did know they were concrete, pitted
            from the acidity of New York’s rainfall, and that they hurt like hell when Tamara Diesel ripped them off the building and
            used them to bludgeon me.
         

         
         God, I hated telekinesis.

         
         “Shit!” I began climbing. Tamara Diesel continued ripping giant slabs from the building, tossing them at me. Dropping and
            running would only mean she’d chase me. So instead I went up, coiling all the power in my arms to haul me skyward. It was
            like leapfrogging up the building, phasing and snatching handholds. When random bits of concrete and stone stopped pelting
            me, I stopped and clung to the side, gasping. Finally out of range.
         

         
         I looked down in time to see Tamara Diesel shoot me a poisonous look. Then she vanished.

         
         Well, great. I gulped in air, trying to center myself. Dangling from a building without a stitch of armor in the middle of
            a super battle royal seemed foolhardy at best. I needed to get back to the armor and to my original mission, but movement
            through the window caught my attention. Davenport Tower should have been empty of all topside occupants. I scuttled closer
            to the glass to investigate.
         

         
         Almost immediately, I yanked myself back out of sight.

         
         Out of the villainous frying pan, into the evil fire, it seemed.

         
         I’d wound up outside of the HEX briefing room, where destruction reigned. Tables had been flipped, the coffeemaker smashed
            against the wall, monitors shattered. Six or seven villains gathered, all obviously trying not to cower away from Rita, who
            stood in the middle of the room in her jeweled headpiece and flowing cape.
         

         
         That single glimpse made my brain giddy with panic. I clung to the outside of the building, my body quaking. Only sheer stupid
            bravery made me peek in again.
         

         
         “Have you located it?” Rita asked a villain in a gold mask.

         
         He shook his head. “It’s not here, ma’am.”

         
         “Hmm. How certain are you of that? Are you willing to stake your life on it?”

         
         Gold Mask looked at his friends for support, but everybody had found fascinating things to study on the walls. “All the vaults
            on this floor have been cleaned out,” he said.
         

         
         Gail, where are you? Kiki’s voice blared in my head like a loudspeaker. I scrambled to keep my grip.
         

         
         Outside the HEX briefing room, I thought back at her.
         

         
         What the—get out of there! Rita’s in there!

         
         No shit, I thought at her, wondering where she was because her voice was clearer in my head than it ever had been. When I say outside, I mean literally. I’m on the side of the building. They don’t know I’m here.

         
         Please get out of there, Kiki said, her voice taking on a desperate edge. It’s not safe.

         
         I peeked through the window again as Rita picked up Gold Mask by the throat. Ah, supervillain tactics never changed. She’s looking for something.

         
         Gail, seriously, get away from Rita, Kiki said.
         

         
         All right, all right.
         

         
         I crouched down on the ledge, eyeballing the jump, but my ears caught Rita’s voice: “Very well, if you claim it’s not here,
            I’ll believe you. Tell everybody to pull back. No reason to stay to see the show really begin.”
         

         
         I stopped at Rita’s words, my brow furrowing. What show? She was already putting on a pretty spectacular fireworks display
            with the retinue of blast-y supervillains around Davenport Tower. What kind of show could possibly usurp that?
         

         
         Realization struck, draining me bloodless.

         
         There’s a bomb, I thought at Kiki.
         

         
         What?

         
         I jumped off Davenport Tower and landed clumsily, running for the door. She’s planted a bomb somewhere. The place is gonna blow! Get everybody out of there!

         
         I ran for the door, calling up the blueprints of the building in my head. I knew all of the best stress and fracture points
            for a building like Davenport, which meant I knew the most ideal locations to plant bombs. If I could get to one before time
            ran out—or if Jeremy could . . .
         

         
         Jeremy.

         
         “Oh, shit!” I changed course and put on a burst of speed, phasing to the manhole cover. I slid in like a runner headed for
            home, landing hard beside the inactive armor.
         

         
         Jeremy’s avatar popped into view. “You’re back!”

         
         “There’s a bomb!”

         
         “What? There’s no way she could’ve planted . . .” Jeremy’s voice trailed off as his eyes went blank. “It’s in the subbasement,
            down near Medical.”
         

         
         I stepped into the armor. “Can you disarm it?”

         
         “They’ve armed it with a failsafe. If I fry it, it’ll still go off. Wait, don’t go down there, there’s no time!” He tried
            to grab my arm, but his hand passed clean through. “Run!”
         

         
         “Jeremy—your body—”

         
         “I’ll be all right.” But his look before he blinked out of existence was terrified.

         
         I debated, but Jeremy hadn’t said how much time remained. Swearing, my heart in my throat, I hopped back into the armor and
            took off running in the opposite direction.
         

         
         Right as the bomb went off.

         
         Something thundered in the distance. The ground shook beneath my boots, heaving and buckling, and everything went to hell.
            Chunks of rock rained down on me as I ran. Fissures beneath my feet chased me through the sewers, keeping up with me even
            as I phased. A large hunk of debris glanced off my shoulder. I grunted, ricocheting off the wall hard enough to see sparks
            at the edge of my vision.
         

         
         I saw the flying block of concrete as it rocketed toward my face, but there wasn’t any way to stop it. Darkness folded in
            around me. My last thought before it swallowed me was to hope that Jeremy had made it out.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 12

         
         This time, I didn’t black out.

         
         I certainly expected to: the concrete slammed hard into my forehead, sending bright sunbursts of pain across my vision. But
            the darkness that grabbed me wasn’t unconsciousness at all. I’d merely been buried alive. Which wasn’t all that much better
            than blacking out, but I’d take whatever I could get.
         

         
         Sensors in my armor began to scream all at once as the crushing pile of rock damaged the structural integrity. I blinked against
            the oppressive blackness through the visor, but my eyes didn’t adjust. My heart began to race.
         

         
         “Jeremy!” I strained against the rubble and rebar, unable to move. “Help! Somebody!”

         
         My pulse rushed in my ears, and I tried to gasp in air. How much oxygen did I have? How long could the suit hold up? Sweat
            coated my entire body. Panic squeezed like an iron vise, constricting my chest. I blinked against the oppressive blackness,
            but my eyes didn’t adjust.
         

         
         “Help!”

         
         I heard only the grumble of shifting rubble—which sounded like a thunderclap in my ears—and my own shallow, hurried breathing.
            I gulped harder. I wasn’t getting enough oxygen. Even the Mobium couldn’t keep me alive long if I couldn’t breathe. I began
            to tremble. Was this how I would die, trapped in the rubble of an explosion? Was Jeremy already dead? Was Jessie? Would I
            be joining them soon?
         

         
         Merely thinking of Jessie alone was enough to summon a mental image of her, and one that didn’t seem very impressed. “Really?”
            she asked me. “That’s it?”
         

         
         I tried to bat her away. Didn’t she understand that I was trapped, that the suit was failing, that I couldn’t breathe?

         
         “You’re just giving up?” Jessie clicked her tongue. “I don’t even have half of your strength and I wouldn’t let a measly little
            pile of rock defeat me.”
         

         
         “I know what you’re doing,” I said through gritted teeth.

         
         “Me? I’m not doing anything. This is all in your brain.”

         
         She had a point. Or rather, my brain had a point. Later on, I’d take a moment to marvel, but now I acknowledged the sensors
            in the suit, quieting them and cutting off their horror movie soundtrack. It didn’t change the facts, but it made it slightly
            easier to breathe. My eyepiece spat out information that I finally focused on. I’d landed on my back, but I wasn’t entirely
            horizontal. Mercifully, my head was elevated over my feet. Not the most ideal position to push free, but if I’d ended up upside
            down, the panicking would definitely have kicked in again.
         

         
         Priority one had to be getting out from under the rubble.

         
         God, this would be so much easier if I weren’t starving. My stomach felt hollow, but I summoned all the energy I could muster
            and pushed back against the rocks. The pile around me rumbled. I pushed harder, ignoring renewed warnings from the suit about
            the armor being crushed. Got that memo, thanks. I gritted my teeth, steeled myself for one large shove, and put everything
            I had into it. The rubble groaned, but with one final burst of strength, I shoved free—and quickly rolled out of the way as
            the entire mound came crashing back down.
         

         
         Freed from the rubble, I shot my grappling hook at the edge of the sinkhole, and let myself be yanked up by the belaying cable.
            It almost wrenched my arm from its socket, but I managed to pull myself out of the sinkhole.
         

         
         I hunkered down to gather my bearings, my ears ringing. I’d made it three blocks from Davenport. Around me, chaos reigned.
            People rushed to safety, tripping and stumbling over each other in their haste to get away. A few gawkers gummed up the works
            as they rubbernecked at the sinkhole, phones out to record the sights. A few swung in my direction.
         

         
         I was going to start trending again if I didn’t move.

         
         Jessie would’ve rappelled up the side of the building and vanished from sight, but I’d used my belaying cord already. So I
            slapped on the navigation matrix—it took a couple times thumping my damaged mask to get it working—and began to phase through
            the crowd, trusting the blue line overlaid on my eyepiece to guide me. My chest burned as I sprinted back toward Davenport
            Tower. I had to get back to the Complex. I had to find Jeremy.
         

         
         Static exploded in my left ear right before I reached the Tower, making me cry out. Annoyed, I smacked my palm into the side
            of my helmet. The static abruptly cut off in a whine, and Angélica’s voice broke through. “—this is Eagle Eye. Raptor, report
            in. Over.”
         

         
         The sewer collapse must have knocked out my communications. I hit the side of my helmet again—a caveman fix that would no
            doubt make Jessie’s lead R & D developer wince—to steady out the comms. “Eagle Eye, this is Raptor. I think my comms got knocked
            out for a bit.”
         

         
         “Where the hell are you?”

         
         Hopefully my tracker still worked. I pinged her with my location. “I got a little buried in the rubble in the explosion. I’m
            at the Davenport east entrance, across the street. Looks like the supervillains called it a day.” I didn’t see any of them
            around, not even the downed Wrestling Maniac. “Do we have any reports from inside?”
         

         
         “Stay put,” Angélica said, cutting me off.

         
         “What?”

         
         “Stay in location. I’m coming to you.”

         
         “What? No, I need to be in there. I’m fine, I can help. Jeremy—”

         
         “Orders,” Angélica said, and the line cut off.

         
         I nearly smacked the side of my helmet again to make sure I wasn’t hearing things. HEX protocols called for all able-bodied
            heroes to assist in disaster situations. And yet Angélica wanted me to simply stay there? What the hell was that? Orders?
            From whom? Jessie was still in her coma in—
         

         
         I looked toward the building.

         
         Oh, hell. Jessie.

         
         Before the thought even fully percolated in my head, I was sprinting across the street, aiming for the nearest grate. I didn’t
            know what situation I’d find under there—likely the bomb had collapsed those tunnels as well, but I had to know.
         

         
         Twenty feet from the tunnel, I was blown back by a gust of exhaust. The Raptorjet dropped the cloaking, hovering three feet
            off the ground. Angélica opened the hatch. “Get in!”
         

         
         “Jessie—”

         
         “She’s fine. They moved her hours ago. Get in.”
         

         
         Feeling helpless, I obeyed. The door hissed closed behind me, and I drew up short at the sight of the copilot’s seat. “Kiki!”

         
         “Hey.” Blood trickled from a cut on her hairline, making her skin look even paler by comparison, and she hugged her arm to
            her side. “Guessing you didn’t entirely get away from the blast either,” she said, nodding at my armor.
         

         
         Since the normally dark bronze armor had gone gray with rubble dust, it was a pretty solid guess.

         
         “Jeremy’s body is still inside,” I said as Angélica pointed the nose of the jet toward the sky. “You can’t just expect me
            to leave him—”
         

         
         “There are rescue teams.” Angélica’s voice had gone hard. “They’ll find him. You can’t stay on sight in your Raptor armor,
            they’re worried Rita will find you and cause more damage trying to kill you.”
         

         
         “We’ll get word the second they find him, Gail,” Kiki said in a much less brusque voice.

         
         I sat down hard in the jump seat. “Is your arm okay?” I asked.

         
         “Probably not.”

         
         “I’m taking you both to the Nest,” Angélica said. “Gail, get out of the armor.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “It’s damaged. Get back into your regular gear.”

         
         “That’s damaged, too.” The panel I’d lost while fighting Freezer Burn was still missing. But Angélica gave me her why-are-we-still-arguing-about-this?
            look. Feeling like I was an unwitting participant in the weirdest game of musical chairs ever, I stepped out of the Raptor
            armor. Kiki let out a whimper, but other than that, the jet remained absolutely silent until Angélica lowered it into the
            hangar at the Nest. Before she opened the door, though, she pointed at the Raptorlet armor.
         

         
         “All right, all right,” I said, stepping into it.

         
         I understood why when the door opened. With the Davenport Complex bombed and in who-knew-what shape, the HEX group had moved
            to the Nest. It made sense: Jessie had sunk so much money into her base that it was probably the most technologically advanced
            spot in the city. But after a year of being sworn to secrecy about the place so much as existing, seeing it full of Davenport
            personnel manning a control center made my skin crawl with a sense of wrongness.
         

         
         Jessie would hate this.

         
         In the center of it all, looking like he hadn’t slept, Eddie Davenport calmly handed out instructions, signed off tablets,
            and generally directed traffic. Aside from the dark circles beneath his eyes, I wouldn’t have been able to tell that his twin
            sister had been shot and his company blown up in the last twenty-four hours. He scrawled off on a tablet and gestured for
            another round of coffee to be brought out.
         

         
         Eddie turned, his eyes falling on Kiki. “There you are,” he said in a perfunctory voice. No relief that his niece had survived
            an explosion, apparently. God, some people. “The evacuation crews need a liaison to deal with Singh Memorial and all local
            hospitals, you take point on that.”
         

         
         Angélica shook her head and marched Kiki past him. “Nope. Infirmary for her. Raptorlet can handle that until we’ve checked
            her arm.”
         

         
         “I believe letting Raptorlet talk to the hospitals would end with one of them mysteriously in shambles, so I believe I’ll
            pass on that,” Eddie said, his voice dripping with acid.
         

         
         I was too tired and too worried over Jeremy to shoot him the finger. “Fine. I’ll go back in the field. Get me set up with
            comms, I can assist a team.”
         

         
         “That also won’t be happening. Find a corner, stay in it. Out of the way, preferably.”

         
         I bit my tongue. “You’re wasting a good asset. I could be out there.”

         
         “Bridget,” Eddie said as Angélica, clearly using our argument to her advantage, pulled Kiki away. A young woman stepped over
            and handed him a tablet. “Thanks. Handle the nearby hospitals, will you?”
         

         
         I took the tablet, and groaned at the photograph of me falling flat on my ass at the Davenport gala. “This was an accident,”
            I said, shoving the tablet back with a little more force than necessary.
         

         
         “If anything, it was a sign that you are still an untrained novice and frankly, a bigger pain in the ass than you’re worth.
            Given the not inconsiderable history between the Raptor and Fearless, I’d rather not hand my mother our highest-profile hero
            on a platter. You’re staying out of the way.”
         

         
         “I can’t just sit back and do nothing.”

         
         “Wrong. This whole situation is your fault in the first place, so that is precisely what you will do. Find a corner, sit there,
            and stay put. Until further notice, the Raptor and the Raptorlet are both grounded. Now, I have work to do.” And he stalked
            off into the mess of Davenport personnel.
         

         
         I nearly followed him to keep arguing, but his words finally caught up to me. “Wait! How is this my fault?”

         
         Eddie only kept walking.

         
          

         I had no intention of finding whichever corner Eddie had picked out for me—not when Jeremy was in danger—but before I could
            figure out how to sneak out of the Nest, Angélica did one of her magical appearing tricks and showed up by my elbow, which
            she grabbed. She pulled me into the infirmary.
         

         
         “I’m fine,” I said, though I wasn’t entirely sure that was the case.

         
         “The world’s first supervillain did something to you that had you ʼporting into walls. Even if I didn’t think this was necessary,
            Kiki’s insisting on it.” Angélica’s grip never lessened. “She says your mental connection is mysteriously stronger.”
         

         
         “Yeah, I noticed that, too.” I allowed myself to be pulled into the infirmary suite.

         
         Kiki’s arm had been bound in a sling and a white butterfly bandage had been applied to the cut on her hairline. She frowned
            when I stripped out of the armor. “You’re white as a ghost,” she said. “I’m not sure you should have been out in the field
            in the first place.”
         

         
         “I did just survive getting buried alive,” I said, sitting on the cot.

         
         “Yes, I can understand th—Was that your stomach?”

         
         “I’m really hungry,” I said, putting an arm over my grumbling midsection. “I already burned through the crap-cakes I ate in
            the field.”
         

         
         Both women stared at me. “You ate those willingly?” Kiki said.

         
         “I don’t want to talk about it. Can I have one now?”

         
         Angélica wordlessly pulled one from the drawer, and I frowned. If I’d known they were in the room the entire time earlier,
            I probably wouldn’t have dented the wall. I eyed that same dent as I chewed, making a face at the taste.
         

         
         Kiki followed my gaze to the wall and stepped over, tracing the fingers of her good hand along the dents. “I think it’s time
            you walked me through what’s going on with your powers,” she said. “Start from the beginning. Did this happen before or after
            you got dosed with nanobots at the gala last night?”
         

         
         “It started after Detmer.” I chewed my way through a second crap-cake while I relayed the details of what had happened. By
            now, some of it was coming back to me: I remembered Brook’s warnings about staying away from Rita. I remembered my ribs breaking.
            I remembered the torture chamber, and a loud, overwhelming wall of noise. And of course waking up to find Brook’s pain ray
            dripping from my palms like acid, and that I couldn’t stop myself from ʼporting and phasing at random.
         

         
         “And you have no idea what Rita did to you in that room?” Kiki asked me.

         
         I held my water glass out to Angélica. She refilled it a third time. “No idea,” I said. “It’s hazy, but Rita said something
            about Brook—who doesn’t seem to be involved in any of this, by the way. She was super fed up when I talked to her at the prison,
            and I didn’t see her in the HEX briefing room.”
         

         
         “Hold up,” Angélica said. “What’s this about the HEX briefing room?”

         
         “Rita and her cronies were up there. They were looking for something.”

         
         “Did they say what it was?” Kiki asked.

         
         “If they’d said what it was, I wouldn’t have said ‘something,’ would I?” I asked.

         
         “Okay.” Angélica held up a hand for peace, and I realized how snarky my last sentence had sounded. I sagged forward, shrugging
            in apology. “So Rita definitely had a reason for attacking Davenport today beyond simple revenge,” Angélica said.
         

         
         “That’s the point of Villain Syndrome, isn’t it?” I asked. “Even when they’re batshit insane, they’re batshit for a reason.”

         
         “Really, you should write medical textbooks.” Kiki’s voice sounded impossibly dry and tired. She picked up her tablet and
            frowned. “Did you know you’re a hundred pounds lighter?”
         

         
         “I am?”

         
         “She is?”

         
         Kiki flipped the tablet around so I could look at my weight. Just as she said: 96.7 pounds lighter. Huh. “How is that even
            possible?” I asked.
         

         
         Kiki tabbed through the pages, frown deepening. “I’d need to run some more tests but it seems the Mobium might have restructured
            itself to be lighter and yet just as strong. Think of it like steel as opposed to the armor of the knights of old.”
         

         
         The word knights made me frown. “Excalibur,” I said, and Kiki and Angélica gave me blank looks. “Tamara Diesel said that name earlier. I only
            just now remembered.”
         

         
         “When the hell did you see Tamara Diesel?” Angélica looked close to pulling her hair out.

         
         “She was watching the fight at Davenport Tower. Lady Danger, too. Look, I’ll write up all of this, I promise. But I’d rather
            focus on the Mobium. It’s different?”
         

         
         “Your being lighter might account for some of the phasing and ʼporting difficulties. But your stronger mental signature wouldn’t—unless . . .”
            Kiki trailed off and stared at the ceiling for a minute, clearly lost in thought. “It’s as though whatever Rita did in that
            room optimized you.”
         

         
         “That makes no sense,” I said. “I was clearly there to stop her, which makes me an enemy. Optimizing me helps me out. That’s
            the opposite of what you’re supposed to do to enemies.”
         

         
         Angélica and Kiki exchanged shrugs. “It also knocked you out of commission long enough to get out of her way,” Kiki said.
            “It appears she was on a timetable of sorts. And if you’d been unconscious even two minutes longer, you’d have been trapped
            in Detmer when it collapsed.”
         

         
         “Let’s not forget the part where you were unconscious for hours afterward,” Angélica added.

         
         “And the ʼporting into walls. So, what? She gambled that I wouldn’t wake up in time, and lost?” I asked.

         
         “It kind of looks that way, yes.”

         
         “Great,” was all I could say to that.

         
         “I need to analyze these results,” Kiki said, “but it’ll have to wait now that we know you’re probably not in any immediate
            mortal danger.”
         

         
         The word immediate didn’t sound as comforting as she probably meant it to. Neither did probably.
         

         
         “But first, I should help my uncle and check in on Jessie’s medical team. Why don’t you two go to the obstacle course and
            see if you can get to the bottom of this?” Kiki looked from Angélica to me.
         

         
         When I opened my mouth to protest that we could both be more help than that, Angélica clamped a hand on my shoulder. “You
            know where to find us,” she said to Kiki, and dragged me from the room. To me, she said, “Let’s go figure out what’s wrong
            with you now, shall we?”
         

         
          

         Angélica wore me out on the obstacle course—or she gave it her best shot. I’d apparently begun to adjust for my lighter weight,
            but it still affected the way I phased. And the harder I phased, the harder it hurt it to hit the wall. Angélica ran me through
            one obstacle course after the next until we were both reasonably certain I’d stopped overshooting whenever I phased.
         

         
         The ʼporting remained a nightmare. At least it wasn’t giving me migraines like it first had.

         
         As we trained, I filled her in on what I’d overheard while spying on Tamara Diesel and Lady Danger. Focusing on them would
            have to take a backburner while Rita ran rampant on the city, as she was easily the bigger threat, and I hated it. All of
            those people infected with the nanobots would have to live in fear of an attack being triggered remotely. The main base of
            all superhero operations had been damaged, if not destroyed.
         

         
         And for some reason, Eddie saw that as my fault.

         
         There still wasn’t any word on Jeremy when Angélica, covered in sweat, finally declared the training session over. “Take a
            shower. Rest. They may change their minds about needing you,” she said.
         

         
         I had no choice but to obey. If I tried to wear the Raptorlet armor out of the base, Angélica probably had a way of disabling
            it on the spot. Or she’d come after me in the Raptorjet like the mother of a misbehaving toddler.
         

         
         Frustrated, I called Guy—voice mail—and then followed Angélica’s advice and took a shower.

         
         My usual room in the Nest had been taken over by operations, and they needed the infirmary for the patients who trickled in
            with injuries. So after repairing my armor in the workshop, I grabbed a camping kit from inventory, climbed up on top of the
            large supply shelves in the closet, and stretched out in the sleeping bag. Technically not a corner, but as long as I was
            out of the way, Eddie probably didn’t give a damn. If anybody needed me, they could call my phone. Questions swirled through
            my mind as I laid my head down. Fear for Jeremy—why wasn’t there word yet?—gnawed away at me.
         

         
         Both the questions and the fear chased me into sleep.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 13

         
         A door clicked open. For a split second, I thought it was Guy finally coming to bed, and nearly rolled over to mutter something
            at him. Before I could, it hit me: that didn’t sound like our bedroom door. My eyes flew open and I tensed, ready for a fight.
         

         
         Not my bedroom at all. Unless my bedroom had magically transformed into the storage locker at the Nest in New York. And I
            didn’t typically sleep in my mask or armor either. I raised my head slightly to look over the side of the shelf, wondering
            who had come in.
         

         
         Great. Eddie Davenport, my least favorite person in the world, with Rodrigo and a third man. I started to sit up, but the
            third man began speaking immediately.
         

         
         “You have to do something about her,” he said, stepping into the room and closing the door behind him. My mask ID’d him as
            Wilbur Scott, head of R & D at Davenport Industries. Right. He’d introduced Eddie’s speech at the gala.
         

         
         I quietly lay back down. Who was the “her” they were talking about? Was it me? What had I done now?

         
         “Scott,” Eddie said, sounding like his infinite wells of patience were becoming a great deal more finite. “You’re out of line.”

         
         “I know she’s your niece, but this isn’t the time for nepotism!”

         
         Oh. The “her” in question was Kiki. Any chance that I might reveal I was there flew out the window. Jessie would be proud
            of my detective instincts lately, I rationalized.
         

         
         “Frankly, you’re right,” Eddie said to Scott. “This isn’t the time for nepotism. Or for this insubordination either. In case
            you gentlemen haven’t noticed, we’re dealing with not one but two crises at the moment. I don’t have time for accusations
            and finger-pointing right now.”
         

         
         “You think this timing is a coincidence?” Scott said. “The minute your niece is given responsibility over even part of the
            company, Davenport is at the center of the most organized attack from local supervillains that we’ve seen in years!”
         

         
         “Maybe we were due,” Eddie said, his voice acidic.

         
         Whoa. I thought he’d reserved that tone for me.

         
         “And what about Fearless?” Rodrigo asked. “Were we due for that, too? It can’t be a coincidence.”

         
         “I assure you, that’s not a coincidence,” Eddie said. “But neither does it have anything directly to do with my niece, who
            has been a model employee of Davenport Industries since she graduated medical school.”
         

         
         Scott spluttered. “She’s the granddaughter of a supervillain—”

         
         “And I am the son of a supervillain.” I heard the pivot of Eddie’s heels on the tile as he turned to face Scott. “Things might
            have changed when the world welcomed the superpowered, Mr. Scott, but ‘innocent until proven guilty’ is still the law of the
            land. We have nothing tying Kristiana to Tamara Diesel or these nanobots. Silence, Calles. Whatever you’re about to say, I
            don’t want to hear it.”
         

         
         Like Sharkbait would ever shut up. “Are you even looking into it at all?” Rodrigo asked.

         
         “In the past two days, supervillains have attacked us publicly, shot my sister, blown up the only prison capable of successfully
            holding most of their population, effectively destroyed our teleportation network, and bombed our secret headquarters. I’ve
            been a little busy.”
         

         
         “They’ll only continue to get away with it if you let this snake in the grass continue to—”

         
         “Enough,” Eddie said, cutting Rodrigo off.

         
         Eddie, overall, wasn’t imposing. Sure, he was handsome, and he had the polished air of somebody with an extensive education
            and grooming. Physically threatening? Not so much. But something on his face or in his stance must have scared Rodrigo, for
            Sharkbait shut up midsentence.
         

         
         “If you did any research into her connections, I’m sure the evidence would be right there,” Scott said. “You can’t trust her.”
         

         
         “And yet, I’m going to. Blame nepotism all you like. I don’t care at the moment. I have other priorities, and so do you.”
            Eddie sighed. “I’ve heard your grievances, and I’ll give them their due. Right now, I need your A game with the science department
            topside. Get everything under control. Mr. Calles, I’m putting you on a plane back to San Francisco. Running tests on the
            nanobots infecting your bloodstream will have to wait. You have a city to protect.”
         

         
         “Guess I’ll watch my own back, then, the better to see it when your niece sticks her knife in it,” Rodrigo said, and left
            without another word.
         

         
         Asshole.

         
         Luckily, Eddie and Scott followed him out, leaving me undiscovered. Once I was sure they weren’t coming back, I sat up. So
            it wasn’t only the various superheroes on the HEX roster that distrusted Kiki—people high up within the Davenport company
            were concerned as well. At least Eddie appeared to be on Kiki’s side for once, which meant I couldn’t entirely hate him.
         

         
         Though how was he so certain Rita’s escape hadn’t been a coincidence? And why was it my fault?

         
         Spine prickling with annoyance, I tapped my mask to check messages and updates. A couple of texts from Guy apologizing for
            missing my call and mentioning that he finally had a lead—a lead on what?—and a note from Angélica that Jessie, still in her coma, had been brought into the Nest for extra protection.
         

         
         No word on Jeremy.

         
         I hopped down. It was after midnight, which meant I’d only slept a few hours, but that was apparently enough: I no longer
            felt like I’d put my body through hell. I was hungry, but I was beginning to suspect this would be my new normal for a while.
         

         
         In the main hub of the Nest, things had settled a little. Tables had been set up for teams of people, in costume and out,
            who typed furiously into their computers or spoke or shouted into phones. Sometimes both at the same time. Take-out containers
            were peppered among stacks of paperwork and abandoned tablets. Half of the monitors showed excavation teams sifting through
            the rubble that had once been Davenport Complex. It made my stomach turn over to see the damage.
         

         
         The other half of the monitors were set to the twenty-four-hour news channels. The attack on Davenport might have been horrific
            and demoralizing, but at least it had shoved my #Herofail photo off the front page. Since the general public had no idea that
            Davenport supported the superhero community, the reports were vague: a bomb had been detonated in the sewers around Davenport
            Tower. Several of the subway lines nearby were being rerouted, which meant that public transit had to be a giant mess right
            now.
         

         
         I should probably be grateful I had a literal jet at my disposal. Midtown had to be a nightmare.

         
         I wove my way through the hub, grabbing an abandoned container of pad see ew as I passed. Wilbur Scott had commandeered a table and was barking orders into his phone. Eddie spoke with three of his underlings
            in the corner. I didn’t see Rodrigo, which was probably a good thing.
         

         
         Eddie glanced up and spotted me standing back. His eyes narrowed, and he pointed at the door: get out.

         
         Screw you, too. I shrugged back at him and sauntered away.

         
         It took a little while to find Angélica, who’d apparently had the same idea as me and had set up a cot in the control center
            above the obstacle course. I crept back out of the room without waking her and took my purloined noodles on a walk about the
            Nest.
         

         
         I found Audra Yi as she closed the door to the family suite. Never looking up from her phone, she beckoned me forward.

         
         In truth, I’d found Audra intimidating from the moment I’d met her, simply due to how in control she was all the time. She
            managed Jessie’s life—Raptorial and regular—with such quiet, steely efficiency that I thanked my lucky stars every day she
            hadn’t chosen to become a supervillain. Rita Detmer would have nothing on her.
         

         
         “I’m heading home before my son and my husband forget what I look like,” she said, typing something into her phone. “If you
            don’t disturb the nurse on duty, you may sit with her. Take the mask off, though. No masks in the family suite.”
         

         
         And reveal my identity to the nurse?

         
         Audra, in the way of all scarily prescient professionals, clicked her tongue. “Anyone who goes beyond this door signs an NDA.
            It actually might be wise, with Ms. Davenport’s brother on the warpath, to remain in the family suite until things settle
            down.”
         

         
         “It’d be more comfortable than sleeping in the storage closet,” I said.

         
         Audra sighed at me for that one.

         
         “How is she?” I asked.

         
         “It’s too soon to tell, but her vitals are promising. I’ve let the nursing staff know to alert me if anything changes.” Audra’s
            fingers never slowed over her phone screen as she spoke.
         

         
         “That’s . . . better than nothing.” Having your boss in a coma was never great, but she also hadn’t died. And she’d been out
            through the destruction of Detmer, the bombing of Davenport, and her own mother’s siege of fear against Chicago and New York.
            So maybe it was better off that she stayed unconscious, really. I studied Audra’s face. Even with my enhanced senses, it was
            impossible to detect any signs of exhaustion or emotional distress. The woman must have an unwavering hand with the mascara
            stick. “And how are you doing with all of this?”
         

         
         Finally, she looked up from her phone. Her expression would have been classified as a neutral look on anybody else, but for
            her, it was practically a wide smile. “I’m fine, thank you for asking. She’s been through worse. Go on inside.”
         

         
         “Thanks.” I stepped past her, a little surprised that the door to the family suite unlocked for me. I’d always assumed that
            was restricted territory. Every time I’d been inside, Jessie had let me in.
         

         
         In a state-of-the-art base filled with every countermeasure against break-ins, the family suite felt like stepping into an
            alien world. The suite held three bedrooms, a living room, and a small-by-Davenport-standards-so-therefore-pretty-big kitchen.
            Gone were the sleek lines and smooth edges, replaced with a slightly cluttered and homey interior. Though the walls lacked
            any pictures of Jessie or the kids, there were still notes on the fridge, a biology textbook on the counter that must have
            belonged to Jessie’s sixteen-year-old son, and signs that teenagers stayed here pretty regularly.
         

         
         In the kitchen, I stepped out of the Raptorlet armor and pushed it between the fridge and the pantry, where it would be out
            of the way. I didn’t hear any signs that the kids were in the suite—Audra had probably sent them home to get some sleep, away
            from the chaos of the Nest—but I did hear movement. The nurse, I figured. The beeping of the various monitors made it obvious
            which room was Jessie’s.
         

         
         Still digging into my stolen noodles, I stepped over to the partially open door and peeked in. Not the nurse: Kiki. She sat
            in a chair in the corner of the room, staring at something I couldn’t see.
         

         
         “Hey,” I started to say, pushing open the door.

         
         Two things occurred to me at once: I could hear Kiki’s heartbeat, which was absolutely racing.

         
         And Rita Detmer stood over Jessie’s bed.

         
         “Holy—Fearless, Kiki,” I said, scrambling back like Kiki somehow didn’t recognize her own grandmother. “Kiki, that’s Rita.”

         
         “I’m aware,” Kiki said in a strained voice.

         
         Rita, the world’s first supervillain, the Raptor’s greatest enemy, the reason why everybody in the superhero community had
            dark circles under their eyes, lifted her gaze from her daughter’s face and flicked an unimpressed look my way. “You,” she
            said in a mild, almost toneless voice. Like the last time she’d seen me, she hadn’t blithely submitted me to torture.
         

         
         I put my fists up, realized I was still holding the take-out container, and hastily put that down. “What are you doing here?”

         
         “Hush.” Rita turned away from me, dismissing me as insignificant.

         
         She wore the jewel-toned blue-and-purple outfit of days past, which had hung in a museum since the Raptor and Fearless’s last
            fight back when I’d been four years old. It didn’t smell particularly dusty, so maybe she’d had a spare somewhere. In the
            Detmer scrubs, she’d been an unassuming little old lady. With the tiara-like headpiece and the cape swishing about her, I
            could understand why she’d struck fear into the hearts of every member of the First Five.
         

         
         Of course, it all looked a little bit ridiculous by a sickbed like this, but my knees had still jellified and all of the saliva
            in my mouth had vanished.
         

         
         But the longer I stood there, the more anger began to boil through the fear. Jeremy, I thought, was possibly lying dead or
            dying, buried in rubble because of this woman. On her orders, supervillains had firebombed the Dartmoor way station, killing
            people I saw daily.
         

         
         And here she was, in the middle of the Nest holding Jessie’s hand, like she had any right to be there.

         
         Gail, don’t, Kiki said, absolutely rigid in her chair. Not here.
         

         
         She killed Jeremy!

         
         And what are you going to do about it? Can you really fight her without hurting Jessie?

         
         I drew in a sharp breath, finally looking at the woman on the bed. At the sallow skin, the monitors, and the empty expression,
            fear punched beneath my sternum like an actual fist. Next to her, Rita’s expression didn’t reflect any concern for her daughter. The space was too close to fight without collateral damage. Instead, I began to ease my hand toward the pocket of my yoga
            pants, where I kept my phone.
         

         
         “I wouldn’t,” Rita said mildly without looking away from Jessie’s face.

         
         My hand stopped in midair.

         
         Rita finally tilted her head in my direction. “I wasn’t aware that you and Jessica knew each other this well,” she said.

         
         “They don’t,” Kiki said, her voice shaking a little. “Gail’s my friend. She’s here to see me.”

         
         Rita studied her granddaughter. “You fear me.”

         
         “Wonder why,” I said. Kiki mentally nudged me.

         
         “Gail and I met because of you,” Kiki said to Rita, talking slowly. She’d locked eyes with Rita, and her expression was familiar:
            she wore it around new recruits to Davenport, ones I’d seen freaking out about their new powers. “Do you remember that?”
         

         
         What are you doing? I asked her.
         

         
         Trying to give her reasons to give a damn about you so she doesn’t fricassee you. I’m safe, but you aren’t.

         
         I snapped my mental mouth shut. Rita seemed to have only one weakness: she would do anything to protect her family from others,
            even if she was willing to fight that family herself. Hell, she was the whole reason I had superpowers. Her convoluted plan
            to protect Kiki from a dangerous ex with an unbelievable healing factor had involved working with Dr. Mobius and using me
            as a pawn. Why she hadn’t broken out of prison and killed the dude herself, I still didn’t understand. But Rita Detmer’s mind
            worked off a series of laws that no mere mortal could understand.
         

         
         And just because she’d once seen me as an ally, that didn’t make her any less objectively terrifying. All she was doing was
            kneeling beside her daughter’s sickbed, and I could still feel waves of scary competency rolling off her. She’d likely bat
            my attack away like a fly, kill me, and emotionlessly return to her vigil.
         

         
         “She served her purpose,” Rita told Kiki. The tone said everything it needed to: I wasn’t part of the Davenport family, or
            in the sphere of things Rita cared to protect.
         

         
         It was worth a shot, Kiki thought at me.
         

         
         We were at an impasse. I couldn’t punch Rita because the unconscious Jessie wasn’t collateral damage I was willing to risk.
            My normal tactic—to stall, and stall hard—was absolutely useless. Nobody was coming to check on us. Audra had gone home, Eddie
            was busy, and Angélica was sleeping. Rita could stay here all night by Jessie’s bedside and nobody would be the wiser.
         

         
         So now what?

         
         “What’s your goal here?” I asked Rita.

         
         “Why would I tell you a thing like that?”

         
         Villain Syndrome, I’d been hoping. But apparently not. “You had your goons looking for something in Davenport Tower. What
            was it?”
         

         
         Rita merely smiled. “Aha, did we have a spy in our midst?”

         
         “I’m guessing it was jewelry,” I told Kiki. “Your grandpa was, what, a billionaire? Bet he probably gave some good apology
            gifts after those big battles. Sorry about leveling Crown Heights, honey, here’s a diamond as big as a baby’s fist.”
         

         
         Kiki gave me a baffled look. The goal is not to piss off the super scary murderess, Gail.
         

         
         Rita didn’t even blink. Damn. Apparently her big showy battles with Kurt Davenport weren’t a trigger for the Villain Syndrome
            monologue issues. “I sold that jewelry years ago.”
         

         
         “So a doomsday device, then?” I asked.

         
         Rita’s smile finally turned feline, but she didn’t answer.

         
         Gotcha.

         
         “What’s it do? Threaten the politicians? Because somebody already beat you to the punch there. You guys are terrible at coordinating
            crises,” I said.
         

         
         Rita rose to her feet. I tensed, but she only placed Jessie’s hand on the covers, patting it once. Such fussiness and consideration
            from a woman who’d thrown capsaicin powder in my face. Rita turned toward me, smoothing out the front of her uniform. “I can
            assure you, there was no coordination between other parties and myself.”
         

         
         “Because, what, you’re out of prison, so you’re taking over?” I asked.

         
         Rita smiled. “Of course not. Organizations are the downfall of our society, and must be stopped.”

         
         It was said so pleasantly, so calmly, that chills raced from my shoulders to my toes. From the way Kiki squirmed, I wasn’t
            alone. Rita wholeheartedly believed what she was saying.
         

         
         “But . . .” I trailed off and actually scratched my head. “You organized the prison escape. You organized the strike against
            Davenport. That makes you and your group an organization by default.”
         

         
         Rita’s smile turned serene. “A necessary evil. Like my entire existence.”

         
         Without thinking, I took a step toward her, perplexed. “What do you mean—”

         
         I didn’t see her move. Not until it was too late. Rita stood by the bedside in one instant and the next, her fist wrapped
            around my throat and she lifted me clear off the ground.
         

         
         “Rita, no! Don’t kill her!” Kiki leapt to her feet.

         
         I clawed at Rita’s hand, which circled my throat like a crushing vise. Panic surged, but I shoved it away and made my body
            relax. I’d been in this position before, and no doubt it would happen again. Instead of kicking out and attacking, I gurgled
            and glared down into the stony countenance of the supervillain hovering off of the ground and lifting me into the air. Do
            it, I thought at her, though she didn’t have psychic abilities like Kiki. Give me an excuse to fight you. You’re the reason
            I haven’t heard from Jeremy.
         

         
         Kiki stomped her foot at her grandmother. “Put her down.”

         
         “She asks too many questions. I don’t appreciate the insubordination.”

         
         Why not? In prison, it had always made her laugh. When she hadn’t been beating the hell out of me over it.

         
         “Do it for me,” Kiki said.

         
         Rita shot the mildest of glances at her grandchild. “You test my limits.”

         
         Kiki didn’t budge. Rita’s grip tightened fractionally.

         
         I gurgled a little harder. Spots appeared before my eyes.

         
         “Grandma,” Kiki said.

         
         I’d have to attack soon or I’d be too weak to fight. I clawed a little harder at the hand around my throat and looked toward
            Jessie’s still figure on the bed.
         

         
         And finally, Rita let out a sigh and dropped me. I landed on my ass, waving Kiki away before she could step over to help me
            out.
         

         
         As for the supervillain, she shot her granddaughter a final annoyed look. “Don’t follow me,” she said to the both of us, and
            walked right out of the bedroom.
         

         
         Kiki dropped to her knees beside me, mentally probing even as she touched my chin to get a look at my neck. “Angélica’s right,”
            she said with a sigh. “You really do have the survival instincts of a drunk acrobat.”
         

         
         “Hey,” I said.

         
         “She’d have left on her own if you hadn’t questioned her like that.”

         
         “Doing things the smart way is not in the Gail Godwin playbook.” I allowed a cough I’d been holding in out of a sense of pride.
            The headache began to fade. “What was she doing here?”
         

         
         “What do you think?”

         
         “I guess even supervillains have families.” It slipped out before I could think about it. I deserved the unimpressed eye roll
            from Kiki over that. “Right. My bad.”
         

         
         “You can’t pick the family you’re born with. Trust me, I’m aware.” Apparently satisfied that my wound was superficial, Kiki
            stepped away from me to check on Jessie.
         

         
         “Hey, they don’t have to be supervillains to be awful,” I said. I hadn’t talked to my own mother since my eighteenth birthday,
            and the only member of Guy’s family that I’d met was his brother, Sam. “But sorry about the dig.”
         

         
         “Speaking of family, I need to tell Eddie she was here,” Kiki said.

         
         “Maybe hold off on that.” The words came out before I could stop them. Kiki tilted her head in confusion, and I winced. “It’s
            only—you were here with Rita. By yourself. That won’t look great to all the people who think you helped orchestrate her escape.”
         

         
         Like Wilbur Scott and Sharkbait.

         
         “It’ll be worse if they find out and I didn’t tell them,” Kiki said.

         
         “Tell them later. When we’ve got things under control. They don’t need extra kindling for this ridiculous witch hunt.”

         
         Kiki rubbed her temple again. “Ridiculous is right,” she said. “I didn’t want any of this. I just wanted to stay back and
            run Medical. What a giant mess.”
         

         
         I squeezed her shoulder. “I’m sorry. Stay here.”

         
         “Wait, what? Are you going somewhere?”

         
         “Rita had to get in here somehow. I doubt it was through the front door.” I peeked into the hallway. Had I given her enough
            of a head start? I didn’t want a repeat of being picked up by the throat again. When I looked back, Kiki’s eyes had widened
            almost comically in alarm. “I’m not going to go fight her or anything. I only want to know how she got in.”
         

         
         “Right.” Her throat worked. “If you’re not back in ten minutes, I’m sending Angélica after you. Be careful.”

         
         I couldn’t actually make that promise, so I shrugged. For four years, I’d tried to be careful. Supervillains had still found
            me. But I could be extra cautious when following the world’s most terrifying woman, I supposed. With that horrible thought
            in mind, I crept down the hallway, following the very faint scent of Rita’s grandmotherly perfume.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 14

         
         The perfume trail led me straight to a wall. Since the wall lacked any supervillain-shaped holes, that meant only one thing:
            a hidden door. Jessie hadn’t mentioned any to me, but the woman took paranoid to the next level. I applied my detective skills
            to look for a catch. When those proved absolutely worthless, I used my actual skills.
         

         
         Or rather: I punched a hole in the wall.

         
         Unsurprisingly, it led me to a secret tunnel on the other side of the hallway. Great. A secret lair. As a principle, I hated
            secret lairs. They’d been the bane of my existence for four years: a villain tying me up on the top of the Wrigley Building?
            Fine. That was public, I could expect a reasonably quick rescue. But secret lairs gummed up the works with unnecessary time
            constraints and extra stress. The necessity of having my own secret base bothered me, but I accepted it as a necessary evil.
            Discovering that it went one level deeper only made me grumpier as I stuck my whole arm through the wall and ripped downward.
         

         
         Mercifully, my height or lack thereof meant I didn’t need too big of a hole. I doubled back to collect my armor from the kitchen
            and squeezed through. I landed in an awkward pile on steps that smelled of musty wood and dust.
         

         
         They creaked under my weight. Not so great for stealth, unfortunately.

         
         Still following Rita’s perfume, I crept down, on alert for any traps. Nothing tried to electrocute me, so I counted that as
            a win in my favor. My heart hammered hard in my chest. Actively tracking Rita on my own went beyond stupid, straight into
            the suicidal.
         

         
         The stairs took me down several flights. I felt nearby subway trains rumble past, the vibrations traveling through the soles
            in my boots. My face mask scanned my surroundings for structural weak points and traps. The sensors detected nothing, though
            a change in the ambient sound ahead told me that I was approaching a large, open area. I could hear people inside.
         

         
         The stairs ended in a small hallway. To one side, I found an alcove: a coat closet, complete with a few moth-eaten garments.
            I slipped inside to silence my cell phone, not wanting a repeat of my attempt to sneak up on Chessmeister that one time. Satisfied
            it wouldn’t give me away, I continued to slink along. The hallway led to a giant cavern. A small set of steps at the end of
            the hall finished out the path into the cavern, which was set a few feet below the hallway. I crept to the opening and peeked
            inside.
         

         
         The 1960s stared back at me.

         
         Gigantic computer server banks filled the center of the warehouse-like space, neatly regimented into rows like obedient soldiers.
            Fluorescent lights flickered in their enormous ballasts, washing everything in a horrific office building glow. The wall directly
            across from me, all the way on the other side of the room, was covered in CRT monitors.
         

         
         This must be the Raptor’s original secret base, I realized. In one corner was a little lounge and kitchen area. On the opposite
            side, to my right, a yawning entrance wide enough for a car to fit led off into the darkness.
         

         
         And right there, along the wall of monitors, Rita’s merry band of evildoers ripped through the filing cabinets. Wrestling
            Maniac, whom I recognized by the spangliness of his unitard, gripped a dented metal filing cabinet in both hands and tore
            it in two, sending up a fountain of manila folders and dot matrix paper into the air. The nerdy-looking woman on his left
            gave him a disgusted look, likely for causing her more work.
         

         
         Rita stood in conference a few feet away with her other minions. None of them were looking in my direction, so I dropped into
            the base and darted into the grid of computer servers. I didn’t dare get too close, though I did sneak far enough to pick
            up some of what they were saying, even with Wrestling Maniac giggling like a toddler with a new toy.
         

         
         Rita turned to address Wrestling Maniac’s long-suffering partner, and I caught her words: “—truly no sign of it?”

         
         “No, Fearless. I believe—”

         
         Wrestling Maniac tore apart another filing cabinet. “Kurt wouldn’t have been so banal as to hide its location in a cabinet,”
            Rita said. “This base is a dead end, as I feared. Calvin, it’s time to go.”
         

         
         I chanced a peek as a man in a gold mask stepped over to Rita. Tall, wide-shouldered, with golden epaulets and buttons on
            his military-style jacket. I recognized him as the leader from Rita’s ransacking of the seventh floor of Davenport Tower.
            My suit spat a list of helpful details across my eye monitor, informing me that he went by the name Mr. Midas—fitting, as
            his powers apparently included conjuring gold. I goggled a bit. This dude could literally create gold with his own hands.
            Why did his arrest record list several banks that he’d knocked over?
         

         
         Villains. Ugh.

         
         “I’ll gather the crew,” Mr. Midas said, turning to wave at the others. “I believe—”

         
         A cell phone began playing its default ringtone. Juxtaposed against the 1960s décor, it felt more than a little out of place.
            Who the hell had left their ringtone on?
         

         
         And then it clicked.

         
         “Shit!” My fingers fumbled for my pocket. The ringtone blared on.

         
         The villains all swiveled as one in my direction. My stomach dropped as I ducked out of sight. I yanked out my phone to shut
            it up. The screen flashed with digitally pixelated hieroglyphs like something out of a bad alien movie. “What the . . .”
         

         
         “Deal with that,” Rita said to one of her minions.

         
         My head snapped up.

         
         Since the phone wouldn’t stop screaming, I turned and chucked it back into the hallway I’d come in through. It skittered as
            it landed, but I was too busy sprinting silently to the corner of the room.
         

         
         I pulled my stun gun out, held my breath, and waited.

         
         To my surprise, no stampede followed. Instead, I heard the telltale scrape of boots that meant someone had either jumped or
            taken flight. And nothing else.
         

         
         One? That was all I merited?

         
         The minion landed—a jumper, like me—right outside the stairwell opening, stepping in toward the phone. The phone continued
            to scream, wavering in and out like its energy was beginning to fade. I knew for sure I’d silenced it. Had being buried in
            rubble earlier damaged it? Trust my luck that it would self-destruct now.
         

         
         I didn’t have time to worry about that, for right as Mr. Midas stepped into the hallway, my data feed in my suit began to
            flash hieroglyphics at me. I grimaced, closing my eyes against the onslaught. Static began to buzz in my ears, so loud that
            I closed my eyes and found myself back in that awful torture chamber in Detmer Prison. I blinked and my galloping heart told
            me I was hiding in the Raptor’s old lair while Rita sent Mr. Midas to take care of me. And my suit was flashing and buzzing
            so loud that it was going to give me away.
         

         
         I swore and jumped out of the suit. Outwardly, it didn’t seem like it was freaking the hell out, but that didn’t help me.
            Not when I was standing in yoga pants and a tank top without even a pair of shoes to help me fight a supervillain.
         

         
         Desperate, I grabbed one of the suit’s pouches at random, peeked around the computer bay, and took a deep breath. Mr. Midas
            stood at the mouth of the hallway, faced away from me. He had my cell phone in his hand, obviously examining it in puzzlement.
            His shoulders seemed even broader from this close.
         

         
         Carefully, I sneaked up behind him and sprang, elbowing him in the back of the head.

         
         He shouted and tumbled forward down the hall, golden liquid splashing out of his hands. It tripped me up enough that I gawked
            at the puddles of precious metal dotting the floor. Belatedly, I raised my stun gun and fired at center mass.
         

         
         Nothing happened. A single look down at it told me why: the same hieroglyphics flashed across the stun gun’s little screen.

         
         Mr. Midas seemed to smile underneath the mask, taking me in, in all of my armorless glory. “Bikram Yoga’s not until nine,
            sweetie,” he said, taking a step forward. He stepped in one of the gold puddles and it seemed to writhe around his boot like
            a living thing. “Wait—Hostage Girl?”
         

         
         “I take Pilates, dumbass,” I said, and threw the inert stun gun at his head.

         
         He ducked it and aimed a palm at me. I had a glimpse of small, lethally sharp darts made of pure gold hurtling at my face
            before I ducked and rolled. The darts thudded into one of the server banks. I booked it, and doubled around, pressed my back
            to the wall next to the hallway entrance, lying in wait.
         

         
         When he rushed through, I sprang up, ready to end him with a haymaker. He backpedaled, eyes wide, and threw up a shield of
            solid gold into the air between us. My fist glanced off it. I didn’t get a chance to puzzle out the versatility—thrown gold
            darts and crafting shields from nothing?—before metal exploded everywhere, splattering my front and the wall next to me. And
            unfortunately, Mr. Midas followed it.
         

         
         His punch landed hard enough to propel me backward. Pain exploded under my rib cage, knocking all the breath from my lungs.
            When I hit the server bank ten feet behind me, I felt it crunch all around my body. I groaned.
         

         
         And then I scrambled for safety. Golden darts slammed into the space I vacated, close enough that I felt the whoosh of air
            as I dodged behind the server and deeper into the grid.
         

         
         Mr. Midas, apparently content to keep the high ground, climbed back up to the mouth of the hallway. “Everybody told me Hostage
            Girl didn’t have powers,” he said to the room at large, as I crouched and caught my breath.
         

         
         “Shit happens,” I called back, and a new round of darts hit the server bank I was currently using as cover. I checked the
            pouch I’d grabbed, raising my eyebrows at the three energy discs that fell onto my palm. Apparently they hadn’t suffered the
            same electronic fit that had rendered my stun gun, suit, and phone useless. Small mercies, I figured, slipping one into my
            bra and leaving the other two and the pouch at the base of the server. “Hey, question for you,” I shouted over to Mr. Midas.
         

         
         “Yeah?” Another round of darts perforated the server bank.

         
         “How come you rob banks when you can literally create gold?”

         
         “Do you know how few places take gold these days?” He had a Bronx accent, I realized. It fit. “Besides, it doesn’t last.”

         
         “Oh,” was all I could think to say to that.

         
         “Probably for the best. It gets everywhere, you know.”

         
         I eyed the row of server banks. Phasing required a straight line. I could phase and do a hairpin turn into another phase,
            as Angélica had been working on teaching me, but I wouldn’t have much momentum built. Or—wait a second, I’d turned midphase
            while fighting Wrestling Maniac. That had been mostly unintentional, which was depressingly par for the course for me. But
            maybe if I actually tried to do it on purpose . . .
         

         
         “And sure, it fades,” Mr. Midas continued, as I mentally steeled myself, “but some of it sticks around and it’s a giant mess—”

         
         I phased straight down the line of servers, running parallel to the wall. Right before I drew level with the hallway and Mr.
            Midas’s higher ground position, I put everything I had into changing my momentum and redirecting the phase.
         

         
         I hit a server bank in front of Mr. Midas so hard that I saw not double but actually triple. Pain rang through my side and
            my head. I’d turned, I thought in a daze. I’d turned, and somehow I’d made myself go even faster.
         

         
         And I’d rammed right into the server.

         
         For a second, Mr. Midas gawked at me as I stumbled back from the server with my head spinning. Then he snickered. “You should
            have stuck to being Hosta—”
         

         
         I punched him under the chin using my left arm, as my right arm hung limp at my side. He gasped and stumbled, groping along
            the wall. A fine layer of gold spread from underneath his collar, covering his neck and his mask. He was encasing himself,
            forming a shield against me.
         

         
         That made things easier. I flicked the energy disc at him.

         
         His body thumped to the floor as the disc electrocuted him, gold being an excellent conductor. I tensed, waiting for him to
            spring back up, but he lay silent and still. One problem down. I looked toward the other end of the room, but Rita’s other
            cronies were long gone, taking with them the secret of whatever they sought. It figured. Pain radiated out of my right side,
            so intense that I almost didn’t want to look at the carnage that was my dislocated shoulder and arm.
         

         
         Something flashed in Mr. Midas’s hand: my cell phone. Numbers and letters in no pattern I could discern still raced across
            the screen. I crouched to examine it, wondering if I’d dropped it in water.
         

         
         No, I realized as it finally hit me. This wasn’t my doing.

         
         With a curse, I grabbed Mr. Midas—no way was I leaving him alone in this base—and bolted with him over my shoulder. I left
            my suit and the stun gun behind. If I was right, there simply wasn’t time.
         

         
         Kiki scrambled to her feet when I arrived upstairs, her eyes going comically wide at the body slung over my good shoulder.
            “Gail, what—”
         

         
         “No time. Find Angélica and get to the gym.” Without explaining, I sprinted off. Mr. Midas flopped around like deadweight,
            so I dumped him on the first Davenport tech I saw in the base. I sprinted through the base faster than I ever had, skidding
            a little and knocking my bad arm with a pained hiss.
         

         
         I raced into the dark obstacle course room, blinking as the motion sensors lit up. “Are you here? Please tell me you’re here.”

         
         From the corner, something began to move. Dark purple nanobot gel that normally formed the obstacle course now gathered up
            into a pile that slunk toward me. It molded itself first into a column, then a humanoid, and finally into: “Jeremy.”
         

         
         “Hey.” He looked plastic and uncanny, matte purple to match the gel, a look of anguish on his face. “So, no big deal, but
            I think I’m dead.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 15

         
         “Dead?” I repeated, dumbly. Maybe it was the aftershocks of the fight, or coming face-to-face with Rita, or seeing Jessie
            pale and one shaky step away from being a corpse. Maybe it was the forty-eight hours of pure hell I’d been through. The word
            dead reverberated, echoing off the walls of my brain until it seemed to crescendo. And still it didn’t make any sense. Jeremy
            stood in front of me in all his monochrome glory. Apart from the purple skin, he appeared to be the very picture of health.
            “Like—how dead? Stopped breathing? Passed on? That kind of dead?”
         

         
         “I can’t get back into my body. I think the explosion killed me.”

         
         “But how are you here? Are you a ghost?” I’d seen a lot of shit, but my mind stuttered to a sharp halt at the thought of the
            supernatural.
         

         
         “A digital ghost, if anything,” Jeremy said. “I don’t know. It’s hard to tell.”

         
         “It’s been hours since the explosion. Why the hell didn’t you get in touch before, Jer? I’ve been worried sick.”

         
         “I couldn’t. It’s fuzzy. There’s . . . time missing. I’m clearer now. Able to communicate, at least. For how long, well . . .”
            He tilted his head to the side. His gaze, aimed over my head, lacked focus. He spread his hands, a move that was purely Jeremy
            and also felt eerie in his fake body. “Plus, the room’s fighting me.”
         

         
         “Fighting you—fighting you, how?” I asked, swallowing past the sick feeling in my throat.

         
         “It seems Jessie was a little pissed about my breaking into her precious obstacle course. Or a lot pissed. Ow. Ow.”
         

         
         “What—” I started to ask, but Jeremy’s arms began to ripple and twitch. “Can you override that? You’re a genius with tech
            stuff! Make it stop doing that.”
         

         
         My voice began to rise in pitch.

         
         “I can’t,” Jeremy said. “Her system’s locking me out. I’ve never projected for this long before.” The gel did the spasm-glitch
            again, this time around his middle. It was like watching a movie projector distortion, but in all three dimensions. Jeremy
            breathed raggedly. It must have been a reflex; there wasn’t any way he needed oxygen.
         

         
         “What can I do? If we find your body, maybe we can revive you—”

         
         “I think it’s too late for that.”

         
         “You don’t know that. Maybe you’re just unconscious.”

         
         He scoffed. “Gail. C’mon.”

         
         “Dammit.” Dead, my brain repeated. He’d been in a coma for months last year, and I’d lived with the sword of Damocles hanging over my head,
            wondering if that was the morning I would awake to news that one of my only friends had slipped away in the night.
         

         
         And now, he had.

         
         “I don’t know how much longer I can hold this,” Jeremy said, his face locking up. The words skipped like a record player.

         
         “I don’t know anything about this room, but I can go, I can get someone—”

         
         Jeremy’s entire body seemed to explode outward, like something had detonated in his chest. I shrieked and jumped back to avoid
            being splashed by some of the gel. In a blink, Jeremy reformed. He groaned. “Jessie had to have given you override access!”
         

         
         Real horror punched through. “I don’t know how,” I said.

         
         Jeremy gave me a you-have-got-to-be-kidding-me look as a wave of gel undulated down his form.
         

         
         “I don’t! Jessie doesn’t tell me this kind of stuff—I’m just her apprentice.” And as the last couple of days had proved, a
            lousy one at that. I’d taken over for the boss and everything had gone to hell in a handbasket. I felt my throat actively
            begin to close up. “I don’t know anything!”
         

         
         “Why the hell not?”

         
         “I don’t know! Why does she do anything, Jeremy? It’s not like I can understand Davenports on a good day.” And this was going
            in my top ten worst days when I wrote my inevitable memoir. “She’s still in a coma, but—Angélica! She’ll know what to do,
            I’ll go get—”
         

         
         Right on cue, footsteps sounded from the hallway, and Angélica burst through the door with Kiki on her heels. “What the . . .
            Jeremy? Why are you purple?”
         

         
         Jeremy opened his mouth to explain, but he exploded again. Kiki shrieked and jumped backward as gel splattered everywhere.
            When Jeremy reformed, his features were blurry and indistinct.
         

         
         “His body,” I said, not even sure what I was saying, “he’s using the nanobots as a host because—”

         
         “I’m dead,” Jeremy said, though the gel version of him didn’t move. His disembodied voice echoed around us. “The system is
            locking me out—not strong enough to overcome it—”
         

         
         “I don’t know how to override it,” I said, grabbing Angélica’s arm.

         
         She gave me a baffled look and stepped over to the access panel by the door, where she tapped in a sequence. When a beep sounded,
            she said, “Allow Jeremy Collins access to obstacle course systems, authorization: Angel.”
         

         
         Instantly, Jeremy’s skin stopped twitching. He dropped to a knee, chest working as he gasped. His features crystalized into
            perfect clarity.
         

         
         “You have access to everything here,” Angélica said to me. “Did Jessie never go over that with you?”

         
         “Obviously not.” Heart still pounding, I turned to Jeremy. Being a gel avatar meant he lacked any signs of physical distress
            beyond gasping. “Stupid question, but are you okay?”
         

         
         “It’s complicated,” he said. He turned his head to meet my gaze, face blank. “This isn’t a permanent solution. These nanobots
            aren’t meant to hold something like me long-term.”
         

         
         I refrained from pointing out that there really wasn’t anything else on the planet like him, so the nanobot gel couldn’t have
            been designed with him in mind in the first place. But that seemed like splitting hairs. Solve one problem, Jessie’s training
            reminded me, then the next. That had to be finding a more permanent solution for Jeremy.
         

         
         Actually, scratch that. The next problem came galloping in right on the heels of my adrenaline fading. With Jeremy temporarily
            safe, my heart rate slowed and brought with it a truly sharp and painful reminder that I’d smashed the hell out of my own
            body. I looked down, only now remembering that my right arm dangled uselessly. Bright bolts of pain shot up my elbow to my
            shoulder, making me whimper.
         

         
         “What is it?” In an instant, Kiki and Angélica flanked me on either side. “What’s happened?”

         
         “I may have run into something really, really hard,” I said between gritted teeth.
         

         
         Kiki moved to pick up my arm and I hissed, stepping back. “Oh, Gail,” she said, eyeing my arm. “This is going to hurt.”

         
         “Going to?” I said.

         
         Whether it was because they’d been together for more than a year or that they’d been coworkers for years before that, I didn’t
            know. But somehow without me noticing, Angélica and Kiki moved perfectly in sync. Angélica wrapped her arms around me from
            behind, immovable steel bands that I couldn’t fight, and Kiki popped my arm back into place.
         

         
         I didn’t scream, though I came close. Jeremy, on the other hand, literally fell to pieces. His eyes rolled back into his head
            and the gel crashed down into a puddle on the floor. All three of us stared at it, Angélica now holding me up because my knees
            had buckled.
         

         
         “Did he . . . did he pass out?” I asked.

         
         Kiki gave the two of us an alarmed look. “I think so. I don’t know what to do. I don’t think throwing water on him is a good
            idea.”
         

         
         “Probably not,” Angélica said. She turned her attention back to me. “Easy now, let’s sit for a moment.”

         
         “You could’ve warned me,” I said as I was lowered to the floor.

         
         “And make you more tense?” Angélica shook her head. “This way was more fun.”

         
         “Sadists.” I tucked my arm against my stomach and gritted my teeth as Kiki probed my shoulder. Trying to get a handle on the
            agony suffusing my right side was pure misery. To distract myself, I eyed the puddle of goo that had been Jeremy.
         

         
         Jeremy, who was dead, but not gone.

         
         And frankly, this was Davenport’s world. I’d seen stranger powers. Hell, the first time I’d seen Jeremy actively use his powers,
            he’d exploded out of my phone. And it had been ages since I’d actually been in the same place as his real body. Maybe he’d
            been headed this way after all, and the explosion at Davenport had only sped things up. Or maybe he would have eventually
            learned to balance his physical and digital lives. Either way, it didn’t look like he had much of a choice now.
         

         
         “What even happened?” Angélica said, drawing my attention to her face. She crouched in front of me, brows drawn together.
            “You were sleeping peacefully last I checked.”
         

         
         Kiki and I exchanged a look. “Rita Detmer was in the base,” I said, as she turned her focus back to probing my right side,
            probably to make sure I hadn’t broken any more ribs. “More specifically, she was in the family suite.”
         

         
         Angélica’s lips thinned. “How did she get in?”

         
         “You know the Raptor. Secrets on top of secrets. Or I should say in this case, a secret base on top of a secret base.” Keeping
            an eye on the gel puddle—was it starting to twitch?—I filled her and Kiki in on what had happened in the base. Now that my
            shoulder joint had been pushed back into place, soreness rather than actual biting pain flooded my side. It locked my neck
            and shoulder up something fierce. I wished knockout drugs would actually work on me so that I could sleep through this annoying
            recovery.
         

         
         “Mr. Midas did this to you?” Angélica asked. “I thought he was a minor villain.”

         
         “I did more of this than he did.”

         
         “How?”

         
         “I turned in the middle of phasing.”

         
         Angélica drew back on her heels, head tilting. “I’ve never been able to do that.”

         
         “Yeah, until today I wasn’t able to either. And even then—” I gestured ruefully at my throbbing arm “—not very well.”

         
         “You were able to keep the momentum and everything?” Angélica asked.

         
         Before I could answer, the gel on the floor reformed into Jeremy’s body, sprawled on the ground like he’d actually passed
            out. He sat up and looked around. Spotting the three of us watching him with raised eyebrows, he sighed. “What can I offer
            you not to tell Vicki about this?” he asked.
         

         
         “It happens more than you think,” Kiki said, far more kindly than I would have.

         
         For a second, the gel avatar grinned, and it was like having actual Jeremy in the room with us. The grin dropped away to a
            suspicious look. His eyes flitted from me to Angélica and finally landed on Kiki. He studied her with a tilted head, his eyes
            narrowed, like she had become a puzzle.
         

         
         “Uh, Jer, I know you’re digital now, but staring is still rude,” I said when the staring went on for far too long.

         
         Jeremy pointed at Kiki. “Something’s off about you.”

         
         Her shoulders sagged as though the tension holding them up had been snapped like a string. “Not you, too,” she said, rolling
            her eyes. “Don’t I get enough of that from everyone else?”
         

         
         Jeremy reared back in surprise. “What? No, I mean—”

         
         But Kiki, in a rare display of temper, was already stomping out the door. Angélica gave him a great move, asshole glare as she trotted out after him. Helpless, Jeremy turned toward me.
         

         
         “It’s been a long day,” I said.

         
         “I know! I was there. I died!”

         
         “Okay, point. Tempers are a little high right now with everything being as messy as it is, and we’re all crammed into this
            base,” I said. “Eddie in particular has been on the warpath. I’d let it go. She’s just stressed.”
         

         
         “I can’t imagine why,” Jeremy said, but he was frowning. “How’s your arm? That looked bad.”

         
         “It hurts,” I said. “But as I did most of this to myself because I didn’t think things through, maybe I should consider it
            a lesson.”
         

         
         Speaking of not thinking things through, it occurred to me that I’d dumped a known villain on a Davenport worker and raced
            off without an explanation. Sure, the villain had been unconscious, but that sort of thing led to questions. And Eddie Davenport,
            as much as he disliked me and sometimes actively looked for ways to find fault, should have stormed in by this point, demanding
            answers.
         

         
         So why hadn’t he?

         
         “Eddie’s not yelling at me. Something must be going on,” I said, pushing myself to my feet with the arm that didn’t hurt.

         
         “Something’s wrong because the CEO of a major company isn’t here to chew you out?” Jeremy raised both eyebrows. “Conceited
            much?”
         

         
         “Guy says the same thing. But I’m usually right.” I waved at him to stay put—if he needed to get in touch, he’d probably just
            do something weird to my phone again—and stepped out into the hallway. It occurred to me on my way to the main hub that I
            hadn’t asked him what felt off about Kiki. I’d get to it later.
         

         
         I stepped into the main hub and into chaos. The Davenport workers had been pretty active earlier, even for it being four in
            the morning, but that had nothing on this. Everybody was on a cell phone and also typing into a tablet. People ran from table
            to table with sheets of paper, looking stricken. And in the middle of the furor, Eddie barked orders, looking pissed off.
         

         
         I found out why when Angélica appeared at my shoulder like she’d ʼported out of thin air. “Tamara Diesel’s struck,” she said.
            “And it’s bad.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 16

         
         It seemed absurd that there would be organized supervillainy outside of Rita Detmer’s prison escape and reign of chaos. After
            all, it was a once-in-a-lifetime event. She’d been the main nemesis of the Feared Five. When she did something, the world
            was supposed to stop and quake in terror over it.
         

         
         But Tamara Diesel and her crew of supervillain miscreants had gone after the mayor.

         
         While I’d been downstairs fighting supervillainy’s golden boy, one of New York’s most prominent city council members had been
            visited by a minion of Tamara Diesel—the giant dogs in the story made me suspect Lady Danger—with a ransom notice. The mayor
            and her husband had been taken to Singh Memorial hospital in the middle of the night, nearly unresponsive. Another nanobot
            attack had left them all but dead.
         

         
         Twenty million, or half the city council would receive a jolt from the nanobots, and it might not be so polite as the mayor’s
            had been.
         

         
         So all along, the plan had been simple blackmail. And it looked like Tamara Diesel was going for it, come Rita or high water.

         
         Angélica ushered me back to the family suite, pointing out that I was too injured to do anything. I had no choice but to sit
            quietly by Jessie’s bedside, holding her hand the way Rita had. There were a thousand things to do: Jeremy had said existing
            in the obstacle course was only a temporary solution; I could be out assisting some of the HEX members on duty; or I could
            even track down Kiki to make sure she was okay. But my head felt like it might overflow if I tilted it wrong. Whenever I’d
            needed to think while Jeremy was comatose, I’d sat by his bedside. As awful as it was to have my mentor lying diminished in
            her sickbed, I still found a certain kind of peace sitting beside her. Once I figured out how to ignore the throbbing in my
            side.
         

         
         I’d officially done more damage to myself than Mr. Midas had. Maybe I was lucky everybody else was so busy with the world
            on fire around us, as that would surely reduce the teasing.
         

         
         Curiosity about that made me put Jessie’s hand down and rise to my feet. The hole I’d ripped in the wall was still there,
            made a little bigger by my return trip carrying Mr. Midas. I trotted down the stairs to the old hideout.
         

         
         Now that I wasn’t laser focused on spying, I drank in details that I’d missed before, like the subtle patterning on the avocado-green
            fridge in the kitchen section, and the shag carpeting. I winced to myself as I walked past the server I’d nearly demolished.
            What had Rita been looking for? This old base had to predate Jessie’s tenure as the Raptor, which meant it went all the way
            back to Kurt’s days in the suit. And—I opened the cabinets to count the cups—the rest of the Feared Five, too, it looked like.
         

         
         Mulling that over, I eyed the couch again, noting the way the cushions sagged. Had Nigel Calibrese plopped down on that sofa
            to relax between shifts delivering pizza at the speed of sound and battling bad guys? I could picture Phantom Fuel working
            diligently at one of the terminals not far away, the light of the ancient monitor probably glowing green on the lenses of
            her thick glasses. They’d been the first hero teams and remained to this day one of the longest running teams, so it wasn’t
            a stretch to imagining them hanging out in their downtime, enjoying a beer the way Angélica and I did every so often.
         

         
         A little cheered by that image, I wandered on and poked through a few of the filing cabinets. Wrestling Maniac had made an
            absolute mess, so my feet crunched over striped printer paper and file folders. I made a note to dig through all of that later
            and explored further, trotting down the roadway opening, where I found the vehicle bay. The lighting was even faultier here,
            making me squint. It was mostly empty, dusty and cobwebby in a way that made me sneeze, though one vehicle remained underneath
            an oiled drop cloth. Curious, I yanked that off.
         

         
         “Oh, that’s where it went,” I said, marveling at what had to be the Raptor’s first motorcycle. It even had the old logo of talons spread
            out, descending on prey. My ninth grade history book had dedicated a whole chapter to its disappearance from the Smithsonian.
            And here it turned out I’d been working right on top of it for over a year.
         

         
         “Godwin!”

         
         I whipped around as I recognized Eddie’s voice coming from inside the base. Had he known about it before or had he followed
            me?
         

         
         “In the garage,” I shouted back.

         
         I heard him grumbling as he approached. “Why the hell aren’t you in your mask?” he asked as he rounded the corner.

         
         “I’m the only one here,” I said. The armor was still in the corner. It probably worked fine now, but I hadn’t stepped back
            into it.
         

         
         Eddie pinched the bridge of his nose, evidently deciding to deal with that later. “I saw your handiwork upstairs,” he said
            instead.
         

         
         “I couldn’t find the latch.”

         
         “Yes, I suppose you would have had difficulty reaching it,” Eddie said, and I glared at him. He sighed and put up his hands
            for peace, startling me. “Sorry. That was uncalled for.”
         

         
         The novelty of an actual Eddie Davenport apology made me actively stutter for a second. Maybe it was the sleep deprivation
            or the pain from my earlier hit playing tricks on my mind. I shook my head. “Kiki told you Rita got in?”
         

         
         “I suspected it might be a possibility that she would.” Eddie surprised me again by reaching out and running a hand over the
            tank of the Raptor motorcycle, a faraway look on his face. Without speaking, he stepped around it and walked into the darkness.
         

         
         “Um,” I said. Did he expect me to follow him? He didn’t seem overly surprised that this place existed, and he knew where the
            latch was. That was Davenports for you. They were like the Russian nesting dolls of secrets.
         

         
         In the end, curiosity won and I followed the beam of his phone flashlight into the darkness. If nothing else, I’d discover
            new rooms in the base. The smell of dust grew. In the distance, I could hear the rumble of city traffic. I wondered where
            the secret base would exit.
         

         
         We turned the corner and my breath caught in my throat. For an absurd second, I thought they were actually standing there,
            the Feared Five in all of their glory. But no, the shapes in the dark lacked color and movement. I stood down, fists unclenching,
            and studied the statues of the first superheroes. Everybody wore their uniforms, even Gail Garson, but unlike other displays
            in museums, these statues lacked masks. I could make out everybody’s face in perfect detail.
         

         
         “Kurt Davenport let a sculptor in here to see their faces?” I asked before it occurred to me that this might be a reverent
            moment for Eddie.
         

         
         I thought at first he would ignore me, but he cleared his throat. “Nigel Calibrese was a sculptor. He only delivered pizzas
            to pay the bills.” Eddie moved to stand in front of Nigel’s statue, towering over it. Apparently the Cheetah and I had lack
            of height in common. Also: previous thankless jobs. “He was on-site delivering a large sausage-and-peppers when Dr. Singh
            and Dr. Mann’s experiment exploded.”
         

         
         I tilted my head. Angélica had told me that the Feared Five—and Rita—had gained their superpowers in an explosion at a Davenport
            facility. Kurt Davenport had been thrown clear, but he hadn’t let his lack of powers stop him from fighting crime, and eventually
            fighting his wife. But I hadn’t known that Nigel Calibrese had simply been in the wrong spot at the wrong time.
         

         
         Was that better or worse than being given powers to act as a pawn in a sociopath’s chess game? I couldn’t tell.

         
         Eddie put his hand on the statue’s shoulder. “It was actually because of him that my father set up Davenport the way he did.
            He saw what a toll being a hero took on Nigel, and how he could never hold down work because of it. Nigel was only twenty-four
            when my mother . . .” Eddie trailed off. The Cheetah’s death at the hands of Fearless had been the inspiration for paintings
            and countless conspiracy theories for decades. The first of the Feared Five to die—and the only one at Rita’s hand.
         

         
         “Just a kid who had the bad luck of delivering a pizza to the wrong place.” Eddie shook his head and removed his hand from
            the stone Nigel’s shoulder. I didn’t know much about sculpting, but I could recognize a maestro in the making. Nigel Calibrese
            had had some raw talent in him, which made his dying so young seem even more tragic. I could see Kurt Davenport’s seriousness
            in his statue, and make out the camera-ready smile on Gail Garson. She hadn’t had a superhero name; in fact she’d been one
            of the first celebrities to be open about both sides of her identity, though she’d refused to give up her teammates’ identities,
            even to Congress.
         

         
         Eddie put his hands in his pockets. “And now it’s time to retire the Feared Five. All of them.”

         
         Hold up. “Retire? Even the Raptor? That’s not your call to make. Jessie—”

         
         “Is upstairs unconscious and she’s never had a good perspective about the damn suit to start. She’s not powered, she should
            have stuck to her place in the company rather than chasing our father’s ridiculous pipe dreams. She would have been safe.”
         

         
         Familiar feelings of rage and exasperation, put on hold due to Eddie’s unexpected moment of actual humanity, returned. “She
            wasn’t shot because she was the Raptor.”
         

         
         “No, she wasn’t. But even so, she had a chance to retire the suit. Taking on an apprentice? A terrible idea. We have programs
            in Davenport specifically to train our frontline fighters. There was no reason for her to choose you specifically to take
            over and prolong this farce.”
         

         
         My hands tightened into fists. “That’s her choice,” I said. “I don’t think you actually get a say.”

         
         Eddie turned on me, his eyes blazing with annoyance. “It affects everything I do and everything this company does, so yes,
            Miss Godwin, I do get a say.”
         

         
         “The Raptor is completely separate from the Davenport hierarchy—”

         
         “This isn’t about hierarchy.” Eddie pulled out his phone and turned the screen toward me. Of course it showed that infamous shot of me falling flat on my ass at the gala. “What do you see?”
         

         
         I bristled. “I misjudged a landing and tripped. It’s not the end of the world.”

         
         “Not that. Look closely. Here I am—”

         
         “Vain much?”

         
         “And my niece and nephew, and Kiki. And Jessie.”

         
         It still made my stomach clench to see her on the floor surrounded by her own blood. It had to be worse for her two children,
            of course. I pushed that thought aside. “So?” I asked Eddie.
         

         
         “My sister never told you why our mother agreed to stay in a prison that obviously couldn’t hold her, did she?” Eddie’s eyes
            went flinty blue in the low light from his phone screen. “She could fight her husband all she liked. She saw him, and especially
            his company, as the downfall of civilization, something to save the world from. But it turns out Rita Detmer has a soft spot.”
         

         
         A creeping sense of horror began to crawl up the back of my neck.

         
         “Family, Miss Godwin,” Eddie went on. “Specifically her children and grandchildren. She considered the Raptor her greatest
            enemy, but as long as the Raptor was a member of her family, she’d stay in prison. Look at the picture again. What do you
            see?”
         

         
         I saw myself in the Raptor uniform—with every single blood relation of Rita Detmer on prominent display behind me. In a picture
            that had played on probably every news channel in the world. Including ones that reached Detmer Prison.
         

         
         Rita knew there was a new Raptor.

         
         “Thanks to you, Rita Detmer is no longer in prison.” Eddie’s eyes gleamed with fury. “So yes, it is very much time to retire
            the Raptor.”
         

         
          

         Well, shit.

         
         I’d tried to do one heroic thing, and I’d unleashed the world’s worst supervillain. One who was apparently so frightening
            that no prison could realistically hold her except for the worst power of all: maternal guilt.
         

         
         Eddie’s revelation hit like a bombshell to my psyche. I had unintentionally kicked a precarious stack of dominoes leading
            to Rita breaking free. Now the entire world was paying for it as supervillains across the country wreaked havoc as a way to
            cover Rita’s search for . . . whatever it was she was looking for.
         

         
         It was a terrifying concept, that Rita had some kind of plan. Not that Rita improvising was any less alarming, come to think
            of it.
         

         
         Even scarier, Tamara Diesel’s challenge to the city council had come with messy strings that I hadn’t fully considered. Eddie
            and all the other nonpowered people might be able to withstand another jolt from the nanobots. Jessie, in a coma and fighting
            for her life, wouldn’t. In a fit of either irony or tragedy, they’d created nanobots because they’d suspected the Raptor was
            a nonpowered individual, and through complete coincidence, they’d taken her out and might still kill her.
         

         
         I brooded over it on the flight home. Eddie had ordered Angélica and me to return to Chicago. She wasn’t happy at being sent
            away from Kiki, but we needed to find Elwin Lucas, who had probably helped Tamara Diesel, and if possible, beat out of him
            how to stop the nanobots from hurting more people. I especially looked forward to that. He’d once depowered me and held me
            hostage and he’d tried to kill Vicki. I had a few scores to settle.
         

         
         Naomi tagged along, freed from quarantine on Eddie’s orders. We’d need her nose for trouble to find Elwin Lucas, we figured.
            We slipped back into Chicago in the hour or two before dawn that felt truly and oppressively dark. Even Angélica yawned as
            she expertly piloted the jet into the vehicle bay of the Chicago Nest. “Go home, get a couple hours’ sleep in our own beds,
            and meet here for late breakfast so we can get a head start on finding this bastard?” she said.
         

         
         “Fine by me.”

         
         Since it wasn’t smart to put Naomi behind the wheel when she might have a nanobot fit, Angélica drove her home and I finally,
            finally went home to Guy. My body ached, though my arm and shoulder had healed considerably faster than expected. It wasn’t
            so much physical exhaustion as sheer, skull-deep mental weariness that lay over me as I stepped through the door.
         

         
         “Hello?” I paused inside the foyer, frowning at the beam of light across the floor from the kitchen. Guy worked terrible hours
            but he usually wasn’t up at 4 a.m. “Are you actually awake?”
         

         
         “Hi,” Guy said, appearing in the doorway in socks, pajama pants, and a White Sox shirt he wore to annoy everybody in our neighborhood.

         
         Without a word, I stepped forward and let myself be folded into a hug. I pressed my face into his chest and breathed.

         
         He let out a weak laugh. “Long day, huh?”

         
         I grumbled and didn’t move.

         
         “Want to talk about it?”

         
         “What’s there to talk about? Jeremy probably dying if we can’t figure out a way to get him out of an obstacle course? New
            York City’s governing body being subject to the whims of a supervillain? That everybody thinks Kiki set her grandmother free,
            when it was really my actions that led to Fearless looking back on decades of contented imprisonment and saying ‘Nah’?” My
            voice rose in pitch, and I felt like laughter might erupt from me at any second. I had to laugh. Otherwise I’d cry.
         

         
         I hated crying.
         

         
         I hadn’t picked my head up, so the words were mumbled against Guy’s shirt. It was a toss-up about how much he understood,
            though he did tighten his grip.
         

         
         “Days like today really make me think you had the right idea, leaving it all behind,” I said.

         
         Guy stayed quiet.

         
         “Anyway.” I shook my head and stepped around Guy into the kitchen, where I made a beeline for the pantry. I had really not
            missed the days of carb-loading that would make Olympic athletes jealous. “That’s my last thirty-six hours. I hope yours has
            been better. Are your coworkers all okay after the restaurant holdup yesterday?”
         

         
         Guy scratched the back of his neck, looking toward the living room before answering me. “Well, Lowry is spitting mad.”

         
         “When is he not?” I asked, as Guy’s boss delighted in the stereotype of the tempestuous head chef.

         
         “Point.”

         
         I bit my tongue so I wouldn’t mention that he needed another job yet again. Instead, I stuffed a granola bar into my mouth.
            “You’re being very quiet. I didn’t wake you, did I?” I said around a mouthful.
         

         
         “No.” Guy finally moved away from the doorway and reached over my head to pull down a tin of homemade crackers. I dove in
            with abandon. “I’m just debating something. You’ve got a lot on your mind right now. I don’t want to add to it.”
         

         
         I stopped chewing. Maybe it was the fact that my shoulder and side still hurt, or that I’d had the day from hell, or that
            supervillains were having a free-for-all all over the continent. Everything suddenly clumped together, weighing on the back
            of my shoulders like one of the boulders Jessie liked to throw at me in the obstacle course. I slumped. “We’re doing this
            now?”
         

         
         “What?” Guy looked mystified.

         
         “Whatever the big secret it is about your job. You want to talk about that now, after I have had a couple days that were both objectively and subjectively the worst? I’ve known something’s up, Guy. Did
            you forget I’m a walking lie detector test? I can tell when somebody’s not being truthful. But whatever it is, I don’t have
            time for it. I have so much on my plate right now that—”
         

         
         “It’s not that,” Guy said, though his eyes had gone wide. “It’s something el—wait, you knew something was up with my job?”

         
         I merely spread my hands wide and gave him an unimpressed look. “Mobium. Upsides and downsides, buddy.”

         
         “Okay, it’s not what you think.” He ran his hand through his hair so that it stuck up in red spikes. “I swear. It really is
            something else.”
         

         
         “Guy, just tell me.” I nearly shouted it.

         
         “It’s just a guess,” said a new voice, “but Boy is probably trying to decide if he should tell you I’m here.”

         
         Raze stepped into my kitchen.

         
         “Yeah,” Guy said, rubbing his hand down his face. “That’s what I’m talking about.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 17

         
         “Don’t call him Boy,” I said before my brain processed that my best enemy stood in my kitchen, not wearing armor for once.
            She had her helmet on, the visor guarding her too-large eyes, but instead of the colorful getup and half cape, she wore a
            crushed velvet leisure suit with RX printed where a logo would be. She even had her hair down. “If you’re here for a fight,
            Raze, I’m really not in the mood.”
         

         
         “I’m not here for that.” She put her hands up for peace, and considered. “Sort of.”

         
         “What are you here for?” I asked. “And before you answer, keep it in mind that I am having a supremely terrible day.”
         

         
         “You and me both. You mind?” She gestured at the refrigerator. Without waiting for me to answer, she pulled out a bottle of
            soy sauce, uncapped it, and proceeded to guzzle.
         

         
         Guy and I stared at her. “We’ve got some beer if you’d rather have that,” Guy said.

         
         She lowered the soy sauce, wiped her mouth, and frowned at him. “How can you drink that stuff? It’s nasty.”

         
         “Well, I’m having one,” Guy said, stepping around her. He handed me a bottle.

         
         Even though I was healing up and probably should avoid alcohol, I popped the cap. Arguing with Guy always made my head hurt,
            and Raze wasn’t helping matters. “This isn’t a social call, is it?” I asked.
         

         
         “No.” Raze let out a polite burp. “I’m here because I need your help. You got somewhere to sit?”

         
         I led the way over to the dining room table, glancing at Guy, who merely shrugged back. As a precaution, I checked my chair
            before I sat down. Raze had the juvenile sense of humor that favored whoopee cushions, though hers tended to involve razor
            blades.
         

         
         “If you two are having trouble, I can recommend a good relationship counselor,” she said as she sat.

         
         “We’re fine,” Guy and I said at the same time.

         
         “One of my colleagues does counseling on the side when villainy doesn’t pay the bills. He’s pretty good.” Raze apparently
            did have the ability to read the room, for she closed her mouth with a snap, her pointy teeth clicking together. “Or not. Nothing to do with me, I get it.”
         

         
         “Raze, for the third time—why are you here?” I asked.

         
         “I told you, I need your help.” Raze wiped soy sauce from her chin with her sleeve. “I don’t know if it’s escaped your notice,
            but things are terrible lately.”
         

         
         Guy frowned. “It’s a villain free-for-all out there. That seems like the type of thing you would love.”

         
         “Precisely!” Raze pointed the bottle at him, as though he had made a deeply profound point. “I love a good free-for-all. The
            chaos. The anarchy. The every villain for herself. The wanton destruction. The—”
         

         
         “We get the point,” I said.

         
         “But this isn’t a free-for-all.” Raze’s lip curled up with distaste. “It’s organized.”
         

         
         “It feels pretty chaotic to me.” Guy took a sip of his beer.

         
         “But it’s not.” Raze, for the first time since I’d known her, pulled off her helmet. Her hair stuck up in wild directions,
            though part of it had been flattened by the helmet. And she wasn’t hiding the giant bald spot that I’d suspected. She pushed
            a hand through her hair in frustration and jammed the helmet back on. “We don’t organize. We don’t follow rules. There’s a
            code for a reason.”
         

         
         “Isn’t a code technically a rule?” I asked.

         
         “Yes, but—” She breathed through her nose. “It’s a necessary evil. You don’t understand.”

         
         Her words took me back and for the briefest of seconds, I found myself standing by Jessie’s sickbed, listening to Rita saying
            precisely the same thing. Why was this a theme?
         

         
         “The code allows us freedom to act as we please,” Raze went on. “We do not work together, and we do not answer to other villains.
            But lately, there’s been a shift, and I don’t like it. Battle lines are being drawn and we’re being forced to pick sides.”
            She shuddered, as though this was the worst thing she’d ever heard.
         

         
         “But you already did pick sides. You chose to be evil.”

         
         “Not sides like that! Sides like—we’ve lost our free will to do things. It’s servitude now. Either you answer to Tamara Diesel
            or you answer to Rita Detmer. If I wanted to obey orders, I’d have been good.” Raze spit on the floor to show us precisely how she felt about this idea.
         

         
         “You’re cleaning that up,” Guy said.

         
         “Villains do not—”

         
         “You’re a guest first, villain second,” I said.

         
         Raze made a face. “Fine,” she said, drawing the word out like a petulant teenager. She reached into her leisure suit top—I
            tensed, expecting a ray gun—and pulled out an embroidered handkerchief. With the world’s most put-upon sigh, she stooped and
            cleaned up her mess. “It’s not right. Everybody’s formed alliances and they expect us all to fall in line. I won’t do it.
            It’s barbaric and it’s just not done.”
         

         
         “Barbaric” seemed a bit much from a woman who’d tested at least eight varieties of pain juice on me in my Hostage Girl days.

         
         “This isn’t the dark ages anymore. We don’t have to worry about the Fool Five—”

         
         “The Feared Five,” I said.

         
         “—and we shouldn’t have to worry about alliances.” Raze rose to her feet, fastidiously folding the handkerchief. It seemed
            like such a strange affectation for her to carry.
         

         
         The initials LD on the corner of the handkerchief gave me pause. “Where did you get that?”
         

         
         “Lady Danger. Which is precisely who I came to talk to you about.” Raze scowled and flopped back into her chair, taking a
            morose sip of soy sauce. “She came back to town for the afternoon and I had the ‘honor’—” she made air quotes with her fingers
            “—of being called upon.”
         

         
         “She gave you a handkerchief?” Guy asked.

         
         “She gave me a threat. I have to choose a side. I’ve got about eight hours remaining before I have to give her an answer in
            person. She says—” and Raze affected the worst British accent I’d ever heard “—that if I am not with Diesel, I have declared
            myself to be a member of Rita Detmer’s ‘gang of uncultured hooligans’ and am therefore their enemy. Which is ridiculous. What
            would I ever have to do with Rita Detmer?”
         

         
         “Erm, you helped her bust me out of prison,” I said.

         
         “That was one time, for a mutual goal. It should be every villain for herself. We should be fighting the ‘heroes’ and sticking
            to our territory.”
         

         
         “What are you going to tell Lady Danger?” I asked.

         
         “Ideally, I would pain ray her in the face and be on my way. But that’s the problem with alliances, isn’t it? They’ve got
            friends. And people get annoyed when you hurt their friends.”
         

         
         “That is generally the point of an alliance, yes,” Guy said.

         
         “Well, I don’t want to be their friend. So I need an alliance of my own, even though I hate them. And that’s you.” She pointed
            at me, seemed to think about it, and tilted her head. “Boy, too.”
         

         
         “Raze.”

         
         “Fine. Guy, too. He can cook things, I guess.”
         

         
         “I’m happy to be included. What on earth would you expect this alliance to do?” Guy asked.

         
         “Well, Rita’s scary and doesn’t seem to care as long as you stay out of her way. Tamara Diesel’s the one kicking up a fuss.”
            Raze tilted her head, staring off into the distance as she apparently gave the matter some thought. “So that’s what we’ll
            do. We’ll take out Tamara Diesel, and everything will return to normal.”
         

         
         “Sure,” I said. “Just like that.”

         
         The sarcasm seemed to fly right over Raze’s helmet. “You can come with me tomorrow when I go to give my answer about whether
            I’m joining her or not.”
         

         
         “And do what?”

         
         “I dunno, beat her up or something. That’ll show her allies that she’s weak.” Raze shrugged and took a dainty sip.

         
         “Or they’ll rally around her in solidarity,” I said.

         
         “Nah, they don’t care that much.”
         

         
         I looked at Guy. Finding Tamara Diesel’s headquarters was a scoop even Naomi could be proud of. “So what—in detail, please—is
            your plan?”
         

         
         “They’ve been asking for Hostage Girl—seems they’re kind of pissed at you—so I’ll bring you in as a gift. You can beat her
            and then things go back to the way they were before. Everybody wins.”
         

         
         “How do we know you’re not just taking Gail in to curry favor with Diesel?” Guy asked.

         
         “I am a woman of my word. Why wouldn’t you trust me?” Raze asked, drawing herself up in affront. When we both merely watched
            her with unimpressed looks, she considered. “Oh, right. Villain. That makes sense, yes. But I’m not going to do that.”
         

         
         “You do realize that the minute you bring Gail in and she turns on Diesel, they’ll suspect you were in on it. And they’ll
            be right,” Guy said.
         

         
         Raze rocked back in her seat. “I didn’t think about that. Never mind. All of this is a bad idea. I’ll go.”

         
         “Wait,” I said. “Give me the location of the headquarters first.”

         
         “Are you kidding? She’ll know it was me. Didn’t you hear B—Guy? I can’t do this. What if it fails? What if you’re not good
            enough?”
         

         
         At the very first sign of adversity, she was willing to drop everything? This sort of second-guessing certainly explained
            why Raze had never elevated herself beyond a low-tier villain. I exchanged a telling look with Guy, who merely raised his
            eyebrows and sipped his beer.
         

         
         “What if I could offer my protection?” I said, a thought occurring to me.

         
         Raze wrinkled her nose. “What good’s that going to do? You’re a—” She paused. “You know what, I don’t even know what your
            job is. Do you even have a job?”
         

         
         An idea began to take shape, forming roots in my mind. For all Raze’s bluster about hating alliances, she knew how to form
            attachments when she wanted to. She’d once given me a ray gun in a fight. She’d broken me out of prison. She’d claimed it
            was because she’d been waiting for my powers to kick in so that we could have a rivalry the likes of Raptor and Fearless.
            I’d always suspected she simply wanted companionship. And a villain’s main companion was inevitably their enemy.
         

         
         “Here’s a deal for you,” I said. Guy tilted his head, probably catching a note in my voice, but I didn’t look his way. “You
            take us to Tamara Diesel’s headquarters, and you help us stop her before she can activate the nanobots on all the infected
            people. And in return—succeed or fail—I’ll give you this promise: I will make sure absolutely nothing bad will happen to you.”
         

         
         Raze looked dubious. “And how will you do that?”

         
         And leaning forward, I made my offer.

         
          

         “Just so we’re clear,” Angélica said in a deceptively cheerful voice, six hours later, as we huddled together in an alley
            in New York City, “when Jessie—our boss, the woman who pays us—wakes up from her medically induced coma, she will discover
            the following things: her mother blew up a prison and escaped and has been wreaking havoc on the world at large, you’ve found
            her secret base underneath her other secret base, a supervillain used an official Davenport function to blackmail the local
            government of New York City, and by the way, you’ve hired a convicted villain to join the team.”
         

         
         “Put that way, it sounds like we really need a vacation,” I said.

         
         “We do need a vacation. That’s not my main concern, though. You hired a villain, Gail.”

         
         I knew what she meant. I’d had a chance to grab a couple hours of sleep, but it hadn’t made me feel better about the fact
            that I’d offered Raze a job. I hadn’t revealed it would be working for the Raptor—I’d save that for her first day orientation.
         

         
         “Raze is, like, barely a villain, when you think about it,” I said, the words sounding lame even to my ears.

         
         Angélica gave me a look so devoid of emotion that it practically screamed every feeling under the sun. “Gail, we’ve apprehended
            her six times in the past year, and we’ve confiscated all of her weapons. People who are ‘barely’ villains don’t carry around
            weapons called death rays.”
         

         
         I grimaced. Every time I’d raided Raze’s stash, she’d upped her game. Death Ray had only been the first generation. After
            that, Deathier Ray had taken its place. We were now on Deathiest Ultimate Super Extreme Ray, which told me that she was both
            running out of ways to elevate her gun names, and that she also didn’t understand how final death was as a concept.
         

         
         And I’d offered her a job that morning.

         
         “I know it’s not great, but we’re in a bind,” I said. “The longer Tamara Diesel’s out there, the worse it’s going to be when
            she unleashes all the nanobots. Politicians are freaking out, and that’s the last thing we want politicians to be doing.”
         

         
         “I can think of worse,” Angélica muttered.

         
         “And the nature of this plan—well, it isn’t great either. But attacking at the source is our best option.”

         
         Angélica leaned out of the alley to study the building where we suspected Tamara Diesel was hiding out. Raze hadn’t given
            me an exact address. She’d told me to meet her in an alley, which wasn’t promising, but also this was Raze we were talking
            about, so I wasn’t terribly worried yet. “We don’t even know what’s waiting for us in there,” Angélica said.
         

         
         “Yeah,” said a new voice, and Guy dropped into the alley, fresh from a recon run, “that’s what concerns me.”

         
         I frowned at his clothing. He’d come back to New York with us on the Raptorjet—he’d refused to stay behind—but he’d been wearing
            his typical off-work khakis and sweater. Now he’d put on his old Blaze attire, save for the mask. The gloves and boots were
            even more battered than I remembered.
         

         
         “Whoa, whoa,” I said, holding my hands up. “You’re not suiting up.”

         
         “Yes, I am.”

         
         “But you gave it up—you wanted to be a chef. You love being a chef.” I stepped in front of him, putting my hand on his arm.

         
         Guy glanced briefly at Angélica. Without saying a word, she held both hands up and turned away. Like that would give us any
            privacy whatsoever, given how sharp her hearing was, but it was a nice gesture on her part.
         

         
         “I can’t do this anymore,” Guy said. “I can’t keep watching you throw yourself into danger repeatedly without backup.”

         
         “I have Angélica. And I can handle myself,” I said. “You don’t have to—”

         
         “I want to.”

         
         “But you gave it up. All of it. And if you go back once, you know you’ll never be able to leave it behind entirely.”

         
         Guy touched my cheek. “I was an idiot to think I could.”

         
         This conversation, I realized, had reached its conclusion before it had even begun. Guy had been so happy to lose his powers
            when the Demobilizer had hit him, even if it had been temporary. He was, overall, a rather serious person, but I got the feeling
            that he’d been this way even before his powers had shown up. The opportunity to walk away from it all to follow his dreams
            of cooking for a living had infused a lightness into him that had been almost unbelievable.
         

         
         Of course, a lot of that light had gone out when he’d started to work for his tyrant of a boss. So maybe it wasn’t the worst
            thing in the world to come back to the superpowered game.
         

         
         I still wanted to stomp my feet.

         
         “Gail, you’ve had a really awful couple of days,” Guy said. He stroked my cheekbone with his thumb. “It’s not giving up my
            dreams to come back and help out occasionally. It’s honestly just giving the person that I love a break when she needs one.”
            He paused to consider. “And backup when she’s going into dangerous situations with nobody but an ex-enemy to back her up.”
         

         
         “Also me,” Angélica said over her shoulder.

         
         “What if somebody sees this—” and I held up his Blaze mask “—and the next big story is about how Blaze is back?”

         
         “The world’s a little distracted with the relentless wave of supervillains. I doubt they’ll notice.” Guy took the mask and
            pulled it halfway on. “It doesn’t have to be all or nothing. I can still cook and maybe I’ll run my own place one day, but
            I can also help out my girlfriend when the world tries to explode. Fair?”
         

         
         “I still don’t like it,” I said. “But okay. Yes. But take it slow.”

         
         “That’s what she said,” Guy said, laughing.

         
         I rolled my eyes at him even as I popped up on my toes to kiss him before he pulled the mask all the way on. He touched my
            cheek once more, gave Angélica a high five, and headed back to the balcony before Raze arrived.
         

         
         Which she did with the usual flourish of her rocket sled, which spat exhaust all over Angélica and me.

         
         “You brought a friend?” she asked, jealousy rampant in her voice as she hopped off the sled.

         
         “I did. Angélica, this is Razor X, villain extraordinaire and newest member of the team. Raze, meet Angélica Rocha, my trainer
            and de facto team leader.”
         

         
         The two of them sized each other up. I heard bones creak as they shook hands, and winced.

         
         “I thought I would be team leader,” Raze said. “We don’t need you.”

         
         “Too bad,” Angélica said.

         
         I cleared my throat and gave Raze a pointed look. “Did you bring it?”

         
         Raze sighed and pulled a small bag from a compartment on her rocket sled. She’d traded her leisure suit for the most demure
            armor I’d seen her wear yet. Black and red leather and a helmet to match, with no cape in sight. She threw the bag at me.
         

         
         I caught it before it could hit my face. The contents made me groan. “I Heart NYC?” I asked, holding up the shirt. “Seriously?”

         
         “What? Tourists are funny. And easy pickings, which makes this shirt even more brilliant. It’s an advanced polymer that should
            be perfectly shock absorbent.”
         

         
         “Should be?” Angélica asked, catching the emphasis faster than I did.

         
         Raze shrugged. “You gave me six hours. I haven’t tested it fully, but I feel really good about this one. It’s almost certain
            it won’t blow up like the first six did.”
         

         
         Angélica turned away so that Raze wouldn’t see her face, which was a kindness considering the look of what the hell are you doing? displayed there.
         

         
         But I’d asked Raze for some kind of incognito armor. An audition, I’d called it. There was a chance, of course, that putting
            on the shirt and the bedazzled jean jacket that came with it would send me into paroxysms of pure pain. But it wasn’t like
            I could go in wearing armor without giving our entire plan away. So Raze’s tacky tourist armor it would be. I still took a
            deep breath before I pulled it on over my tank top. And I squeezed my eyes closed, waiting for the inevitable explosion.
         

         
         It never came. In fact, besides being a tiny bit itchy, the armor felt like clothing.

         
         “You’re sure this isn’t just a shirt you picked up on your way over because you forgot?” I asked, twisting around in it.

         
         Raze rolled her eyes, whipped out a gun, and shot me point-blank in the chest before either Angélica or I could move. I yelped,
            expecting pain, but the blast shimmered right off me, and dispersed into the air.
         

         
         “Satisfied?” she asked.

         
         Angélica’s eyebrows went up. “You got any more of those?”

         
         Raze grumbled, but reached into the compartment again.

         
         And so when we stepped out of the alley, I wore an I Heart NYC T-shirt and Angélica was decked out in a hoodie that bore a
            cartoon of the Empire State Building lit up in rainbow colors (“Not one word,” she said to me). Raze trotted along without
            her rocket sled, which she’d hidden behind a Dumpster. Following behind us from the air, hiding from Raze, was Guy.
         

         
         “Where’d you leave Naomi?” I asked Angélica as we walked along.

         
         “Back at the Nest. I asked Kiki to keep an eye on her.”

         
         Kiki, who was busy restoring Davenport to rights. “Uh-oh,” I said. “How long before she shows up?”

         
         “Maybe we’ll get lucky,” Angélica said. I hoped that Guy, wherever he was, had heard that and would know to stay on the lookout
            for Naomi. I loved her dearly, but I’d never encountered a situation her nosiness couldn’t make worse.
         

         
         Raze led us four blocks away and ducked into an alley. “You’ll need to sell it,” she told me, looking at me critically.

         
         In order to believe that Raze was bringing me in without it being a trap, Tamara Diesel needed to think that I’d been bested
            in battle. So I turned to Angélica and braced myself, giving her a nod.
         

         
         She punched me in the face.

         
         Because I wasn’t expected to hit her back, I let myself do what I’d always wanted to, which was to jump back and flap my arms
            around in pain. “Gah,” I said. “I always forget how much it hurts when you do that.”
         

         
         “Do you think that’s enough to fool her?” Angélica asked Raze.

         
         Raze’s eyes glittered. “Hit her again.”

         
         “Okay, but only once.”

         
         This had been Guy’s least favorite part of the plan for a reason. I took the second blow with more swearing and arm flapping.

         
         “Are you sure that’s enough?” Raze asked once I’d smeared blood down one half of my face. “Maybe you should do it at least
            once more just to really sell it, you know—”
         

         
         Angélica yanked a metal pipe from the ground and wrapped it around my wrists. Her Mobium had allowed her to absorb superstrength,
            which meant I could barely budge the metal. “I think that’ll sell it. You’re sure you can get out of this?”
         

         
         “Yes,” I said, though I had no idea if I could intentionally use Brook’s pain ray acid.

         
         Angélica searched my face. “I need you to be sure.”

         
         “I’m as sure as I can be.”

         
         But Angélica only shook her head. “You’ve gone into too many situations unprepared lately—”

         
         “We’re not exactly wealthy on choices here,” I said. “They need to buy that I’m properly restrained, and I have a way of getting
            out of this. Let me do this.”
         

         
         Again, she peered at my face, but settled back on one heel with a sigh. “Off you go, then,” she said, and with a final pat
            on the shoulder, she sent Raze and me into the lion’s den.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 18

         
         Outside the building, Raze kicked me over and I let her. “Your friend worries a lot,” she said.

         
         “It’s her job to keep me alive.”

         
         “I still say she should have punched you more.” Raze grunted and began tugging. She’d pulled on some kind of carapace that
            allowed her to pull my weight. One more point in her favor for joining the team: she was resourceful.
         

         
         The doorman held open the door. Either dragging bloody bodies inside was normal for New York City, or this building really
            did contain a supervillain lair. I suffered the indignity of being dragged, peeking through mostly closed eyes at a fancy
            lobby as Raze hauled me onto the elevator.
         

         
         She hit the button for the penthouse. “How are you so heavy?” she asked, wiping sweat away from her brow. “What do you eat?”
         

         
         Since I was faking being unconscious, I didn’t answer.

         
         As the elevator doors closed, my heart found its way to my throat and clung. Angélica’s comments about being unprepared didn’t
            help. Jessie would’ve insisted on a lot more recon, but we hadn’t had time. So here I was, hauled in before the lion. To keep
            my mind from replaying every terrifying encounter I’d had with Tamara Diesel, I focused on my hands. My palms began to heat
            up.
         

         
         I hoped Guy and Angélica had found places to hide.

         
         The elevator opened straight into an opulent foyer. Twin staircases with lush ruby carpeting bracketed the foyer. Beyond the
            staircases, I could see an airy living space, decked out in expensive furniture. The foyer held two doorways, one on either
            side of me. I kept my eyes mostly shut as Raze towed me over black and white marble tiles. My gaze stopped on an ornamental
            stand nearby.
         

         
         Dear god, she actually had a gong.

         
         Standing at the top of the stairs, resplendent in an ivory tuxedo and carrying a silver-topped cane, was none other than Tamara
            Diesel. Blood glittered on the silver beads threaded through her braids. My pulse sped up.
         

         
         From the sounds of people moving around deeper in the penthouse, she wasn’t here alone either. One set of footsteps belonged
            to a set of distinctly old-fashioned high heels, which meant the scratching sounds from a room to my left could be none other
            than Viceroy Fitzhubert, Esquire and Captain Fortescue the Third. Great. Had it been too much to hope that everybody had inexplicably
            chosen to run an errand all at once?
         

         
         “What’s this?” Tamara Diesel asked from the top of the stairs.

         
         “‘Morning, your Dieselness.” Raze sketched an obsequious bow. “I’m here to answer Lady Danger’s offer to join the team. I
            brought membership dues, of a sort.”
         

         
         “I see.” Diesel descended a couple of steps. “And what have you brought me?”

         
         Raze kicked me over onto my side. “A hostage. An oldie but a goodie—Hostage Girl herself. I heard you were looking for her,
            on account of how she overheard something.”
         

         
         I lay on my side, in the middle of a supervillain’s foyer, the acid from my palms steadily eating through the bar around my
            wrists. Hopefully it didn’t smell like burning metal, but I didn’t dare breathe to find out.
         

         
         “Excellent,” Tamara Diesel said, ambling closer. My ears told me she’d reached the landing, but she stopped there. “That seems
            like a suitable gift. Assuming you found the correct one. You’ve brought me duds before.”
         

         
         Raze scoffed. “Check for yourself.”

         
         “Hmm. Letty, would you mind?” Tamara Diesel raised her voice slightly.

         
         “Letty” appeared to be the owner of the high heels, for she trotted in. Had I simply been mishearing Letty Danger as Lady
            Danger? Had Letty been her name all along?
         

         
         God, this day was just full of surprises.

         
         She minced toward me. Her floral perfume cloyed at my nose, making me want to gag as she shoved Raze toward the corner with
            one hand. She knelt over me. “Indeed, this does appear to be Miss Godwin, brought low by Ms. X.”
         

         
         “Excellent. Throw her in the dungeon.” Tamara Diesel’s footsteps receded; I assumed she was headed upstairs.

         
         Lady Danger raked one scarily long fingernail against my cheek. I kept my eyes shut, trying to hold my breakfast down at the
            smell of rot on her breath. “I had high hopes for her once,” she said to Raze. “It’s ever so annoying to see a waste of such
            potential refuse to—”
         

         
         I surged up and kicked her.

         
         As she fell backward with an oath, I leapt to my feet. The attack dogs clearly heard their mistress’s distress, for they lunged
            for the door. I had one awful glimpse of nasty, jagged teeth and drool swinging from their jowls—before Raze nonchalantly
            slammed the door closed.
         

         
         She winked at me and flipped the lock.

         
         “Traitor!” Lady Danger, pale with fury, climbed to her feet and advanced on Raze. I tried to yank my hands free from the pipe,
            but the acid hadn’t eaten enough of the metal. Desperate, I grabbed Lady Danger by the nearest shoulder and flung her back.
            She crashed into the gong.
         

         
         Well, now everybody knew we were here, at least.

         
         Lady Danger reeled, recovered, and bared giant fangs at me. “You will regret that,” she said, snapping her parasol shut.

         
         I didn’t doubt that. Several pairs of booted feet raced for the foyer already, Tamara Diesel among them. The dogs scrabbled
            at the door. And I had both hands trapped by a pipe.
         

         
         The hired help burst in together, six giant, hulking minions in body armor. One held a gun bigger than my head.

         
         As he raised it, purple flashed. The goon toppled, smoke wafting from his armor.

         
         “That had better not be a death ray!” I shouted over my shoulder as I dodged Lady Danger.

         
         “Relax, goody two-toes, they’re only unconscious.” Raze shot two more. “And in a lot of pain.”

         
         “Raze!”

         
         “Like, a lot of pain.”
         

         
         Lady Danger snarled and tackled me. Wood snapped behind my back as we demolished half of the staircase, and I had my second
            and far-too-personal look at her fangs as Lady Danger pinned me down and hissed in my face. “Have you always had those?” I
            asked as I struggled.
         

         
         The front door exploded into splinters. A blur of red served as my only warning before Lady Danger went flying into the opposite
            stairwell, with Angélica standing between us. My “took you long enough” died in my throat as Tamara Diesel vaulted over the
            side of the stairs and right into the fray. Angélica ducked her backhand. She jumped back, hit the wall, and phased right
            back to sock Tamara Diesel in the jaw. The villain lurched back, nearly hitting me with a wild swing.
         

         
         Even with my hands trapped, I couldn’t be a useless participant in this fight. I phased and knocked out a minion with the
            pipe around my wrists. Raze took a potshot at another minion, missing me by inches. Purple splattered all over the wall, and
            fire began to lick around its edges.
         

         
         “What the hell is that thing?” I shouted at Raze as Angélica appeared between Lady Danger and Tamara Diesel, striking them
            both before flitting away.
         

         
         Raze didn’t get a chance to answer, for the front door opened and Linda—Tamara Diesel’s normal second-in-command and the stretchiest
            woman on the planet—stepped through with shopping bags. Everybody froze in surprise. “Hey, boss, did I hear the gong—You!”
            She glared at Angélica.
         

         
         Angélica merely nodded back at her. “Rubber Bandit.”

         
         Her name had been Rubber Bandit this whole time? I’d always called her Stretchy McGee.

         
         Rubber Bandit snarled and flung herself into the fight, kicking things off again. She raced past Raze, wrapped herself around
            the newel post, and hurled herself like a slingshot at Angélica, who easily got out of the way.
         

         
         I saw the rubbery mass hurtling straight at my chest, but didn’t dodge fast enough. Rubber Bandit and I hit the wall hard
            enough to shatter drywall. At least the metal pipe finally snapped.
         

         
         Angélica jumped at Rubber Bandit, only to be batted to the side by a telekinetic blast from Tamara Diesel, whose face was
            purple-spattered and smoking. I dropped the pipe and grabbed Rubber Bandit by the shirtfront. With a hard yank, I pulled her
            head straight into the wall over my shoulder. Sometimes being short had its advantages.
         

         
         She collapsed on top of me. Instead of dropping her, I threw her at Tamara Diesel.

         
         Tamara Diesel caught her with a telekinetic invisible hand, which gave Angélica the perfect opportunity to phase over and
            punch her again. I leapt off of the wall to follow suit, but something in the corner of my eye stopped me in my tracks.
         

         
         Naomi, hood up, had sneaked through the remnants of the front door.

         
         “Angélica told you to stay back at the base!” I shouted.

         
         Hands wrapped around my forehead from behind. I’d forgotten about Lady Danger in my distraction over Naomi. She yanked back,
            hard. I flailed as my feet lost purchase on the floor. As I fell, Lady Danger loomed over me, grinning and holding her cane.
         

         
         Angélica phased over my falling body, so close that her knee clipped my shoulder, and nailed Lady Danger with a closed fist.

         
         Lady Danger’s body thumped to the ground an instant after mine. Angélica landed unsteadily on the other side of the foyer
            and yanked Lady Danger’s sword cane from her hip. She spat on the floor in disgust, but stumbled.
         

         
         “Angélica!” I scrambled to my feet without thinking.

         
         A blast of telekinetic force battered my side. I shouted as it sent me flying straight into the wall—and unfortunately, walls
            no longer stopped me. My shoulder hit carpet, a small mercy, though I coughed up drywall dust as I sprang back to my feet.
            Before I took even a single step, ready to leap through the hole in the wall, a sound behind me locked my knees.
         

         
         The dogs. Tamara Diesel had thrown me right into their room. I didn’t bother with a slow-motion horror movie turn. I heard
            paws scuff into the carpet, and I ducked.
         

         
         Giant paws scraped across my back as Fortescue sailed right over me. Fitzhubert hit lower, a muscular tower of dog that slammed
            into my side. Powerful jaws snapped around my forearm. Only Raze’s jean jacket armor stopped those massive teeth from cracking
            my arm in two. As it stood, I was going to have a bruise for days.
         

         
         I yelped and jerked Fitzhubert’s massive block head sharply enough to make him release his grip on my arm. My jacket ripped.
            The fangs and drool seemed to grow ten times bigger as he snapped those jaws in my face, barely missing my nose. The scars
            on my lower back twinged with phantom pain. Why couldn’t Lady Danger have trained ferrets instead?
         

         
         Fortescue leapt for me as I held Fitzhubert at bay. I ducked, dropping my hold on Fitzhubert so fast that the dogs collided
            with a yelp. Obviously unhurt, they whirled to face me.
         

         
         Fitzhubert lunged first. I phased out of the way, grimacing when I felt more of my sleeve rip. Fortescue feinted and hit me
            with both paws in the chest, trying to knock me to the ground. I dodged again, losing more of my jacket to Fortescue this
            time, and desperately looked around for a solution. Fighting dogs was so unfair. It wasn’t their fault that Lady Danger had
            trained them to be angry mongrels, but also they would hurt others if I didn’t come up with a way to subdue them.
         

         
         I spotted my salvation, finally, all the way across the room. Lady Danger must have stayed at the headquarters often. And
            either the dogs wrecked everything or scared the minions if she wasn’t around, for she’d set up a large kennel space for them,
            full of decadent cross-stitched pillows and half-masticated cow bones. I jumped in front of the cage and whirled to face the
            dogs.
         

         
         “Come at me, assholes!”

         
         And like two well-trained attack dogs, they did.

         
         They were fast, possibly too fast to be regular dogs. I had no choice but to phase. And since there was no space on either
            side and phasing forward would mean colliding with them, I phased up.
         

         
         They flew under me in that split second. Just before I hit the ceiling, I released the force I’d built up. The ceiling buckled
            as I phased back down and slammed into the ground. Fortescue and Fitzhubert, now in the cage, scrambled and nearly fell over
            as they tried to turn around.
         

         
         I slammed the kennel door shut. “Stay,” I said unnecessarily, tripping back a little when they body-slammed the bars. They
            gave me twin looks of visceral doggy hatred, jowls dripping, as I ran back to join the fight in the foyer.
         

         
         Naomi and Raze were nowhere to be seen, but Guy had apparently arrived. He fought Tamara Diesel in a furious melee that called
            to mind all the battles I’d witnessed as Hostage Girl. She telekinetically battered him into walls, and Guy threw coatracks
            and marble urns and anything he could rip off the walls at her. On the other side of it all, through the dust and the debris,
            Angélica had taken a knee, face pale as she held her hand over the wound on her leg.
         

         
         It turned my spine to jelly.

         
         Our eyes locked. Kiki and I might have had the mental connection, but I’d worked with Angélica for over a year. She reached
            into her pocket and threw a dark object my way. I took one running step and leaped, phasing. I caught the stun gun, twisted,
            and fired.
         

         
         The stun bolt hit Tamara Diesel in the forehead at the same time as I landed high on the stairs.

         
         Since it was Tamara Diesel, the bolt only made her stumble and look about in baffled confusion as to where that would have
            originated—which was all the distraction Guy needed to slam his elbow in her face. She collapsed onto the stairwell landing.
         

         
         Rather than phasing down, I let Guy collect me. He brought me back to the floor while I surveyed the unconscious minions.
            Lady Danger and Rubber Bandit both looked like they would have massive headaches when they woke up. Tamara Diesel drooled
            into the carpet.
         

         
         “I really wasn’t sure that was going to work,” I said, looking about me in amazement.

         
         “It nearly didn’t.” Angélica didn’t get up, which made my heart constrict in my chest. All the color had leached from her
            face. “You assured me you would be able to get out of the restraints. If they were too much, you should have—”
         

         
         “Angélica,” I said. “I screwed up. But maybe save the lecture for when you’re not hurt.”

         
         “It’s nothing,” she said, but she also didn’t move to stand. “Blaze, you should restrain Diesel. She won’t be out long and
            we can’t be sure backup will get here in time.”
         

         
         “And we don’t exactly have anywhere to keep her with Detmer gone.” I looked at Guy, raising my eyebrows. Angélica wasn’t the
            only one I had a wordless connection with, for he nodded back—and scooped up Angélica.
         

         
         “What are you doing?” She batted at him.

         
         “I’m taking you back to Kiki before we get scolded,” he said. “You’ll be okay, Gail?”

         
         “Raze and Naomi are here somewhere. I’ll be fine.” Though I wasn’t sure that was the case. Raze’s entire play could have been
            a double cross, intending to hand me over solely because Hostage Girl was the number one hot commodity at the moment. But
            she’d also taken out those mooks for us. I’d only have to hope that she hadn’t taken Naomi hostage in another ploy to get
            me to fight her.
         

         
         But that would be a problem for later. After Guy flew off with Angélica, I blindfolded Tamara Diesel with the remains of my
            jacket and wrapped her wrists in rope. Hopefully the telekinetic abilities needed sight to work. I cable-tied Rubber Bandit
            and Lady Danger together, flipped off the dogs, and moved farther into the supervillain lair to find my friends. “Naomi? Raze?”
         

         
         “In here! Don’t trip on the corpse,” Raze said.

         
         “The what? Oh, god, please tell me you didn’t actually kill anybody.” I maneuvered carefully, mindful of the unconscious henchmen.

         
         “I can’t take credit! He was already dead.”

         
         She wasn’t kidding, I found when I stepped out of the hallway and nearly stumbled over a body. I buried my nose and mouth
            in the crook of my elbow, fighting back a gag reflex. The corpse had been dead at least two days.
         

         
         “We pulled him down. Naomi said it was more ‘humane,’” Raze said, appearing in front of me as I studied the dead man, who
            lay facedown. He didn’t look like any supervillain I knew, not from the back at least, and he wore regular clothing.
         

         
         When Raze pointed at the wall, I blanched. They’d manacled him there, whomever he was. A sign was still tacked to the wall
            next to where the body had been. It read Payment in Full in thick black letters.
         

         
         “It seems a little tacky,” Raze said. “Don’t they have a butler or something? This body should’ve been dealt with ages ago.”

         
         I turned over the body. My breath caught in my throat. This solved at least one mystery of why we hadn’t been able to locate
            Elwin Lucas after he’d been released from prison. He’d apparently been hanging out in a supervillain lair, dead.
         

         
         “He wasn’t a friend of yours, was he?” Raze asked.

         
         “No.”

         
         “He looks pointy.” Raze nudged the dead Elwin Lucas with the toe of her boot. “What’d he do?”

         
         “He’s a bastard,” I said, as I really didn’t want to explain the long and varied tale of Mobium, its creators, and its victims.
            I took a picture of the body and then of the wall where they’d obviously chained him. It felt staged. Who had they been sending
            proof of his death to? The mysterious Excalibur, maybe? Or had Elwin Lucas been Excalibur all along and Tamara Diesel had
            taken out her displeasure over the attack on the Davenport gala going sideways? How did he fit into this puzzle?
         

         
         Speaking of puzzles. I glanced about. “Where’s Naomi? We don’t have much time. If backup doesn’t get here before Tamara wakes
            up, we need to scoot.”
         

         
         “I’m in here. I found some stuff.” Naomi emerged from another room, holding a sheaf of papers. “This looks like it’s all part
            of Tamara Diesel’s ploy to blackmail city council. There’s a lot here, but maybe it’ll have some way to get the nanobots out
            of me.”
         

         
         “Got everything you need?” I asked.

         
         “There’s probably more but—” She broke off with a choking sound and doubled over, screaming.

         
         “Naomi!” I stepped toward her, but a noise behind me made me whirl.

         
         Cold spread through me at the sight of Tamara Diesel in the doorway, chuckling to herself despite the bloody nose. She held
            a remote control. “How kind of her to let me know she came to my gala,” she said.
         

         
         Naomi screamed louder. I tried to knock the remote from Tamara Diesel’s hand, only to be swatted back into the wall by an
            invisible fist. I made a second lunge, but purple flashed. Tamara Diesel let out a curse and dropped the remote. Naomi continued
            to convulse and scream, even with the remote melted to slag. Raze holstered her ray gun.
         

         
         “Destroying that won’t stop me,” Tamara Diesel snarled at the both of us. She held out a palm toward Raze.

         
         I hit my friend low, taking her feet out from under her. Tamara Diesel missed. Instead of panic, instinct took over. Tamara
            Diesel consistently overpowered me. I’d never get close enough to remove her from the equation, not without a distraction.
            And Naomi could only last so long with the nanobots attacking her system like this, so I would need to strike quickly.
         

         
         Hold up.

         
         Nanobots. An idea formed and took off before I even had time to question it.

         
         “Call me later,” I said to Raze, who gave me a baffled look that morphed into shock when I scooped her up under my arm. Dodging
            another blast from Tamara Diesel, I phased the both of us across the room, stuffed Naomi’s papers into my shirt, and snatched
            up the convulsing Naomi. To Tamara Diesel, I said, “See you in hell.”
         

         
         And then I jumped out the window with both of my friends.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 19

         
         I dropped Raze almost immediately. Her rocket boots roared to life, but it didn’t stop her from skewering me with an accusing
            look. I’d apologize later. The second I knew she was safe, I banked my falling momentum and turned midair, shooting for a
            high-rise across the street. For my idea to work, I needed to get across town, all the way to the Nest. And I had to do it
            before the nanobots killed Naomi.
         

         
         Keeping a tight grip on her, I landed and executed a hairpin turn midphase. Energy built up from the second turn. I used it
            to push myself faster, my body buzzing. A third turn shot me ever farther.
         

         
         I jumped the Hudson in a single phase.

         
         Kiki, I thought, trying to reach out to her mentally. I’m coming in and I’ve got—

         
         I stumbled and tripped right out of the phase, sending all the gathered momentum straight through my palm and into concrete.

         
         A sinkhole, six feet across, ripped its way through the sidewalk. Only lightning reflexes spared me from falling in right
            away. I danced back with Naomi over my shoulder as people around me screamed and ran for it. Spiderweb cracks raced up the
            side of a bodega storefront to my left.
         

         
         For a brief instant, all I could do was stare. How had I grown so powerful? Mercifully, nobody had fallen in, but—

         
         “Tell the city to bill me!” I shouted to a passerby, and phased over the sinkhole my powers had caused. So no trying to use
            telepathy as I phased, got it. With no way to warn Kiki we were incoming, I simply chose to phase as hard as I could.
         

         
         Naomi’s screams died to grunts and whimpers, but it was obvious that the nanobots still besieged her central nervous system.
            She convulsed and twitched as I pushed myself even faster. I covered hundreds of feet in less than a blink. My vision began
            to telescope, black collapsing in at the edges. Because of that, I nearly phased right past the old camera store outside the
            Nest’s secret entrance.
         

         
         I skidded to a halt, one arm raised for balance. The built-up momentum rocketed out of my arm, vibrating my bones so hard
            that for one agonizing moment, I feared my wrist would snap. The wave of pure force shot out and ripped through a reasonably
            priced car on the other side of the street, blasting chunks of rubber and metal straight up into the air.
         

         
         I managed to say “What the f—” before Naomi gasped with pain and I came back to myself. Ignoring the car alarms, I ducked
            into the alley and through the Nest’s secret entrance. A Davenport stooge waited at the door, but I barreled past him, and
            through the main hub.
         

         
         “Miss Godwin, you will explain yourself right this—” Eddie’s voice cut off as I sped by.

         
         Naomi’s breathing had grown ragged and shallow as I pushed open the door to the obstacle course with my bad wrist. “Jeremy!
            You’d better be in here, so help me god. I need you.”
         

         
         For one heart-pounding second, nothing moved. Had Jeremy passed into the digital ether? Had the room overtaken him and he
            wasn’t able to communicate? I set Naomi on the ground, grabbing my injured arm as I looked for any sign of movement in the
            obstacle course gel.
         

         
         Jeremy blinked into existence in front of me, so fast that I took a swing at him. My hand passed right through his incorporeal
            avatar. “What’s happened?” he asked.
         

         
         I pointed at Naomi. “You need to fix her.”

         
         “Shouldn’t that be Kiki’s job?”

         
         “Nanobots,” I said, and Jeremy’s gaze sharpened.

         
         He tilted his head, listening to something I couldn’t determine. “Put her in the gel.”

         
         He’d gathered a great deal of the stuff right in the center of the obstacle course and as I approached, it rose up. It felt
            a little like placing my friend on some kind of sacrificial altar. “If this is some kind of nanobot horror movie and you’re
            really just going to drown her, I’m going to hit you so hard it animates your corpse, and then I will kick that corpse’s ass,”
            I said.
         

         
         “Relax. She’s my friend, too.”

         
         I fought off the heebie-jeebies as the gel swirled up, molding over the insensible Naomi’s body like a sarcophagus. The last
            thing I saw was one hand twitching, falling still as the gel covered her. Silence kicked in, broken only by the harsh sound
            of my breathing, the hum of the lights overhead, and Naomi’s racing heartbeat. What was supposed to happen? Had I gotten her
            there in time? Had I made the right gamble coming to Jeremy? Could he actually do anything?
         

         
         I sat down and clutched my wrist to my chest, feeling absolutely useless.

         
         It could have been mere seconds or it could have been days later when I heard the gasp from under the gel-casket. Naomi’s
            arms burst out. Gel spattered everywhere, hitting me in the face and chest, before slithering back to join its mates. Naomi
            sat up, sucking in a large gulp of air as the gel dribbled off her.
         

         
         “G-Gail? Where am I?”

         
         “I brought you back to the Nest.” I didn’t get up. “You had a nanobot fit. How do you feel?”

         
         “I . . .” She peered about, baffled, until she seemed to remember something. Frantically she patted down her jacket, and breathed
            a sigh of relief when she pulled out her notebook.
         

         
         That sigh turned into a shriek when a column of gel shot up to her right, forming into Jeremy.

         
         He grinned from ear to ear. “Now that was a kick.”
         

         
         “Jeremy? What are you—what is this stuff?” Naomi got creakily to her feet.
         

         
         “Jessie uses it for obstacle courses,” I said. “Jeremy’s borrowing it while we puzzle out what to do about his missing body.
            Seriously, Naomi, are you okay? I thought I was going to lose you.”
         

         
         “Please. I’m harder to kill than that.” She pushed herself to her feet, scoffing, and nudged the gel with a toe. “I’m fine.
            I’m guessing Jeremy has something to do with that.”
         

         
         In response, I turned to look at Jeremy, too.

         
         He shoved his hands through his hair, more humanlike than I’d seen him. “She’s officially nanobot-free,” he told me. “And
            boy, those things are beautiful.”
         

         
         “Did you absorb them?” Naomi asked as I said, “Ew.”

         
         “Don’t knock it,” Jeremy told me. “You’re made of, like, radioactive shit.”

         
         Point. “Can you tell me anything about what you did? And what the nanobots are?”

         
         “They’re sweet.” For a second, I worried he meant that literally, like he’d literally crunched them up like candy, but Jeremy
            rocked back on his haunches, still beaming. “They’re sophisticated. How’d you wind up with such high-level Davenport tech
            inside you? I’ve been trying to unlock those systems since I lost my body.”
         

         
         Naomi and I exchanged a look. “Davenport tech?” I asked.

         
         “What else would it be? Nobody else could afford something this complex.” Jeremy didn’t seem to notice the silent conversation
            Naomi and I held with our eyes. His gel avatar moved around almost manically now, like a kid on a sugar high. “Do you know
            what I could do with tech like this?”
         

         
         “No idea,” I said.

         
         “These nanobots are faster than the ones in the obstacle course,” Jeremy said. “They’re self-sustaining.”

         
         The words finally hit home. “Self-sustaining?” I asked, swiveling to face him. “As in—”

         
         “I could survive in these.” Jeremy actually bounced in place.

         
         I sat down, hard. A solution. Not even a temporary one either. The amount of nanobots in Naomi’s blood had been minuscule,
            but . . . “Let’s say we could get you access to others infected with these nanobots,” I said. “Could you take them out the
            way you just did now?”
         

         
         “Sure. There’s more?”

         
         He’d been fighting for his life since the explosion, but he had to have heard at least a little bit about the gala. “A whole
            party full of people,” I said, and watched the realization dawn. “Yeah, this is the nasty bug Tamara Diesel used on everybody.
            If I got you the locations of the party guests, could you remove their nanobots, too?”
         

         
         He thought it over. “I need this room. The gel acts as a conduit. It gets into places and makes things easier.”

         
         “Gross,” Naomi said, cleaning out her ear with her pinkie.

         
         I’d been afraid of that. The obstacle course was great because it was so versatile, but I knew that outside of the room, the
            gel wouldn’t work. So much for hoping that Jeremy could simply zap to gala attendees and science the nanobots right out of
            them.
         

         
         But it was a solution—two solutions, actually—and it brought the first sense of real hope I’d felt since Jessie had been shot.

         
         Still, I met Naomi’s eyes. “You get along pretty well with Eddie. Maybe you should tell him.”

         
         “Sorry, toots, I’m just the press. My job is to ask questions and write pretty.”

         
         “Ugh,” I said, rising to my feet since she had a point. My wrist throbbed as I massaged it with my fingers. Even with accelerated
            healing, injuring myself was getting old really fast. “Fill Jeremy in on everything that’s going on, will you? I’ll talk to
            Eddie and see what I can set up.”
         

         
         Teeth gritted, wrist stinging, I went to find Eddie to inform him that I indeed had a way to solve the gala crisis—and that
            he really, really was not going to like it.
         

         
          

         “You want me to bring civilians into the heart of the Raptor’s secret base,” Eddie said, staring at me as though I’d suggested
            everybody should switch to speaking only Dutch.
         

         
         “It’s either that or let them keep being blackmail targets for Tamara Diesel.”

         
         “And how do you propose I get them here without the fact that it is, and I cannot stress this enough, a secret base for the
            world’s most mysterious superhero?” Eddie’s voice dripped both aggravation and disdain.
         

         
         “I don’t know,” I said. “Blindfold them?”

         
         Eddie only looked quietly at me, nostrils flaring and jaw tight.

         
         “Drug them if you have to?” I asked.

         
         “You are suggesting that I chloroform the city’s finest, bring them to a secret base, allow a man who is not even technically living to perform an operation on
            them, and simply return them to their lives?” Eddie spoke every syllable with careful precision.
         

         
         It was almost mean to shrug. “That sums it up, yes. Though I would’ve used fewer words. Jeremy says he can get the nanobots
            out, but he needs that room to do it. You got any better ideas?”
         

         
         Since I was determined to be the bigger person, I didn’t point out that gentler alternatives to chloroform existed. Eddie’s
            staff could figure everything out. He owned the biggest company on the planet, surely he kept at least one mastermind or three
            on staff. While he fumed, I ducked out, determined to see how Angélica had fared after getting stabbed in the leg with a sword
            cane. And I wanted Kiki to take a look at my wrist. Would I injure myself that way every time I tried to phase long distances,
            turning like that?
         

         
         I found Kiki and Angélica locked in a staring contest in the hospital suite.

         
         “Angélica, get on the table and let your girlfriend do her job,” I said, stepping around Kiki and the little tray of surgical
            tools she’d set up. I knelt to collect a crap-cake and made a big show of sighing at it.
         

         
         “It’ll heal fine on its own,” Angélica said to Kiki, not even glancing my way.

         
         “It’ll heal better if you let me help,” Kiki said.

         
         “I’m not going under.”

         
         “And I’m not going to use the skin fuser while you’re conscious.”

         
         “Fine. Don’t use it. My leg will heal on its own and—ooh.” Angélica’s eyes rolled back in her head.

         
         I set the syringe I’d palmed back on the table and opened the crap-cake. After I took a bite, I said, “That stuff only works
            for like ten minutes on her, so you might want to hurry.”
         

         
         Kiki, evidently not one to look a gift horse in the mouth, snatched up her tools. “Hold her down just in case. And be ready
            to duck when she wakes up. She’s going to be very put out with you.”
         

         
         In my opinion, turnabout was more than fair play here, as Angélica had done the same thing to me, like, fifty times.

         
         “What happened?” Kiki asked, focusing on her work. “She wouldn’t say.”

         
         I gave her a brief rundown of our infiltration and fight at Tamara Diesel’s base, leaving out the parts about having hired
            Raze. That bombshell deserved its own spotlight. “She was protecting me from Lady Danger,” I said, wrinkling my nose as the
            skin fuser moved over the wound. Human skin should never smell like that. “Angélica’s never faced her before, so I don’t think
            she knew that was a sword. It looks like your average old lady cane.”
         

         
         “I hate it when she goes into the field.” Kiki worked steadily despite the note in her voice. “She’s good, but she gets too
            protective and she always gets hurt.”
         

         
         I winced. “This one was my fault. I overestimated a new ability and wasn’t much help in a fight.”

         
         “Even so, she knows you’re capable. There. Done.”

         
         The wound laced up the inside of Angélica’s leg, from midcalf to midthigh. It had been bleeding sluggishly, but now there
            was nothing but a bright, furiously red line from the fusing process. I didn’t know how close she’d come to hitting any arteries,
            but from the pallor on Kiki’s face, I could guess. Carefully, I lowered Angélica’s upper torso onto the bed and held my wrist
            out.
         

         
         Kiki sighed. “What did you do?”

         
         “I’m not sure, actually. I hurt it while phasing, but I didn’t hit anything.” I sucked in my breath and told her more as she
            probed my wrist. When I finished, she grabbed a handheld scanner. Whatever she saw on the display made her frown.
         

         
         “I’m going to immobilize your wrist. I won’t waste my breath telling you not to punch things, but at least try to use the
            other hand.”
         

         
         “For how long?” I asked, as we were still in the middle of a supervillain crisis.

         
         “Check back in three hours. I’ll have a better idea then.” I must not have hidden my annoyance, for she rolled her eyes at
            me as she wrapped a splint around my wrist as best she could, since one of her own arms was still immobile from her own injury
            at Davenport Tower. “It’s not like any of us really understand what’s going on with the Mobium and you lately. So. Three hours.
            Find me.”
         

         
         “Yes, okay. Sorry about the—”

         
         “Don’t worry about it, we’re all on edge. Speaking of which, I’m going to go play mediator before Uncle Eddie begins spitting
            nails.” Kiki ran her hand over Angélica’s hair. “You might want to not be here when she wakes up, just FYI.”
         

         
         “Yeah, good idea,” I said, following Kiki out of the room.

         
         It was only after I’d split off that I realized I hadn’t told her about Jeremy or his new ability. If she was seeking out
            Eddie, she would hear the news soon enough. But as I hadn’t told Eddie that the nanobots were Davenport tech, she’d just be
            in the dark for a while longer. For one, I didn’t trust him, and for another, Eddie and I had been in public. If anybody overheard
            that there was a traitor in Davenport, all fingers would point to Kiki.
         

         
         So I would get to the bottom of this on my own. I reached into my shirt and pulled out the notes Naomi had stolen from Tamara
            Diesel. And then I went to find wherever Guy had disappeared to.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 20

         
         I found Guy at Jessie’s bedside. He still wore his Blaze duds, though he’d kicked off the boots and he had the mask clenched
            in one fist. I could smell the dust on them, same as I had Rita’s outfit.
         

         
         “We should probably get that dry-cleaned,” I said as I sat next to him.

         
         “Yeah, I’ve sneezed half a dozen times already.” He squeezed my hand and kissed the side of my head. “You look like you’re
            mostly in one piece. How’s Angélica? I ran like a noble coward when it began to look like a lovers’ quarrel.”
         

         
         “She should be shaking off the effects of the anesthetic any second now. But her leg’s better.” I studied Jessie’s profile.
            She should look healthy and vibrant, but instead her skin was waxy and her complexion lacked all color. I didn’t take my eyes
            off her face as I filled Guy in on everything that had happened after he’d flown off with Angélica. Well, mostly everything.
            I told him about Jeremy, but I didn’t mention the fact that the nanobots had come from Davenport somehow.
         

         
         It said a lot about our existence that our friend transferring his conscious self to a body made of nanobots was met with
            a hmm. “Been a hell of a couple of days,” Guy said.
         

         
         “No kidding.” I pulled the paperwork out from under my arm.

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         “Naomi found it in the stronghold before we had to skedaddle.” I needed to text Raze, but that could wait. No doubt she would
            have some kind of diatribe in reply. I pushed my fingertips into my forehead to stave off an impending headache. A thought
            from the villain headquarters made me give Guy a suspicious look. “Has Lady Danger’s name always been Letty and I’ve been
            mishearing?”
         

         
         “You thought her name was Lady Danger?”

         
         “Yes?”

         
         “Why would you think her name is Lady?”

         
         “Because she’s got all that—that affectation! The snooty English aristocrat thing.”

         
         Guy tilted his head. “I can see it,” he said.

         
         “This is why you’re doing the Christmas cards this year,” I said, opening up the papers to study them. The top page was a
            fax coversheet. I paged through what looked like scores of scientific data, all condensed into graphs. No header or footer
            on the page identified any author, but one of the pages held a diagram that I recognized from the screens I’d seen in Medical
            that showed the nanobots in our blood.
         

         
         “I’m not cheating on you,” Guy said.

         
         I nearly dropped the papers. “What?”

         
         Guy had his forehead resting on his palm, fingers shoved into his hair. “You knew something was up with my job. I didn’t—I
            don’t want you to think it was something like me cheating on you.”
         

         
         “It didn’t even occur to me.”

         
         “It didn’t?” He lifted his head. “Seriously?”

         
         “What? No, seriously, of course it didn’t.” I wrinkled my nose at him. “I can read you better than that. I knew you had a
            secret and Naomi was helping you with it. Cheating? Really?”
         

         
         “I could’ve been cheating on you with Naomi,” he said.

         
         I squinted at him, tuning out the sounds of Jessie’s life-support machinery. “You’re way too wholesome to be Naomi’s type.
            And why are you playing devil’s advocate right now?”
         

         
         “I—” Guy shook his head, looking baffled that this conversation was happening at all. “I don’t know. It seemed right to point
            out the flaws in your argument. The job thing is a stupid—it’s just—I was looking for Petra.”
         

         
         The puzzle pieces clicked into place all at once. Of course it was about Petra Bookman. He’d lost his sister years ago. She
            had the same powers as Guy and Sam, but rather than sticking around on the front lines, she’d vanished. As far as everybody
            could tell, there hadn’t even been a fight. No villain had ever come forward to take credit for it. She’d simply evaporated.
         

         
         “What would Petra be doing in a restaurant kitchen?” I asked.

         
         He shook his head. “It was something you brought up once, a long time ago. You asked me why there wasn’t a third option to
            Detmer and Davenport.”
         

         
         I’d asked Angélica the same thing. It was a constant refrain with me, actually.

         
         “And it made me wonder, what if there was a third option? You remember Portia McPeak?” Guy asked.
         

         
         “She’s pretty hard to forget.” Our old coworker lived the ironic existence of being the most self-obsessed person I knew and
            also the only one able to turn invisible. As far as I knew, she didn’t have any affiliation with Davenport. “Did you talk
            to her?”
         

         
         “Close. I went back to Mind the Boom,” Guy said.

         
         “And you didn’t get kicked out?” The last time we’d been in the supervillain bar, we’d kind of wrecked the place. Sal, the
            bartender, did not count herself among my fans.
         

         
         Guy smiled. “I did, actually. Sal’s stronger than we thought. She literally threw me out.”

         
         “Ouch.”

         
         “So I scoped the place out instead. There was this guy I knew, from the restaurant scene. Riley. I saw him go back into the
            kitchens one time. And he wasn’t anywhere in the Davenport database . . .” Guy waved vaguely in the air, letting the thought
            trail off.
         

         
         “So you got a job to spy on him and see if there was a secret underground network of superpowered people,” I said. I chewed
            on my bottom lip.
         

         
         “Yes. It was such a long shot that I didn’t want to, I don’t know, burden you with it or have you point out how many points
            of the plan were silly.” Guy twisted his mask between his hands. “I should’ve probably told you about it.”
         

         
         “I . . . yeah, that would’ve been nice to know.” But I couldn’t say that I wouldn’t have poked holes in his plan. At least
            he’d approached Naomi with it. If anybody could get to the bottom of a mystery that bordered on conspiracy theory levels of
            crazy, it would be her. I didn’t want to fight about Guy’s constant problem of not telling me things—something we’d struggled
            with long before we’d even begun dating—with so much else on my plate between Rita, Tamara Diesel, and the nanobot problem.
            So I said, “Thanks for telling me.”
         

         
         He had the grace to wince a little. “Sorry about the timing.”

         
         “If it weren’t for bad timing, we’d have nothing at all.” I handed him half of the papers. “See if you can’t make sense of
            that? Naomi pulled all of this out of Tamara Diesel’s place and I think it might have some answers as to how she got her hands
            on Davenport tech.”
         

         
         “She what?”
         

         
         “The nanobots,” I said. “Jeremy says they’re Davenport tech, and out of everybody, I think he’d know best. If he—”

         
         “Um, Gail,” Guy said.

         
         It very belatedly occurred to me that it hadn’t been Guy’s voice asking me about the tech. Which explained why Jessie’s eyes
            were open and focused on me.
         

         
         Several emotions flooded through me. Shock was quickly chased by sheer relief, a brief surge of happiness, and finally suspicion.

         
         “How long have you been awake?” I asked.

         
         “Never mind that.” Jessie groaned and tried to sit up, only to grow even paler. She gritted her teeth and stayed on the mattress.
            Sweat gathered at her hairline. “You said this is Davenport tech? From R & D?”
         

         
         “Probably. Seriously, how long have you been awake?”

         
         “Twenty minutes.”

         
         So she’d been eavesdropping the whole time. I reached over to press the button for assistance.

         
         She glowered. “The nurse will only insist I get some rest.”

         
         “That’s because you should,” I said.

         
         “It’s not the first time I’ve been shot. Raise the bed, will you?”

         
         “You know,” I said as Guy watched us both with his eyes almost comically wide, “I’m starting to believe you’re going to be
            a bad patient.”
         

         
         A glance at the machines told me that nothing seemed abnormal. Of course Jessie would wake up without giving anything away
            or letting anybody know. She might not have superpowers, but she’d honed herself into the most disciplined person I’d ever
            met. Her self-control was scarily off the charts. So I did as she said, locating the button to raise the bed so that she sat
            at an incline. Then I handed her a cup of pills that had been left on the nightstand. Almost as if Audra and the nurse expected
            Jessie to wake up and not ask for assistance.
         

         
         She took all but two of the pills, and set them aside. “Where are the kids?” she asked.

         
         “School, I think,” I said, as I had no idea what day it was, or really where Jessie’s children were at all. Things had been
            so chaotic with two major supervillains rampaging and gathering allies at the same time. “They weren’t hurt. They’re okay.”
         

         
         Jessie sagged in relief and winced as that apparently exacerbated her injury. “What day is it? How long was I under? And what’s
            happened?”
         

         
         “Do you want the long or the short version?”

         
         “Give me the short version first.”

         
         “Tamara Diesel gassed everybody at the gala with nanobots for your pretty average blackmail scheme. I fought her at the gala,
            but wound up all over the news in the Raptor suit with all known Davenports in the background. As you can imagine, Rita saw
            it and Detmer is now toast. A bomb went off in Davenport Tower, but as far as we can tell the only one it’s killed is Jeremy
            and that’s only kind of. We’ve got supervillains launching full-scale attacks on all major cities, so Eddie and the rest of
            the HEX network are using the Nest as a base. Jeremy got the nanobots under control and we’re going to bring everybody that
            was gassed into the base to be de-nanobotted, if that’s even a word. But yeah, long story short: your mom’s out of prison
            and she’s tearing everything apart looking for something. We have no idea what. Surprise?”
         

         
         Jessie stared at me for a long, humming moment, her face a blank mask.

         
         Then she let out the most vicious string of swearing I’d ever heard in my life.

         
         “That about sums it up,” I said.

         
         “You’re bringing people into the Nest? We have rules for a reason—”

         
         “Jeremy needs your obstacle course to safely remove the nanobots from all infected parties. Which, by the way, includes you,”
            I said. “And that’s what you’re focusing on? Not, you know, Rita Detmer breaking out of prison for the first time in decades,
            or what she might be looking for?”
         

         
         “I know what she’s looking for. Where is she?”

         
         I shook my head. “Last I saw her, she was downstairs. In the secret base you neglected to tell me about. I’ll pay for the
            wall, by the way.”
         

         
         Jessie squinted. Her skin remained pale and washed out, but I knew better. If she could get out of that bed, she would already
            be in armor. “The w . . . oh, you couldn’t find the trapdoor mechanism.”
         

         
         “Improvisation was involved.”

         
         “Eh,” Jessie said. Even though she was upright and conscious, I could tell it was growing more taxing by the second. That
            didn’t prevent her from grabbing my wrist. I winced; she’d locked her fingers around the bandage. “Listen, we’ve got twenty
            seconds before I pass out. Perihelion. Access code is Crawford Heights. Inform Kiki about the Davenport tech and tell my idiot
            brother to get his damn personnel out of my base and back into the Tower.” She thought for a second. “Also tell my kids I
            love them.”
         

         
         And then she passed out, leaving Guy and me staring in silence.

         
         The nurse stepped in, took one look at the raised bed and the pills Jessie had neglected to swallow, and sighed. “How long
            was she awake?”
         

         
         “A couple minutes,” I lied. “She passed out on her own.”

         
         “Because I disguised the sedatives,” the nurse said, fussing with the blankets.

         
         When the nurse shooed us out, I collected the paperwork from Tamara Diesel’s stronghold, my mind whirling. Perihelion. The
            access code meant the file was somewhere on Jessie’s systems. And I needed to talk to Kiki about the Davenport tech—Jessie
            had seemed especially insistent about that point. And kick Eddie out of the base. I kind of looked forward to that bit, actually.
         

         
         Guy stopped me in the hallway before we reached the main hub. “I won’t even tell you to be nice,” he said. “But—be careful.
            When you bring up the fact that the nanobots are Davenport tech, I mean. Tamara Diesel could’ve gotten her hands on all of
            this by herself, but it’s a stronger bet she might have an insider in the company. And they won’t take too kindly to being
            outed.”
         

         
         “She called them Excalibur,” I said, frowning.

         
         “Right. So be careful because—”

         
         Rodrigo burst around the corner, twisting one earbud loose as he gaped at us. He actually wore his uniform, which meant he’d
            probably come in from a patrol of the Hudson or whatever. “The nanobots are Davenport tech?”
         

         
         “And that would be why we should be careful,” Guy said, a sigh evident in his voice. He flexed his shoulders, cracking his
            neck like he expected trouble.
         

         
         “Did I hear that right?” Rodrigo asked him. “The nanobots are Davenport?”

         
         “Sure, announce it to the entire base, why don’t you?” I stepped around him to check the hallway. When I turned back to him,
            he was practically vibrating with rage. “What?”
         

         
         “You know who’s behind this,” he said.

         
         I flashed back to the conversation I’d overheard in the closet. “Don’t you dare,” I said. “There’s absolutely no evidence
            that Kiki is involved.”
         

         
         “I don’t need evidence. You think it’s a coincidence that Tamara Diesel attacked at her gala? That right after she finally joins the management team—a position she’s been angling at for years—”
         

         
         “Nice revisionist history,” I said, infusing boredom into my voice even though I could feel my blood pressure rising.

         
         “For years,” Rodrigo insisted. “She finally gets it and, whoops, suddenly everybody’s under attack! Oh, look, there’s grandma, out of
            prison and—Oof.”
         

         
         I’d clenched my fist, ready to punch him, but I never got the chance: when I blinked, Guy had Rodrigo in a headlock. “Shut.
            Up,” he said.
         

         
         Rodrigo struggled. “If you’d stop protecting her for one damn second, you’d see it,” he said, kicking out and trying to break
            Guy’s hold. “She’s helping Diesel and Rita!”
         

         
         “Tamara Diesel and Rita Detmer aren’t even on the same side,” I said.

         
         “Maybe she’s hedging her bets!”

         
         “Or maybe she’s being set up,” I said without thinking.

         
         “Set up?” Rodrigo scoffed, and gurgled when Guy began to apply actual pressure. “Whose side are you even on?”

         
         “Hold him still for a minute, will you?” I asked. A thought began to take hold. Guy, whose face had gone stone-like, shrugged
            to say he was more than willing to do so. I opened up the paperwork and began to scan it page by page, tuning Rodrigo’s increasingly
            insistent voice out. The papers contained a gold mine of information: emails from dummy accounts, invoices, memos. A dog-feeding
            schedule that I assumed belonged to Lady Danger, as it included types of food I never wanted to think about ever again. Nanobot
            design pages listing specs and dimensions, stamped with Davenport’s proprietary level.
         

         
         A handwritten note had been scribbled on a page.

         
         
            Source says to use this formula for power deviation exponentials—Ex

         

         “Ex” had to be Excalibur, Tamara Diesel’s inside source. My eyes fell on the proprietary level stamp, which hadn’t been entirely
            blacked out.
         

         
         “It wasn’t Kiki,” I said aloud.

         
         “What?” Rodrigo, mid-rant, turned as best he could to look at me. He’d been trying to gnaw his way through Guy’s arm, and
            he had far too many teeth.
         

         
         “Look at this level.” I pointed at the stamp. “Kiki’s head of Medical, yes, but I know her level’s not that high.”

         
         “That doesn’t prove anything. She could’ve hacked the system.”

         
         “Jeremy couldn’t even hack the system, and he’s literally a being of pure computer code. It wasn’t Kiki.” But I had a feeling
            that somebody—somebody very high up within Davenport indeed—was setting up my friend to be the fall girl.
         

         
         And if it was Eddie Davenport himself, I was going to kick his ass.

         
         “What?” Rodrigo asked. “Who’s Jeremy?”

         
         Speak of the devil himself, for Jeremy—or at least his digital avatar—popped up in the hallway right next to me. I jumped
            and narrowly avoided smacking him with the rolled-up paperwork. “Aren’t you supposed to be taking nanobots out of the party
            guests?” I asked him.
         

         
         “There’s a problem,” Jeremy said, turning to look at me. “All of the people who were at the gala have disappeared.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 21

         
         Jeremy hadn’t exaggerated: everybody dosed with the nanobots had vanished. All of them. The kitchen staff, the waitstaff,
            the journalists, invited guests, and even the three people who’d crashed the gala—all of them had been quietly and efficiently
            plucked from their lives. Missing persons reports flooded the Nest’s computer screens as the already overworked Davenport
            staff absorbed this news. I saw a few puzzled faces mixed among the crowd, but the general feeling seemed to echo my own thoughts:
            Now what?
         

         
         “Perfect,” Eddie said, folding his arms over his chest. “Just . . . perfect. Amazing. Have there been any ransom demands made
            to any family members, to the press, or even to Davenport?”
         

         
         “Nobody’s reporting anything,” a tech said.

         
         “Somebody wake up the PR director from her nap, tell her we’ve got a Code—I don’t even know what color we’re on anymore,”
            Eddie said. “Davenport needs to make a statement. Get our most visible heroes out there so the public’s not panicking due
            to New York City’s local government being kidnapped at once.”
         

         
         He glanced over at me, the bearer of the bad news. “And tell them Hostage Girl was kidnapped with everybody else,” he added.

         
         “What?” I said.

         
         “What?” Guy said.

         
         “You were there, it makes sense. Besides, it’s been a couple years since the last Hostage Girl kidnapping,” Eddie said. “It’ll
            be noteworthy. A great distraction.”
         

         
         “You’re not actually planning on me getting abducted, right?” I said. If Eddie truly was the Davenport mole, I wouldn’t put
            it beyond him.
         

         
         “You’re more useful elsewhere. Scamper off and go cause more trouble or whatever the hell it is you do. I’ve got other things
            to worry about.” And he turned, barking more orders, leaving me with Guy.
         

         
         “Great,” I said, pinching the bridge of my nose. A Hostage Girl kidnapping would only put me right back in the public eye.
            Increased attention was the last thing the Raptor’s successor needed.
         

         
         Rather than scamper off to a dark corner, I stole an abandoned tablet and tugged Guy to the side. The missing persons reports
            had started coming in while Guy, Angélica, Raze, and I had been breaching Tamara Diesel’s stronghold. Given that Tamara Diesel
            barely had any allies, there was no way she could have pulled off such a coordinated attack.
         

         
         And the timing was . . . incredibly suspicious.

         
         I showed Guy the tablet. “This isn’t Tamara Diesel. Look at the time stamps.”

         
         I had to hand it to Guy: his brain worked even faster than mine. His fingers tightened on the tablet hard enough that little
            spiderweb cracks began to appear around the edges of the screen. “The abductions just so happened to occur at the same time
            we were fighting her? That can’t be a coincidence. Raze used us.”
         

         
         “Serves us right for forgetting she’s a villain, I guess,” I said, pulling out my phone. I texted her, How much of your story was complete bullshit?

         
         Raze must have been waiting by her phone. The usual amount, she sent back right away. I didn’t really have a choice, if it makes you feel better.

         
         Who are you working for? I typed back.
         

         
         She replied with an emoji of a skull and crossbones, not a proper answer. Going to ground. Fight when this is all over? she texted.
         

         
         Not on your life, I sent back, and locked my phone. And then I began to pace, seething. Raze had fed us a sob story about not wanting there
            to be factions of supervillains, about wanting to strike out on her own. And it had all been to bring us into Tamara Diesel’s
            headquarters so we could attack her while this heist was being pulled off.
         

         
         I breathed out through my nose. “Angélica is going to say, ‘I told you so’ in so many languages. Raze didn’t say who she’s
            working for.”
         

         
         “Any theories?”

         
         “An obvious one, but with the day I’m having, I wouldn’t be surprised if a third major villain entered the game.”

         
         Guy leaned against the wall and watched me pace. I needed to center myself and obtain a clear idea of what was happening.
            The Raptor worked from up high, Jessie liked to tell me. That made it easier to see the bigger picture. Since I couldn’t literally
            crawl on the roof and brood, I’d have to make do with taking her words more figuratively.
         

         
         “I can see your brain working, trying to figure out what to do next. Delegate. Give me that,” Guy said, pointing at the forgotten
            paperwork in my hand. “I’ll talk to Kiki about it. You deal with Jessie’s other orders. They seemed important.”
         

         
         “Right.” Jessie had said to kick Eddie out of the base, but that would have to wait. Her enigmatic third task seemed more
            important. “Perihelion. It’s got an access code, so it’s something in the system.”
         

         
         “I’ll tell Eddie we don’t think it’s Tamara Diesel behind the disappearances, and find Kiki. You look into whatever this Perihelion
            thing is.” He squeezed my good wrist, took the paperwork and strode off.
         

         
         Marching orders. Right, I could handle that. The obstacle course command center seemed like an ideal place to stay out from
            underfoot, which was probably why I found both Angélica and Naomi there, the former looking pissed and the latter pacing.
         

         
         “Where’d my papers go?” Naomi asked right away.

         
         “Guy’s taking them to Kiki, if you want to get a look.”

         
         “I’ll wait my turn,” Naomi said, but there was a disgruntled note in her voice. That was fair: they’d been her find. She sat
            down on the cot. “So what’s happening?”
         

         
         “Yes, Gail,” Angélica said pleasantly. “What’s happening? I feel like I would know more if I hadn’t been knocked unconscious.”

         
         Yeah, definitely some brutal training sessions in my future. I logged in to the computer. “Jessie woke up, there’s a mole
            in Davenport that gave Tamara Diesel the tech to infect all of those people, and oh, yeah, Raze wasn’t acting out of the goodness
            of her heart when she delivered us to Tamara Diesel’s headquarters. We were a distraction.”
         

         
         I ignored the icon saying I had new emails and ran a system-wide search for Perihelion.
         

         
         “A distraction for what?” Naomi asked.

         
         “Somebody’s kidnapped all of the people infected with the nanobots.”

         
         Angélica rubbed her face. “How long was I out?”

         
         “Life comes at you fast with supervillains around.” The search had turned up one file.

         
         “Do they know who did it?” Naomi asked.

         
         “They’re looking into it.” I double clicked the file.

         
         The room plunged into darkness, drawing a gasp from Naomi. I jumped, ready for an attack. The red backup lights flared to
            life. Every single screen in the room and in the obstacle course below flashed with the words Perihelion Protocol.
         

         
         “Access code,” the system said. Naomi and Angélica exchanged a look.

         
         “Crawford Heights,” I said.

         
         The lights returned to normal, the screens going blank. I looked around in complete confusion. What had Jessie made me do?
            She hadn’t locked down the Nest somehow, had she? If everybody was trapped inside, Eddie was going to be pissier than usual.
         

         
         “What did you just do?” Angélica said.

         
         “What Jessie told me to. You know her, she only explains things when Venus is in retrograde.” I spotted the light up arrow
            on the floor, pointing toward the exit. “Coming with?”
         

         
         “Hell yeah.” Naomi scrambled after me.

         
         The arrows led to the family suite, straight to where I’d created a hole in the wall. What even was this protocol?

         
         “Oh, my god, I love secret lairs,” Naomi said. Angélica patiently pulled her back so I could lead the way.

         
         The underground base hadn’t changed, except that all the gold spattering the floor and computer servers from my fight with
            Mr. Midas had evaporated. Angélica raised her eyebrows at the decimated server and then at me. I only shrugged back at her,
            looking around for a reason why the protocol would lead us here.
         

         
         A buzz started as I stepped into the center of the room. The CRT monitors on the wall all flickered to life at the same time.
            For one cranky moment before the picture faded in, I wondered why it wasn’t possible to put all necessary information into
            a simple email. Why be so dramatic that we had to come down to the Feared Five’s old headquarters? What even was this Perihelion
            Protocol?
         

         
         Not a protocol, I saw as the image sharpened into focus. A person. One I knew.

         
         “Hey, Sal,” I said as the bartender of Mind the Boom’s face filled the screens.

         
         “Gail.” She nodded at me with her usual brusqueness. Other than that time I’d wrecked her bar, I still didn’t know why she
            didn’t like me. “How much has Jessie told you?”
         

         
         Jessie. Not Raptor. I tucked that distinction aside, wondering how a bartender had access to the Raptor’s ultrasecret base.
            “She hasn’t told me much. She gave me the passcode for a protocol, and that was it,” I said.
         

         
         “She didn’t tell you who I was?”

         
         I shook my head.

         
         “Interesting.” Sal had some kind of wall behind her, fake wood paneling from the seventies. She must be in the Mind the Boom
            office. Without her eye patch in place, her bionic eye scanned across the screen, occasionally causing red light flares across
            the camera lens. “I was led to understand that there would be only one of you.”
         

         
         “I’m Raptorlet, and this is my team,” I said, though it wasn’t technically true of Naomi. “Whatever Jessie intended for me
            to learn, they can know, too. Why did Jessie tell me to activate this protocol and what does a supervillain bar have to do
            with any of this?”
         

         
         “Hold on a second. I hate talking to a camera.” Sal did something offscreen that made the buzzing around us change in pitch.

         
         I blinked, and I was standing in the middle of Mind the Boom. For one panicked second, I thought I’d somehow ʼported there,
            but the buzzing never changed. Hologram, I realized, looking about. There was the tacky nautical-themed décor, the fish nets
            and faded giant crabs and starfish. The booth layout had changed since the last time I’d been in the bar. The Hostage Girl
            selfie wall of fame remained stubbornly fixed in place. I chose not to look at it, even though Naomi wandered over. Thirty
            Polaroids of an unconscious me with shutter-happy supervillains was something I’d only needed to see once in my life.
         

         
         “Neat trick,” I said to Sal’s hologram, who stood by the bar, now bearing an eye patch.

         
         “It helps me feel more at home. Take a seat, if you like.”

         
         I chose one of the shorter servers, which had been disguised as a bar stool. “You didn’t answer my question. Why does this
            base have a direct connection to a supervillain bar?”
         

         
         “You think Mind the Boom is just a bar?” She chuckled.

         
         Well, now I didn’t.
         

         
         “I wish this were an actual bar,” Naomi said. “Like less than an hour ago, I had tiny robots in my bloodstream. I could use
            a drink.”
         

         
         Angélica remained standing with her arms folded over her chest, though I could see her injured leg quivering subtly. “Who
            are you to Jessie?” she asked Sal.
         

         
         “We’re colleagues. She installed me at Mind the Boom seven years ago. I’m its guardian and Chicago’s greatest kept secret.
            Only her assistant knew.” Sal mimicked Angélica’s stance. “Guess I’d better show you the video.”
         

         
         Sal snapped her fingers and the hologram shifted until one of the old monitors on the wall became visible, right in the middle
            of a tacky orange life saver. Footage began to roll. A very young Kurt Davenport stepped into frame, leading a group of men
            and women around an industrial park in some kind of tour. From the suits and the graininess, I placed the time line somewhere
            in the fifties or sixties.
         

         
         The woman in the floral print dress and cat eye glasses at his side made me and Angélica take simultaneous deep breaths. Rita
            had been a brunette in her youth. She smiled playfully at the investors, apparently the coquettish young miss. Angélica and
            I both shifted uncomfortably as the camera followed the tour, stopping at various labs to point out new inventions. A mechanical
            arm stole Kurt Davenport’s watch at one point, to the delight of those gathered around him.
         

         
         “Why are we watching this?” I asked, and Naomi shushed me.

         
         In the next clip, I recognized Drs. Sarah Mann and Victor Singh showing a set of controls. The camera panned over the gigantic,
            state-of-the-air sterile room behind them, though I had no idea what that could mean. With Kurt standing proudly between them,
            there stood three of the members of the Feared Five. Invisible Victor, Phantom Fuel, and the original Raptor.
         

         
         When a woman with a voluminous bob stepped forward and began to ask questions of the two scientists, I recognized the fourth
            member: Gail Garson, intrepid reporter. They were only missing the Cheetah.
         

         
         This must have been the explosion that had started the Feared Five’s powers.

         
         “Dr. Mann and Dr. Singh were on the edge of a new breakthrough in sustainable energy,” Sal said. “Gail Garson and a cameraman
            were allowed to be on-site the first time they fired up the experiment. In fact, they kept most of the staff away, too, so
            the facility was mostly empty that night. Both scientists, the owner and his young wife, a reporter, a cameraman, and a security
            guard. Who, unbeknownst to the others, had ordered a pizza.”
         

         
         The video changed to a clip of Dr. Mann firing up the machine. Light emanated from the center of that clean room beyond the
            controls, growing brighter and brighter until the screen went white. There wasn’t any sound to accompany the video, but all
            three of us flinched at the inevitable explosion.
         

         
         The origin of the Feared Five. And Rita Detmer.

         
         The picture returned within seconds. Blurry and out of focus, it tilted like the camera had been knocked askew. In the foreground,
            I could see a body, indistinct at this distance, but it wasn’t difficult to imagine that it might be the unfortunate cameraman.
         

         
         Beyond the body, the explosion had turned into a giant fireball before everything had gone white. It should have vanished,
            or finished combusting. But it remained, a giant, swirling vortex of orange-and-red power. Sparks shot from it, scoring burn
            marks along the walls of the clean room. Dr. Mann, glasses broken, had both hands raised to the vortex-explosion, straining
            mightily. We watched Dr. Singh, his body flickering in and out like a bad signal, suddenly warp to the other side of the room,
            and the explosion turned the same blue as his powers.
         

         
         The body in the foreground moved. Not the cameraman, I saw, but Kurt Davenport with a bleeding gash over his left eye. He
            looked over his shoulder, shouted soundlessly at the scientists, and then turned back to the camera. Grimly, he turned it
            off.
         

         
         “What the hell was that?” I asked, standing up and pointing even though the video had been replaced by the hologram of the
            life saver. “That thing. That explosion. What was it?”
         

         
         “It’s what Rita Detmer is looking for,” Sal said. “We call it the Provenance.”

         
         “It was a little big to fit inside Mind the Boom,” Naomi said. She glanced at Angélica and me for affirmation. “Right? I wasn’t
            imagining how massive that thing was?”
         

         
         “It’s only grown bigger,” Sal said. “Dr. Mann and Dr. Singh spent the rest of their lives attempting to stabilize it, and
            so far their methods have worked. But it has the potential, if unleashed, to destroy all of Chicago. Seven years ago, it was
            moved to a new facility. I was put in place as Mind the Boom’s proprietor and the Provenance’s guardian. The only safe way
            to reach it is through me.”
         

         
         Silence fell as we all gaped at her.

         
         “You’re telling me,” I said for the three of us, “that there’s a device out there capable of leveling an entire city, and
            we deliberately set up a supervillain bar over its access point?”
         

         
         “Yes,” Sal said.

         
         “On purpose. We did that intentionally,” I said, just to make sure.

         
         She gave me a patient look.

         
         “How,” Naomi asked, “are we not dead?”

         
         “The best way to hide something is in plain sight. And up ’til now, it’s worked. But it looks like our time’s run out.” She
            reached under the bar and pulled out a shotgun, craning her neck to look out the windows at something the hologram didn’t
            show. She aimed at the door. “Hope you read the files on Rita, Raptor. You’re going to need them.”
         

         
         The door to the bar slammed open, and people in bright costumes began pouring in. Sal fired off two shots. She launched herself
            into the air, flying across the bar. As she did, she burst into purple flame, barreling straight for the door as Rita Detmer
            stepped inside.
         

         
         The hologram flickered and died, leaving us in the old base, stunned speechless.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 22

         
         “Sal!” I leapt forward even though I knew Sal and the villains were hundreds of miles away. In the echo of emptiness left
            behind, my heart pounded. If Raptor and a hundred other HEX members couldn’t take out Rita Detmer, Sal the Bartender didn’t
            have a hope in hell of doing so either. Even though she’d burst into flame—and something seemed eerily familiar about that—she
            couldn’t fight Rita on her own.
         

         
         Which meant we didn’t have long.

         
         I turned to Angélica, whose face had settled into grim determination. As one, we glanced at Naomi.

         
         “Go, go,” she said, already running for the door. “Don’t wait for me, I know my way out.”

         
         Angélica phased first, and I followed on her heels. She had to pause at the end of every phase so I blitzed past her, gathering
            energy with every turn. Mercifully, I didn’t even hit the corner I normally clipped even at regular speed. I phased right
            into the center of the hub, stopping in front of Eddie. Paperwork flew up in a vortex around me as I unleashed the energy.
            I heard a coffee mug crack and wanted to wince.
         

         
         “We’ve got a problem,” I said. “Rita’s in Chicago.”

         
         “You think?” Eddie gave me a thoroughly peevish look as he pointed at the monitors.

         
         I glanced over, then did a double take. I recognized that Ferris wheel. Even worse, I recognized several of the people that
            had been chained to the exterior of it. Just like I knew most of the brightly colored uniforms guarding the sky around said
            hostages and Ferris wheel.
         

         
         How the hell had Rita’s people gotten the hostages out of New York and onto the Centennial Wheel at Navy Pier so quickly?
            They hadn’t even been abducted that long ago.
         

         
         “I appreciate the update,” Eddie went on sarcastically, “but we’ve got other things to worry about, go back to your corner
            and—”
         

         
         “Rita’s not at Navy Pier,” I said.

         
         Angélica finally reached us. She glanced about at the still-settling tornado of papers and broken ceramics I’d kicked up.
            “Rita’s at Mind the Boom,” she told Eddie without preamble.
         

         
         “Oh, she’s having a drink, is she?” Eddie said.

         
         Curse the Davenports and their penchant for keeping secrets away from each other. “Navy Pier is just a distraction. The real
            target is Mind the Boom,” I said.
         

         
         “This distraction,” Eddie said, emphasizing every syllable of the word, “happens to include the mayor and half of the city
            council of New York City, all of whom are currently dangling from a Ferris wheel that I’m not entirely sure is safe on its
            own. So pardon me if I treat it as a priority.”
         

         
         I ignored the dig about the Centennial Wheel—if there was one thing Chicagoans knew, it was architecture—and stepped into
            his path. “I’m telling you, Mind the Boom has to be the bigger priority. Send everybody you can there. Right now.”
         

         
         “You—” He broke off as every news channel cut to the multicolored off-the-air slate. “Good lord, what now?”

         
         The screens filled with shaky handheld footage of the Centennial Wheel, gleaming in the midafternoon sun. The camera zoomed
            in on a man in his midforties chained to one of the cars near the top. “Greetings,” said Mr. Midas, who had somehow broken
            out of Davenport custody. “Everybody, meet Dennis. He’s a waiter. He’s one of you. Just a normal, average Joe. Nothing special.”
            The camera scuffled about.
         

         
         “Get me everything you have on Dennis,” Eddie barked at his team.

         
         Mr. Midas appeared in front of the camera. “Soon, I’m going to set this entire wheel on fire. See Dennis? Dennis will die
            a horrible, flaming death if you don’t listen to my demands.”
         

         
         “This is a distraction,” I said to Angélica, frustration making me want to stomp my feet.

         
         “Here are my demands,” Mr. Midas said, and began to list several fairly absurd requests. Why he wanted twenty-four ferrets,
            I didn’t want to know.
         

         
         “We need to go to Chicago,” Angélica said. “Grab what you need, and I’ll get the files on Rita. Meet me at the jet.”

         
         “—and the deed to at least twelve beachfront homes in Miami,” Mr. Midas said, finishing out his ransom demands. “I’m feeling
            a little pasty. Deliver all of these to the account listed at the bottom of the screen within three hours, and Dennis gets
            to live. Say hi, Dennis!” The last was shouted at the very terrified man dangling from the top of the Ferris wheel.
         

         
         Needless to say, Dennis did not wave back.

         
         “Oh, and one more thing,” Mr. Midas said as I stalked toward the armory. “Bring me Hostage Girl.”

         
         As one, everybody in the room turned to look at me. My pulse had frozen temporarily at the sound of my old handle. I scoffed.
            “I’m going, I’m going,” I said before Eddie could speak. “Chicago, Navy Pier. I’ve got it.”
         

         
         I phased out before anybody could think of grabbing me to ensure that I hadn’t been lying.

         
         But of course I was lying. I wasn’t going to Navy Pier at all. Somebody had to stop Rita from getting to the Provenance, wherever
            it was. And I had a horrible, sinking, doomed feeling that somebody might end up being me.
         

         
         I grabbed the Raptor armor and every single gadget that I thought might be helpful from the armory. I must have looked ridiculous,
            a tiny woman buried under three bulging bags of gear. When I swung into the jet, I found not only Angélica, but Naomi and
            Kiki waiting for me there, too. Vicki flew in right behind me, bumping her shoulder against a jump seat. Guy, in his Blaze
            gear, hopped up the ramp.
         

         
         “Hail, hail,” Vicki said, stealing the copilot seat, “the gang’s all here.”

         
         Angélica gave her a dirty look and reached up to shut the hatch. Right before she did, I heard “Wait up! I’m coming, too!”

         
         Rodrigo hauled himself up and squeezed through the last foot of space as the ramp closed. He wore his armor, and smelled vaguely
            of sewage and Hudson River water. “We’re going to Navy Pier, right?” he asked as Angélica punched the engine, sending the
            jet skyward.
         

         
         “Not quite,” said a new voice, and all of us jumped as Jeremy’s avatar appeared in the middle of the jet. He looked at me.
            “That’s right, isn’t it? We’re not going to Navy Pier. We’re taking on the big kahuna.”
         

         
         Rita would hate that nickname. “I’m not sure,” I said. “I need to do some research.”

         
         Vicki gave me a disbelieving look. Research? Before a battle? I could only shrug at her as I made my way up to the front of
            the cockpit, stepping through Jeremy’s avatar—we’d never had this many people in the Raptorjet before—so I could reach Angélica.
            “Did you find those files?” I asked.
         

         
         She held them up over her shoulder. One was marked Fearless and the other Provenance. How Rita had missed finding the latter while ransacking the base, I didn’t know. I shoved that file at Naomi and snagged
            a jump seat, flipping open Rita’s file instead.
         

         
         “What’s happening?” Guy asked.

         
         “Rita’s using Navy Pier as a distraction. She’s actually after something in, possibly below, or adjacent to Mind the Boom.”

         
         “The supervillain bar?” Rodrigo asked. “She wants a drink at a time like this?”

         
         “Hell, I want a drink at a time like this,” Kiki said, looking more than a little harassed. Having to perform surgery on her girlfriend
            on the same day she’d discovered a mole out to get her in her own company—not the first time this had happened—had clearly
            begun to take a toll.
         

         
         “There’s a wet bar in the back,” I said, studying the first page of Rita’s file. It listed her birth date, maiden name, and
            hometown. She’d apparently been born about two miles from where I’d grown up. God, I hoped that wasn’t a sign that we were
            somehow fatalistically linked. Raze was enough of a mortal enemy. I skipped past all of the details about her young marriage
            to Kurt Davenport, the birth of the twins, and then focused on everything listed in the file from the explosion onward. She’d
            been pregnant with Marcus at the time of the explosion, I realized with horror, glancing once toward Kiki. Kiki’s father had
            been present, even if he could never possibly remember it.
         

         
         Had that led to the Villain Syndrome?

         
         The next page was where things grew more terrifying. Psychiatrist notes described a woman who grew ever more calculating and
            erratic. They noted an obsession with the explosion at the lab, which wasn’t unusual in itself. The focus on that obsession,
            though, began to give the doctor some concern. Rita Detmer somehow believed that it was incomplete and needed to see it through.
            His notes indicated that he thought Rita might be in danger of displaying pyromaniacal tendencies.
         

         
         It wasn’t a bad conclusion, based on what he was working with. For Rita, a loss of empathy followed, then signs of emotional
            detachment, and disassociation. Her family seemed to be her only touchstone. A prescribed course of rehabilitation listed
            made me grateful we no longer lived in that time period as I flipped the page.
         

         
         Finally, I reached the page listing her powers. Near invulnerability—I knew that much. Enhanced speed: I’d experienced that
            myself. The words Suspected Precognition jumped out at me. No wonder fighting Rita had always been like trying to fight my own shadow. She’d known ahead of time what
            I was going to do. She’d never have to fear a single opponent. Fearless.
         

         
         The name finally clicked.

         
         I groaned out loud, which made all conversation in the jet cabin abruptly cease. “What is it?” Guy asked.

         
         “She’s precognitive!”

         
         “Duh,” Rodrigo said. “It’s why she’s Fearless. Did you not know that? Have you not read her file?”

         
         “I was kind of hoping she’d die of old age in prison so I wouldn’t ever need to,” I said. “How the hell do you fight somebody
            who knows what you’re about to do?”
         

         
         “Hit them a lot?” Vicki asked, which didn’t surprise me, as that neatly encapsulated her preferred strategy.

         
         “Overwhelm them with numbers,” Angélica said.

         
         As a plan, it wasn’t a bad idea, except: “This is why she always surrounds herself with so many allies,” I said. “Split the
            attackers, make sure no more than one or two can be fighting her at the same time.”
         

         
         “Bad news,” Naomi said. She held up the file on the Provenance. “I figured out where this thing is being kept.”

         
         “Well?” I said.

         
         “It’s under Navy Pier.”

         
         So we were actually going to Navy Pier. Guess I hadn’t lied to Eddie after all.

         
         “Phantom Fuel and Invisible Victor apparently spent the rest of their lives trying to extinguish the Provenance or at least
            stabilize it,” Naomi said, flipping through the old xeroxed pages. She began laying them out on the floor to form a complete
            diagram. “They never quite got there, so instead they built a force field to keep it contained.”
         

         
         “Why under Navy Pier?” I asked. “Why near so many tourists?”

         
         Naomi put down another sheet of paper, this one a crudely drawn map. She stabbed at it with her finger. “It needs constant
            power, but it also needs to not draw attention. Hydraulic power, in particular. It’s being fueled by the Chicago Harbor Lock.”
         

         
         It took me a few seconds to process that. I’d been through the Chicago Harbor Lock a few times, on the very rare occasion
            I’d made it out onto Lake Michigan on a friend’s boat. Everybody who went from the Chicago River to the lake had to pass through
            the lock. It was supposed to be an engineering marvel that raised and lowered the water level as boats entered and left, keeping
            the river clean and sending all of our waterborne diseases down to St. Louis.
         

         
         “The good news,” Naomi went on, “is that Phantom Fuel and Invisible Victor were supergeniuses and the force field is really
            stable. They’ve got fail-safes on top of fail-safes. I don’t think even Rita has the ability to deactivate it.”
         

         
         “What if she blows up the harbor lock?” Guy asked. “Does that mean the explosion would take out the pier?”

         
         Naomi pulled out more engineering diagrams, passing those directly to me. “In the event the Provenance overwhelms the field
            or the power is cut, it gets catapulted straight through these doors here—” she pointed to them on the drawing “—and shot
            out like a cannonball. It’s slated to go fifty miles in like, twelve seconds, so maybe don’t be standing in the way if everything
            goes wrong.”
         

         
         “What’s fifty miles away?” Vicki asked.

         
         “The deepest part of Lake Michigan that the Provenance could reach without exploding,” I said, as the drawings were beginning
            to make sense to me. I handed them back to Naomi and sat down, running my hands through my hair. “So best-case scenario: Sal
            has stopped Rita, we don’t have to worry about anything, and we can all go home and get some rest.”
         

         
         “Hey,” Jeremy said.

         
         “Except for Jeremy, who needs to go collect his nanobots from the now-traumatized infected citizens on the Ferris wheel,”
            I said without missing a beat. “But yay, everybody’s happy, and this crisis is over. Worst-case scenario is Rita follows through
            on her lifelong obsession, destroys the force field, and sets the Provenance off. Bye, Chicago. Hello, new world superpowers
            for everyone who survives the nuclear winter.”
         

         
         “Let’s . . . not let the worst-case scenario happen,” Kiki said. “Davenport’s already nearing capacity as it is.”

         
         “We’ll do our best,” Guy said, patting her shoulder.

         
         “Hey, not to be a downer, but I’ve got more bad news,” Vicki said from the copilot seat.

         
         I squeezed between Guy and Naomi to get a look at the holoscreen Vicki had pulled up. While we’d been reviewing the files,
            she’d apparently been making use of the Raptor-drones in Chicago, for they circled over Bucktown.
         

         
         What had once been Mind the Boom was now a smoking crater. Two people in bright yellow and green stood in the middle of the
            rubble, arms crossed over their chests. As we watched, one attempted to fire-bolt the drone out of the sky. No way in hell
            was a hologram going to fix all of that, I thought, my stomach tightening as I studied the debris.
         

         
         There was no sign of Rita or Sal.

         
         “That entrance looks like it might be a no go,” Guy said, frowning. “Are you sure there’s no other way to get to the Provenance?”

         
         “Sal said that was the only safe way and . . .” I paused. Safe. That meant there had to be a risky way. I slipped back and
            snatched up the engineering drawings. Underneath those were plans for the harbor lock, which I scanned until I finally found
            it.
         

         
         God bless the Davenports and their ever-expanding nest of secrets, honestly.

         
         “There’s another way in,” I said. “But it doesn’t look very big. In fact, I’d say only a very small person could fit through.”

         
         “So what’s the problem?” Guy asked.

         
         “It’s deep underwater,” I said. I’d never been a strong swimmer, even before I’d become physically dense. Neither Guy nor
            Vicki would fit through the little entrance. And Jeremy wasn’t powerful enough to take on the villains within the stronghold
            alone. It would need to be me. “That’s not really my preferred milieu.”
         

         
         From the back of the Raptorjet came the sound of a throat clearing and then Rodrigo swaggered up. “I believe,” he said, “that
            my time has come.”
         

         
         My stomach sank like I would when dropped into water. Tactically, it made sense. I could hold my breath, but not that long.
            If the door proved difficult to open or unforeseen circumstances arose, I’d be completely out of my depth. And this really
            was where Shark-man excelled.
         

         
         But I absolutely did not want to face Rita’s worst minions—and definitely not Rita herself—with only Sharkbait for backup.

         
         But it looked like I wouldn’t have a choice.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 23

         
         Miracles apparently could happen: in a small jet hurtling toward Chicago at a blistering pace, carrying within it six superheroes
            and one journalist, we came up with a plan—and every single one of us agreed with it. Even Rodrigo.
         

         
         Naomi met my eyes and raised her eyebrows over that one, but it didn’t surprise me. Sharkbait could be placated with a good
            water fight every time. So many took place on dry land, he liked to complain. It was like wet-lander oppression.
         

         
         But since this plan would start with the two of us dropping into Lake Michigan and sneaking by the battle on Navy Pier, he
            was fairly vibrating with excitement. Guy, who had his arms folded over his chest both to save space and to fight off his
            displeasure, didn’t seem nearly as satisfied. He’d wanted to go to Navy Pier, but somebody needed to take on the two supervillains
            guarding the destroyed entrance at Mind the Boom. And he was more familiar with it than Vicki.
         

         
         We all put in earpieces as we finalized the details. Angélica planned to fly to the Nest and provide support—and hopefully
            keep Naomi far away from the fight. Jeremy would focus on getting nanobots out of the people on the Ferris wheel if he could.
            Vicki would be Vicki, providing all the shock and awe needed to give Jeremy space and do his work. We plotted it out with
            great cheer, even some gallows humor, but underneath it all lay an uncomfortable truth: if Guy was unable to get through the
            Mind the Boom entrance and the hatch to get inside was as small as we expected, I would be facing Rita alone.
         

         
         One final Fearless and Raptor fight. Final because there was close to an absolute chance that I would be a Gail-shaped grease
            stain under her boot before the day was out.
         

         
         “Three-minute warning,” Angélica called through the cockpit.

         
         At two minutes before the launch, Guy pulled me to the back of the jet and kissed me like he feared one of us might actually
            die. Since I kind of agreed with him, I kissed him back.
         

         
         Both of us glared at Rodrigo when he gagged loudly.

         
         “You know,” I said to Rodrigo as Guy pulled his mask down, “there’s a reason nobody likes you.”

         
         “Please,” he said. “There are like ninety.”

         
         I couldn’t exactly argue with that. I clicked my tongue to call the Raptor mask into place and joined the group gathered at
            the exit ramp, breathing the way Jessie had always taught me to suppress the nerves.
         

         
         Rodrigo began fidgeting when Angélica called out a thirty-second warning. “What are you doing now?” I asked.

         
         “I’m aquatic. Sharks do not fly through the air,” he said, attempting to look dignified.
         

         
         “Don’t worry,” I said. “It’ll be quick whether or not I get it right.”

         
         From the sour glare, it was obvious that he didn’t appreciate the humor. The light over the rear hatch switched to yellow,
            so I gave Guy one last look and took a deep breath. As soon as it turned green, I yanked Rodrigo close and launched us both
            into empty air.
         

         
         Rodrigo screamed. I didn’t blame him this time.

         
         I waited until the water was inches away from my boots before I released both of us out of the phase, sending all of the gathered
            energy straight down. Water fountained in all directions right before we hit. If he was at all stunned, Rodrigo didn’t show
            it. He immediately began to descend, so fast that my ears popped.
         

         
         I clutched the armor’s dorsal fin for dear life and held my breath, wanting to preserve the suit’s small air tank as much
            as I could. Water rushed by. Rodrigo kept his arms pinned to the side, knifing through the water like the shark he claimed
            as his mascot. Deep under the surface, the mottled gray armor camouflaged him. Witnessing his abilities in person, I could
            see why San Francisco hadn’t been successfully attacked from the ocean in years. Didn’t make him any less of a jerk, though.
         

         
         The blueprints for the holding facility had included the back door entrance, disguised as a vent. They hadn’t included details
            on how to access it, but if I knew Jessie, there would be deterrents. To keep from being spotted, we’d been dropped a mile
            from the pier, which Rodrigo claimed he could traverse in under five minutes. Jeremy and Vicki, leading an assault on the
            supervillains holding the hostages on the pier, would be at least three minutes into their own fight by the time we arrived.
         

         
         I wasn’t sure if the lack of explosions as we approached the access point could be considered a good thing or not. Rodrigo
            slowed his pace abruptly, nearly throwing me forward through the water, but I held on. I shot him an annoyed look that I hoped
            he could read through the mask.
         

         
         Where? he signed to me.
         

         
         I held up a finger as my mask scanned the nearby topographical area for any abnormalities. After an agonizing thirty seconds—still
            no explosions from above, what was taking Vicki so long?—my scanners pinged on a small tunnel, mostly hidden by rocks. I pointed,
            and Rodrigo swam off without me. I rolled my eyes as I followed him.
         

         
         At least he managed to clear most of the rocks before I got there. He went in before I could tell him to wait for me to scan
            the place, so I didn’t have much choice but to follow. My mask switched to the nightscope as we left daylight behind. Given
            how narrow the tunnel was, all I could really see were the soles of Rodrigo’s Crocs as he swam in front of me.
         

         
         Pressure built in my ears, which told me we were descending. And it kept building, even as the depth gauge in my suit remained
            steady.
         

         
         What the . . .

         
         I heard a hissing sound and saw a stream of bubbles shoot out of the top of the pipe over Rodrigo’s back. Instinctively, I
            grabbed his ankle to yank him toward me. He must have had some kind of sharky precognitive senses of his own, for he twisted.
            The dart missed him by millimeters and embedded itself into the pipe below. Hard enough to pierce armor, I realized.
         

         
         Rodrigo looked from the dart to my face and mouthed a word that I didn’t need to hear to understand. I lunged forward, hugging
            his ankles, and he shot off. We hurtled along, Rodrigo doggedly twisting and dodging every time the pipe spat out a geyser
            of bubbles, the prelude to another dart. I could only hold on and hope he knew what he was doing.
         

         
         Whoever had designed this access point was an absolute sadist. We made it through the first tunnel with only one mishap, and
            I definitely did not like the way Rodrigo’s eyes had flashed red at the sight of the blood around the dart piercing my shoulder.
            A whirlpool nearly sucked us into the floor in the second tunnel. I came close to getting electrocuted—twice. And if it weren’t
            for my unnaturally fast reflexes, Rodrigo would probably have been chopped in half. When we finally reached an underwater
            chamber and climbed out of the water, I wanted to sag in relief. But there wasn’t time: we found the hatch, but the access
            panel next to it required a code.
         

         
         Rodrigo shook himself like a dog. “I don’t suppose you magically know that code,” he said.

         
         “No, but Angélica might.” I toggled on my comms. “Are you back at the Nest yet, Angélica?”

         
         “Little busy,” she said. “What do you need?”

         
         I activated the suit camera at my shoulder and pointed it at the access panel. “Is this in Jessie’s records anywhere?”

         
         “Try 0000,” Rodrigo suggested.

         
         “No, don’t do—” I sighed as he reached around me and punched in the numbers “—that.”

         
         “Huh,” he said. “It didn’t work.”

         
         Not only did it not work: in the distance I heard a crashing sound. I whirled just in time to see a door slam down over the
            tunnel, locking us in. My stomach dropped to my knees and stayed there as water began to pour from a hatch in the ceiling.
            A lot of water. Filling the room very fast.
         

         
         “Huh,” Rodrigo said again.

         
         “If I know Jessie, the access panel is a trick,” Angélica said as water reached our ankles.

         
         “Decoy?” I asked, my heart hammering. I shoved down the instinctive terror and methodically began to run my hands over the
            walls, feeling for a secret latch.
         

         
         “What are you doing?” Rodrigo said.

         
         “The real access panel is somewhere. Help me look!”

         
         He stuck his hand against the wall. “Oh, here it is.”

         
         Of course he’d found it on the first try. I didn’t waste time being annoyed, instead hurrying over through the knee-high water.
            A retinal scanner greeted me.
         

         
         “God, I hope Jessie put me on the access list,” I said, clicking my mask open. I put my chin on the strap and tried not to
            flinch as it scanned my eye. If we couldn’t get through the door, I was royally screwed. My air tank had been almost depleted
            on the trip to the hatch. Even if we did get the tunnel back open, no way would I make it to the surface.
         

         
         My heart began to pound. What was taking so long? Why was it—

         
         The scanner blinked over from red to green. Instantly, the water stopped, and I heard the tunnel door slide open.

         
         The access hatch clicked and opened a miserly inch. Relief nearly made me dizzy.

         
         I yanked Rodrigo back and went first, hauling myself up since it was nearly at shoulder height. The hatch led into a supply
            closet full of cleaning supplies. I pulled my stun gun out of its holster and signaled to Rodrigo that I’d go first.
         

         
         “Yeah, not gonna fight you on that,” he said, not bothering to whisper.

         
         I shushed him.

         
         “You realize Fearless could be on the other side of that door?” he asked, mercifully lowering his voice. “What’s it matter
            when we’re about to die anyway?”
         

         
         “Thanks, Captain Optimist,” I said.

         
         He scowled. “Captain Optimist works in Oakland, and I’m clearly from—”

         
         I didn’t bother to shush him; instead I eased open the door and peered out. A cinder-block hallway lay beyond, lit by humming
            fluorescent lights. The air tasted faintly electric, like a moment before a very close lightning strike. I’d felt the same
            way standing close to Jeremy’s avatar. That was . . . concerning. But the coast seemed clear, so I stepped out and began creeping
            down the hallway.
         

         
         “Made it inside,” I said over the comms. “No sign of any supervill—spoke too soon. Dammit.”

         
         A butch woman in a Roman breastplate, helmet, and an old-timey little skirt rushed from one side of the hallway. On the other,
            a man in a red cape and mask that looked like a red chess piece hurtled toward us with his mace out. They had definitely been
            waiting for us.
         

         
         Rodrigo and I immediately moved back-to-back. I wound up facing Gladiatrixie as she charged me with her legionnaire shield
            and spear. I hadn’t fought her before, but Jessie had, and the suit spit out a list of her weaknesses. She clipped my chin
            hard enough with her shield that I saw stars, but twenty furious seconds later, she lay out cold on the tile. I turned to
            help Rodrigo in time to watch him head-butt the Red Sentinel to the ground. “Which way?” he asked, panting.
         

         
         “Follow me.” No need to worry about stealth, not with the war cry Gladiatrixie had let out. With every step, that feeling
            of being close to something electric and dangerous only increased until it was a low-key chant in the back of my head that
            something in the air was wrong. The Mobium in my system, always focused on keeping me alive, wanted me as far from this place as possible. I only ran faster.
         

         
         Right as we reached the corner, the tiles beneath our feet shook. My shoulder hit the wall and I grunted, bracing myself until
            the shaking stopped. “What the hell was that?” I asked over the comms.
         

         
         “No idea. All of the readings at the Nest are going haywire, but there was a huge energy spike—”
         

         
         “She’s at the Provenance,” I said, running again. Following the map in my head, I rounded the corner to one of the server
            rooms and skidded to a halt.
         

         
         Wrestling Maniac blocked the door on the opposite side of the room, a wide smile on his face as he cracked his knuckles. His
            unitard seemed even sparklier than ever. On his left, the woman from the raid on the secret Feared Five base hovered a good
            three feet off the floor, her arms encased in sleeves of golden fire. My mask ID’d the villain on the right as the Ack-Man
            I’d taken out with one hit on that rooftop weeks ago. He seemed to have gotten all of his toys back.
         

         
         None of that worried me as much as the two chairs in the center of the room, each containing a bound and unconscious woman.
            No wonder there hadn’t been any sign of Brook in the past couple of days. Rita’s goons likely hadn’t taken her defection too
            well. Even unconscious she looked pissed off. In the chair next to her, Sal appeared to have survived the assault on Mind
            the Boom remarkably unscathed.
         

         
         Until her skin flickered and for a brief second, another, much more bloodied woman sat in the chair. Her head was slumped,
            so at this distance, I couldn’t make out her features. Another flicker and she was Sal again.
         

         
         Huh.

         
         “Raptor. Sharkie,” Wrestling Maniac said, spreading his arms. I snapped my gaze back to him. “Welcome to our trap.”

         
         “You’re not supposed to say it’s a trap,” Rodrigo said.
         

         
         The ground shook again, and I did a quick calculation. Three of them, two of us. Collateral in the middle to make us cautious.
            The odds could be worse, but they also weren’t great. I pushed my shoulders back, ready to launch an attack at Wrestling Maniac.
            I’d shoot Ack-Man with the stun gun on the way, two birds with one stone.
         

         
         But Rodrigo said, “You go on, I’ve got this.”

         
         “Huh? And leave you?”

         
         “Please. This isn’t even a challenge.”

         
         Before I could argue, the ground shook again, hard enough to send Sal’s chair tipping over. Her head lolled. Leaving her and
            Brook for Rodrigo to save didn’t exactly sit well with me, but if somebody didn’t get to Rita before she deactivated the force
            field, there wouldn’t be anything left to rescue.
         

         
         “Got it,” I said. When Rodrigo charged, I followed half a step behind him—and phased right at Wrestling Maniac. He grinned,
            a folding chair appearing in his hands as he saw me coming.
         

         
         I executed a textbook hairpin turn and whiffed right past him. The back of my neck and my shoulders burned as gold flame arced
            toward me, but I only threw more momentum into the phase, shooting straight across the room. I crashed through the door and
            ducked into an automatic roll—only to slam right into a pair of red velvet boots.
         

         
         Overhead, Rita Detmer laughed.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 24

         
         Rita reached down, quick as a snake, grabbed a handful of my armor, and dangled me off the ground.

         
         I fired three stun bolts into her chest. She didn’t even flinch. When I lashed out at her, though, she dodged and dropped
            me. She adjusted her helm with indulgent patience as I danced back, arms held in a ready fight stance. “You certainly took
            your time getting here,” she said.
         

         
         “Here” proved to be completely terrifying even without the famous supervillain in the middle of it. That electrical feeling
            of wrongness grew so overwhelming that nausea crawled an oily path along my stomach and up my spine. It emanated from the
            center of this very large room, where an octagonal pedestal rose from the floor. In the air, floating over it, was the Provenance,
            a swirling, screaming round tornado of static and flame.
         

         
         It had tripled in size from the Provenance I’d seen in the old videos. The pedestal was ringed with projectors that hummed
            in a way that made my ears itch. A wavering see-through field of bright blue energy surrounded the Provenance, making it seem
            like a nightmarish snow globe.
         

         
         “Oh, Gail,” Rita said, and I jolted. She knew who I was. The Raptor armor hadn’t even fooled her. “I’ve missed you. I see
            you’ve recovered from your time in the Reset Room. I—”
         

         
         I attacked, hoping to catch her off guard, but she dodged out of the way easily. Her cape swirled behind her as she floated
            closer to the ceiling, theoretically out of my reach.
         

         
         I hurled six taser discs at her, one right after the other, but she merely flicked two of them out of the air and languorously
            pulled the one that hit from her skin, pinching it into dust between her fingers. She sighed. “You’re going to be dull now
            that you’ve officially joined the club, are you? I must say, I liked Hostage Girl better. I even got you a couple hostages
            outside, so you’d feel a little more at home.”
         

         
         Talking as the Raptor was strictly verboten, but she had already figured out who I was, so: “What the hell is your endgame
            here, lady?”
         

         
         Instead of answering me with a Villain Syndrome soliloquy I so hoped for, Rita smiled. The temperature in my armor plummeted.

         
         “So it is you after all,” she said.
         

         
         If I survived this, Jessie was going to have so many lectures on how not to give away my identity. I’d have to worry about
            that later, though, for the smile dropped away from Rita’s face, leaving a scarily blank expression behind, and she flew at
            me.
         

         
         I phased, but she caught me, turned, and flung me through the air. I saw the Provenance hurtling straight for my face. I hit
            the force field and everything smelled like burning. Pain raced through me; I fell backward and through sheer force of will
            phased to the ground before I could fall. Right before I hit the ground, Rita snatched my ankle, twisted, and flung me clear
            across the room the other way. Purple and red streaked by me. She blipped back in between the wall and me, grabbed my arm,
            and used my momentum to hurl me the other way.
         

         
         What the hell was she even doing? I hurtled through the air, trying to orient myself so I could phase out of this mess, when
            the streak passed me again. Rita’s palm slammed hard into the center of my back, pummeling me straight down into the floor.
            I hit belly first, hard enough to knock the breath from my lungs.
         

         
         Rita stepped on the side of my mask. “My daughter appears to be a very poor trainer,” she said, as I gritted my teeth. Her
            boot heel pressed into my cheek, even through my mask. “I expected much more of a fight.”
         

         
         This wasn’t a fight. This was a bored, evil cat playing with a petrified mouse.

         
         She had a point: Jessie would be pissed off at my lack of tactics. I might be scared out of my mind, but I’d been trained.
            Time to stop lying on the ground and do my damn job.
         

         
         “This younger generation of heroes, you’ve all gone soft,” Rita said as I calmed my mind and began to scope the area around
            me. “And that’s partially our fault—we raised you, didn’t we? But in truth, you shouldn’t have powers in the first place.
            It’s Davenport that caused it. And my job was always to finish it.”
         

         
         She was strong, so I’d need to hit hard. And fast, so I’d need to be faster. There was no way I could fight her at normal
            speed.
         

         
         “If Davenport hadn’t caused this,” Rita went on, her heel digging in deeper, “think of how many people wouldn’t have had to
            die. That security guard was the first casualty. And poor Gail Garson’s cameraman. I remember him. He was a dear.”
         

         
         Yes, I thought at her, staying silent and mentally gathering my strength. Take your time. Keep telling me about the old days.
            List the people who’ve died in detail.
         

         
         It would buy more time for others to get here. And for me to come up with a plan. Neither option looked terribly likely at
            the moment, since I could hear the sounds of fighting and battle cries from the other room where Shark-man fought off Rita’s
            minions.
         

         
         “They would all have gone on to live such normal lives,” Rita said. “Victor and Sarah and Gail. My husband. My children. Darling
            little Nigel most of all.”
         

         
         It was like a record scratch went off in my brain. Darling little Nigel? He’d been the Cheetah, and the only reason his life
            had ended was Rita herself. Over the years, Rita and Raptor had engaged in gigantic battles that spanned cities and left craters
            behind. But her deaths were usually collateral damage. She’d only ever deliberately gone after one superhero: the Cheetah.
            The resulting photograph, of Nigel dead in the center of Times Square with Rita standing over him, still made iconic photo
            lists to this day.
         

         
         So what made him different?

         
         He’d had the power to defeat her, I realized. A precognitive ability would never work against somebody who traveled too fast
            to be seen.
         

         
         All of a sudden, I had a plan. A very stupid, very dangerous plan.

         
         “You really are quite the wet rag, aren’t you?” Rita said, looking at her wristwatch. “If you’re playing possum to stall,
            I assure you nobody is coming to save—”
         

         
         I twisted, hooking my fingers behind her ankle and yanking hard enough to knock her off balance. In the split second she teetered,
            I lurched out from under her foot and phased as far as I could go. “Clever,” she said.
         

         
         I didn’t bother to answer. I sprang to my feet and ran away from her. She sped in front of me and clotheslined me neatly.
            I tumbled, then swiped back at her, doing everything I could to keep her from tossing me about. She didn’t even have the decency
            to flinch when I punched her.
         

         
         When she walloped me across the back, I cried out and stumbled. I let Rita land a particularly vicious kick to the shoulder,
            which sent spikes of pain up the side of my neck, and then I phased away like I was trying to retreat. She blurred past me
            to block the door.
         

         
         I had one quick glimpse of her empty face before I turned midphase, dodging her the way I’d done to Wrestling Maniac. I headed
            for the opposite wall, arriving in a blink and making another precise turn. Traveling across the city like I had earlier hadn’t
            required finesse, but this room was considerably smaller. I reached another wall, turned, and—
         

         
         Rita’s arm swiped across my front. All of the energy I’d been building flew out in all directions. I fell backward, but she
            also tumbled through the air a few feet. “I see what you’re doing,” she said.
         

         
         “Uh-huh,” was my witty rejoinder, and I phased again, beginning the strangest game of freeze tag I’d ever played in my life.
            I phased at random, my only goal to keep one step ahead of Rita. I zipped from one side of the room to the other. The faster
            I ran, the more every turn felt like fighting my way through Jell-O. Force built up in my bones, wanting release.
         

         
         I gritted my teeth and ran on. The room began to blur, objects turning fuzzy and indistinct. Colors began to melt together.
            My vision telescoped, black encroaching on the edges of my eyeballs.
         

         
         It was, I realized as an unholy amount of weight and power vibrated through my body, going to hurt so much. And I would need to do it soon. My turns were growing sloppier and more difficult, and I could feel all of my veins
            bulging under my armor. The room had gone completely indistinct, a Gaussian blur settling over everything.
         

         
         I phased on until the only thing I could see was Rita.

         
         With a scream, I made one final turn, and phased forward to body-slam Rita and unleash all the force into her.

         
         And too late, I realized where she was standing: right in front of the force field generator controls.

         
         Oh, shit.

         
         I hit her like a wrecking ball. All of the energy I’d gathered exploded out of me. For a millisecond, there was a perfect
            kind of absolute stillness, like we had become part of a painting. We were frozen in time while my shoulder and side struck
            Rita across the front, my mouth open in a silent scream. The hum and fizzle of the force field was oppressively loud in that
            suspended moment. My eyes stayed on the force field generator controls, even as I entertained one horrifying single thought:
            it was too late.
         

         
         And then time restarted and I unleashed all of the energy I’d built up. It radiated out of my core and ripped through me,
            leaving nothing but burning agony behind. My armor shattered. Rita slammed into the wall with a crunch, sliding down in a motionless heap.
         

         
         The shock wave traveled on. It hit the force field, which warped. It obliterated the controls. I landed hard on the ground
            as shards of metal and circuit board flew in a thousand directions. It sliced past my arms and face. Pain came in waves, bright
            red against my eyelids.
         

         
         “Gail? Gail!” Angélica’s voice broke through the haze. “Raptor, come in. Raptor, do you read me? My meters are going crazy.
            Raptor?”
         

         
         I tried to wheeze, but no sound emerged. When I sat up, my ribs let out a not-so-short scream. Broken. Again.

         
         Something crackled through the air over me. I turned my head. The force field had been blue, and kind of pretty, around the
            giant vortex of death. Now the field had become a great deal angrier. Streaks of blue lightning licked the air, emanating
            from the eight sides of the pedestal base of the Provenance. Bad, I realized. Very bad. The force field was dying.
         

         
         “Status report, Raptor,” Angélica said, her tone sounding she was repeating herself.

         
         Lightning forked out and hit the wall over the unmoving Rita’s head.

         
         “I don’t want to be alarmist,” I said with great difficulty, trying to sit up again and only managing because my vision temporarily
            went white, “but you said the Provenance had a fail-safe, right?”
         

         
         “Has she managed to breach the force field?” Angélica’s voice sharpened.

         
         “Sure, let’s go with that.” The lightning was growing in strength and intensity. It fried the couch, making fire sprout.

         
         Jaw clenched, ribs screaming, right arm useless, I climbed to my feet. Above me, terrifyingly close, the Provenance’s swirling
            sped up slightly. It definitely looked angrier. This thing was going to blow.
         

         
         What the hell had I done?

         
         I tasted ozone and instinctively phased out of the way, screaming. Lightning hit the ground where I’d been standing. “Rodrigo!”
            I shouted toward the other room. “Get out of here! It’s going to blow!”
         

         
         No answer. Maybe he’d already fled. My earpiece had gone silent. Panic and pain clogged at my throat. The longer I searched,
            the more furious the vortex grew. Red lights flashed all over the facility. Critical Mass blinked on the screens that still worked.
         

         
         And then I saw the button.

         
         Right over Rita’s body.

         
         I gritted my teeth and made my way over in a limping run. Every time I put my right foot down, my vision seesawed between
            white and black sparks.
         

         
         As I approached, Rita sat up.

         
         Oh, no.

         
         Her helm had been shattered by the hit, half of the cloth ripped away. For the first time ever, I saw actual pain on her face.
            She turned her head to look at me. I braced for her to toss me around, but she only smiled.
         

         
         “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” she said. “It’s finally happening.”

         
         “Yeah, not here it isn’t.” I edged closer to the button, my pulse jackhammering in my ears.

         
         She smiled, though it quickly became a grimace. “That’s fine. As long as it happens. That’s all I wanted, you know.”

         
         “I thought you wanted the fall of Davenport.” If I kept her talking, maybe she would ignore me trying to reach the button.

         
         “This will be the fall of Davenport.” Her eyes gleamed with mania as she turned her face toward the Provenance, which bathed her in unearthly
            red and yellow light. “Finally all will be right.”
         

         
         “Yeah, that’s enough nostalgia for now,” I said, moving a step closer.

         
         “The fail-safe will suck everything in this room out with it,” she said, and I went still. “You’ll never make it to the doorway
            in time.”
         

         
         Cold fear flooded me. If I could phase, I’d make it. But I could barely stand, let alone phase. Red lights flashed all over
            the room and reality struck: if I didn’t hit the fail-safe, the Provenance would explode and kill a lot of people. Including
            me.
         

         
         If I hit the fail-safe, I’d still be dead. But a lot of other people wouldn’t be.

         
         Being Hostage Girl and facing my own death so many times had probably given me a warped view of things, but a strange peace
            fell over me. I’d had a good run of things. And if I was going down fighting a villain, at least it was a proper one like
            Rita.
         

         
         She seemed to understand, for she smiled. Lightning scored a burn path over our heads, but she didn’t even flinch. “It was
            an honor fighting you, Hostage Girl.”
         

         
         “The name’s Raptor,” I said, and hit the button.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 25

         
         The force field blinked out of existence. A wall of pure roaring sound and heat crashed over me, making me stagger back, as
            the full force of the Provenance was uncaged. The very air seemed to vibrate at an intensity that made my body scream.
         

         
         Giant panels in the wall to my left sprang open, revealing a complicated mess of machines. I didn’t need to understand what
            it did to know that I should stay away from it, so I took off in the opposite direction, toward the door I’d smashed through
            earlier. Lightning from the Provenance popped and crackled through the air. It clipped my thigh and I cried out, stumbling
            and falling to the ground. Determined, I pushed myself to my feet, fighting through the warning klaxons and whirling red lights.
         

         
         “Warning, T minus ten seconds until launch initiation,” an announcement blared as I struggled across the room.

         
         With every step, the pressure and the vibration seemed to grow, until it felt like it would tear me apart. I would never make
            it in time. Teeth gritted, eyes watering, body screaming, I pushed onward, even with that knowledge. The Provenance grew louder
            and the taste of ozone became impossibly sharp, making my tongue want to wither. The countdown began as the pressure intensified,
            shoving down on my body.
         

         
         By the time it reached one, my vision had telescoped to almost pure blackness. I reached out and grabbed something within
            reach, holding on for dear life.
         

         
         When the voice announced, “Zero,” a giant hole in the wall behind me opened.

         
         The room depressurized all at once, fast enough to make me dizzy. I clung to the support beam I’d grabbed as the machine in
            the wall blew an amazing gust of force at the Provenance. In an instant, it was hurtled out into the water, vanishing with
            a giant sucking sound like a drain being pulled. My ears popped as I was ripped from the support beam. I shot backward, arms
            and legs flailing as I flew. I was about to be sucked into Lake Michigan in the path of the Provenance.
         

         
         This was how I would die.

         
         I braced for impact, squeezed my eyes closed—and something grabbed my ankle.

         
         The shock of a sudden stop made me scream as it abused every single injury I’d sustained. Everything went briefly white as
            I dangled in midair, pulled by the force but held back by something unseen. The roar built in a giant crescendo that threatened
            to overwhelm every single one of my senses.
         

         
         And then it all stopped. My body, no longer held up by the pull of the Provenance, abruptly dropped, swinging downward in
            an arc as whoever had caught my ankle let out a curse and tried to hold on. The machines died to a stuttering hum. From somewhere,
            I heard the gurgle of water. It sounded almost pleasant.
         

         
         “Gail? Gail!” Guy’s voice had never been more welcome to my ears. Distantly, as though he was at the end of a long tunnel
            rather than right beside me, I felt him pull me up, cradling me rather than holding my ankle. He hadn’t pushed his mask up,
            and he smelled like gunpowder. “Are you okay?”
         

         
         I whimpered.

         
         “Oh, thank god,” he said. “You’re alive.”

         
         “Rita,” I tried to say. I felt wind buffet my face and body, exacerbating every one of my injuries and making me groan. The
            world faded in and out like a broken signal. Hallways, rooms, everything flew by in a blur.
         

         
         And underneath it all, I heard Guy’s apologetic, “Sorry. I’m so sorry. It’ll be over soon, just hold on. I’m taking you to
            the Nest.”
         

         
         We hit open air, and everything became too bright and too real, making me whimper.

         
         “That’s good,” I said. “Wake me up when we get there.”

         
         And then I passed out.

         
          

         When I woke to the hum of machines and the sound of a heart rate monitor, for a second I forgot everything. I was back in
            Chicago in my days as Hostage Girl, groggily waiting for the pain to kick in so I could open my eyes and be informed by my
            doctor which supervillain had attacked me today. There was even a chance I’d open my eyes and see Jeremy sitting at my bedside.
         

         
         Reality and memory filtered in. For one thing, I could hear the machines more clearly than I ever had in my old life. But
            when I did open my eyes, Jeremy was there.
         

         
         He was also bright green.

         
         “Good morning, sunshine,” he said in a voice that sounded like his own, run through an electronic filter. “Did you have a
            good nap?”
         

         
         “How long was I out?” I said in a rusty voice.

         
         “Three months.”

         
         “Three m-months?” My eyes flew open. I tried to sit up, but my torso throbbed, and I sagged into the mattress with a groan. “I’ve been unconscious
            for three months?”
         

         
         “Nah,” Jeremy said.

         
         “Jeremy, I swear to god, I will kick your green ass—”

         
         “It was two weeks,” Jeremy said. “I said three months so you’d get the panicking out of the way.”

         
         “I hate you,” I said without any rancor. “Why are you green? Where’s everybody else?”

         
         “I already sent a message to the others to let them know you’re awake. I’m just the watchdog since it’s three o’clock in the
            morning.” Jeremy propped his feet up on my hospital bed and leaned back. The humming, I realized, wasn’t entirely the machines.
            “And to answer your question: yes, I am now made out of nanobots. I’m state-of-the-art now. No longer a fleshbag. Speaking
            of which, how is your fleshbag body feeling?”
         

         
         “Not great, and describing it that way makes it sound really gross.”

         
         “That was the point.”

         
         I closed my eyes, as the lights felt a little too harsh against my corneas. Following Jessie’s training, I breathed deeply,
            gathering my senses. Two weeks in a coma. Not my longest stint by far, but incredibly inconvenient. An onslaught of memories
            hit at the same time. Rita’s terrifying face as she tossed me about like a rag doll. Phasing through the wall. The underwater
            tunnels. The Provenance. The way the world had turned black-and-white and narrowed impossibly as I’d phased.
         

         
         The absolute agony of unleashing all of that force and the way I’d felt it rip at my body. The Provenance growing in size,
            threatening to explode.
         

         
         The horror of knowing my actions had caused that.

         
         “Gail?” Jeremy asked, as I’d gone silent.

         
         I shook my head and opened my eyes, able to handle the light again. “How bad was it?”

         
         “Well, you need some serious reconstructive surgery, even with the Mobium, so—”

         
         “Not me.” Though that really didn’t sound great. Was my face okay? Did I look different? “Chicago. How bad was the explosion?”

         
         “Well, it didn’t hit Chicago—it was fifty miles out,” Jeremy said. “I won’t lie: it wasn’t great. Setting off a bomb in the
            middle of Lake Michigan’s kind of bad for the ecosystem, but nobody was killed on Navy Pier. You saved all of us.”
         

         
         I hadn’t. I’d put all of us in danger.

         
         “And nobody’s seen Rita since, so congratulations on finally ending that collective nightmare for the nation,” Jeremy said.
            “It—”
         

         
         He broke off as the door slid open and Guy hurtled through. He practically flew to the bedside, dropping to his knees and
            grabbing my hand. His skin felt icy. “You’re awake. Thank god.”
         

         
         “Kind of regretting it because of how much everything hurts, if I’m honest,” I said, but I wanted to lean in to the touch
            and purr when he stroked my hair. “Jeremy says I’ve been out for two weeks?”
         

         
         “Thirteen days, six hours, and three minutes,” Guy said, which explained the dark circles under his eyes and the scruff on
            his chin. His cheekbones seemed even more prominent than usual. Angélica and the others clearly hadn’t nagged him to eat enough.
            “You scared us all a lot.”
         

         
         “And that’s my cue to go,” Jeremy said. “Kiki says she’s on her way.”

         
         “Thanks, Pulse,” Guy said without looking at him, but Jeremy shot a pleased glance over his shoulder as he left, his stride
            just off enough to be unsettling.
         

         
         “Pulse?” I asked.

         
         “You’ve missed a lot.” Guy kept searching my face like he’d forgotten what I looked like. “So much has happened. And you slept
            right through it.”
         

         
         A weak attempt at humor, but I’d take it. “I needed a nap.”

         
         “Yes, you did.”

         
         “Though I way overdid it.”

         
         “Maybe we should change your name from Raptor to Overkill,” Guy said, grinning before he kissed my knuckles.

         
         “After all the work she’s put into me? Jessie would be so offended. Wait—Jessie—”

         
         “She’s fine,” Guy said. “They’re not letting her out of bed yet, so she’s actually down the hall. I think she was more worried
            about you than herself.”
         

         
         Why? She’d been the one to get shot, and she didn’t even have powers.

         
         “We’ve all been worried about you,” Guy said in a quiet voice.

         
         “It was my fault,” I said.

         
         Guy blinked, leaning his head back in confusion. “What was your fault?”

         
         “The Provenance.” I struggled to sit up, but my ribs ached too much. Frustrated, I fell back against the mattress and gritted
            my teeth. “Rita tricked me into hitting her hard enough that I broke the force field generator. I’m the one who unleashed
            it all.”
         

         
         “Gail,” was all Guy had the chance to say before the door opened again, this time bringing Kiki and Angélica into the room.
            Both of them wore pajamas and looked as sleep-rumpled as Guy.
         

         
         Still, Kiki descended on me, clipboard in hand. I’d been through enough hospital visits that I knew her entire checklist by
            heart, but I gamely let her ask the questions, answering them as honestly as I could. With our mental bond, I worried she
            might sense a lie.
         

         
         “Why does it still hurt?” I asked when she reached the end of the checklist. “Shouldn’t the Mobium have done its thing by
            this point?”
         

         
         Kiki unloaded a full syringe of clear liquid into the feeder by the IV bag. Almost instantly, cool relief began to spread
            through my body. “Do you know what you did to your body?”
         

         
         I shook my head.

         
         “You practically liquefied half of your rib cage, Gail. It’s a miracle you even survived it. Even the Mobium needs time to
            heal a massive trauma like that.”
         

         
         To prove it, she held up an X-ray against the overhead light and I felt my soul try to leave my body. “I did that to myself?”

         
         “You’re lucky you body-slammed her. Kicking or punching with that much energy would’ve cost you a limb,” Angélica said. “How
            about you never try that particular trick again?”
         

         
         She phrased it like a question but she spoke it like an order.

         
         “Yes, ma’am,” I said.

         
         “In fact, it would have been nice to know you could do that in the first place,” Angélica went on. “We found a deconstructed
            car outside of the Nest in New York. Your work?”
         

         
         I winced, and nodded.

         
         “You can scold her when she’s feeling better,” Kiki said.

         
         Angélica glared at the both of us, then abruptly turned and left.

         
         “She was worried about you,” Kiki said. “It’s bound to make her cranky for a couple of days. But I’m glad you’re all right.”

         
         “When can I go home?” I asked.

         
         “We’ll discuss it later,” Kiki said, which told me all I needed to know: it would be a long time. Kiki touched my arm, and
            I felt the slightest mental push against my psychic barriers. My eyelids felt mysteriously heavy. “Try to get more sleep.
            Guy?”
         

         
         “I’ll stay with her,” he said. The last thing I felt before I succumbed to Kiki’s suggestion and fell asleep was him picking
            up my hand and lacing our fingers together.
         

         
          

         The hospital remained as boring as it had been in my Hostage Girl days. The main difference now was that I had visitors. Every
            time I woke up, a new person sat in the chair, willing to talk and catch me up until the drugs pushed me back under. Because
            of that, I caught my news in discombobulated bits and pieces that made it difficult to join all the facts together in my head.
         

         
         Nobody had seen Rita since the Provenance had been jettisoned into the lake, Naomi told me. Also the Centennial Wheel was
            completely fine. So were the politicians that had been strung to it, though she added that bit begrudgingly.
         

         
         Vicki filled me in on what had happened to Mind the Boom, or the crater that remained of it, as she ate the pudding off of
            my dinner tray.
         

         
         Jessie told me all about Tamara Diesel’s arrest, how she’d been found out hiding with Rubber Bandit and Letty Danger in Miami.
            An anonymous tip had been delivered to the HEX network, pinned to a surprisingly resilient I Heart NY T-shirt. I made sure
            to ascertain that this one had not blown up like the first six.
         

         
         Guy repeatedly reminded me that it wasn’t my fault the force field around the Provenance had been destroyed. I’d taken out
            Rita the only way I possibly could have. I’d done the world a favor, though in the future, I should avoid extreme phasing
            like that ever again.
         

         
         Angélica gave me a more honest version of events. By her estimation, Phantom Fuel and Invisible Victor had built such a solid
            system that even Rita couldn’t disable it. Fail-safes had likely accounted for use of any explosives, powered or otherwise.
            Using my phasing ability to break the force field itself had likely been her plan all along. What neither of us could figure
            out was how Rita knew I had that ability when I hadn’t known myself.
         

         
         Kiki brought news that Wilbur Scott, Davenport’s head of R & D, had been arrested.

         
         “He was the missing link all along,” she told me as I poked at my oatmeal. “He thought he was getting the job Eddie’s grooming
            me for.”
         

         
         “Charming. Why did he work with a supervillain like Tamara Diesel, though?”

         
         “I think it was the fastest way for him to spread doubt about my true allegiances. See, he gives Tamara Diesel the nanobots,
            which Davenport created, she pretends we’re buddies in front of everybody, she uses the nanobots. We discover it’s Davenport
            tech and all signs already point to me. He forged paper trails and everything. Those were supposed to be found in my desk,
            but then Rita decided to break out of prison and set off a bomb in Davenport Tower.”
         

         
         “And we had other things on our minds,” I said, nodding as it all fell into place.

         
         “The depressing thing was that if Rita hadn’t attacked when she did, his plan might have worked,” Kiki said.

         
         “Nah,” I said. “No way Angélica and I would have let that happen.”

         
         She looked a little misty-eyed as she left. Later on, I discovered that the only one in the company who’d apologized for how
            they treated her had been Rodrigo—my next visitor, as it happened. He told me that our time in the underwater tunnels together
            made us bros now. And since he sneaked in some coffee for me, I decided to agree with him.
         

         
         But Rodrigo wasn’t my most surprising visitor: one morning I rolled over and blinked at seeing Brooklyn Gianelli in the chair
            glowering at a magazine.
         

         
         “Uh,” I said.

         
         “This garbage quiz says I’m a summer,” she said. “That’s ridiculous. I’m clearly an autumn.”

         
         “Uh,” I said again.

         
         Brook folded the magazine in her lap.

         
         “Who—did you break in? Are you about to attack me?” I asked. I could move a little easier, but I was in absolutely no shape
            for a battle, especially not against somebody as powerful as Brook.
         

         
         Brook rolled her eyes and tapped a visitors badge I’d overlooked. “I’m only here for a brief visit. I wanted to thank you
            in person for taking care of Rita. Little Bookman says you almost died doing it.”
         

         
         “Shark-man was the one who really saved you,” I said. “Sorry you ended up as a hostage again, though.”

         
         “It is what it is. I’m taking steps to make sure it doesn’t happen anymore. I also came to say goodbye.”

         
         My surprise must have shown on my face, for she scoffed. “Yeah, we’re not friends, I know. But it seemed like the right thing
            to do. I’ve got a contact that’s going to put me in touch with a new identity and help me get a new life started. I’m done
            with all of it.”
         

         
         “Fair,” I said. I cleared my throat, calling to mind a subject that had been bothering me for weeks now. “Can I ask you something?
            At Detmer, Rita—she said something about having a room built for you?”
         

         
         “Ah yes. The Reset Room. Loud as hell, torture equivalent to the fires of a thousand suns, you wake up and nothing about your
            powers work?” Brook ticked things off on her fingers. When I nodded emphatically, she sat back. “God, I hate that room.”
         

         
         “It’s destroyed now, if that’s any consolation.”

         
         “Actually, it is. This stupid . . .” Brook opened her hand, palm upward, and projected a couple globules of her pain ray into
            the air over her hand. I nearly mentioned that I could sort of do that, too, but she continued on, “God, I hate Mobium. There’s
            so many little ‘quirks’ that asshole Mobius put inside it. And one of them was a frequency reset. Mobium can’t handle a certain
            frequency, so you subject us to it and we basically explode. It fucking hurts.”
         

         
         “Yeah, it really does,” I said.

         
         “But hey, we come back stronger. Rita used to love doing it to me.” Brook rolled her head around her neck. “I’m pretty sure
            she thought she was doing me a favor.”
         

         
         “She could be strangely egalitarian in her own way,” I said. “She wanted the Provenance to go off for the sake of everybody.”

         
         Brook’s words confirmed Angélica’s and my theory. Rita had deliberately optimized my powers. Had I phased at her to deliver
            a more powerful blow in our fight at the prison? I must have.
         

         
         “What a peach. I’m so glad she’s dead,” Brook said, drawing me back to the current moment.

         
         Something else occurred to me, and I remembered running through Tamara Diesel’s headquarters. “There’s something you should
            know—Elwin Lucas is dead.”
         

         
         Brook sat incredibly still for a long moment.

         
         “Brook?” I asked.

         
         “How?” she asked.

         
         I told her about finding the body and she listened without expression. “That saves me from having to do it myself,” she said.
            “Nice to know someone else wanted him dead as much as I did, and saved me some work in the process.”
         

         
         “Yes,” I said, though a suspicion had begun to take form in the back of my mind. I was almost tempted to dismiss it as paranoia
            derived from a stir-crazy existence at the hospital, but I couldn’t quite do that.
         

         
         “Time for me to go.” Brook held out her hand, formally. “It’s been nice knowing you, Gail.”

         
         I couldn’t exactly say the same, but I shook her hand. “You’ve kept life interesting. So thanks for that.”

         
         A tiny smile slipped through before Brook concealed it, falling back on her neutrally annoyed expression. “See you never,
            I hope,” she said, rising to her feet.
         

         
         Before she reached the door, I said, “Your contact—is that for an underground network of superpowered people?”

         
         The way she tensed briefly was answer enough.

         
         “You think Petra Bookman’s in that network?” I asked.

         
         Interestingly, Brook paused in the doorway. “I think maybe you and Little Bookman should talk to the barkeep at Mind the Boom,”
            she said. “You might be surprised by what you find.”
         

         
         She left without another word.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 26

         
         Over a month later, when I was finally well enough to begin walking on my own again, Guy brought up the idea of looking for
            a better job. The Lake Michigan explosion meant a lot of Chicago restaurants would be serving fish for a long time, thanks
            to the trawlers that had worked to scoop up the legions of dead fish that mercifully weren’t radioactive like me, and Guy
            didn’t particularly like that style of cooking. He even floated the idea of looking in New York.
         

         
         I wanted to stay in Chicago, though. The ʼporter network was already back up and running, and without Rita Detmer on the loose,
            the supervillains had calmed down a bit. Construction had even begun on Detmer II, the Rita Detmer Memorial Prison for Supervillains.
            Thanks to my connections to Jessie, I’d seen the plans.
         

         
         The supervillains were getting an indoor water park this time. Incredibly unfair.

         
         Long nights in Medical gave me an opportunity to stop and think over everything that had happened recently. Every part felt
            like a puzzle with a million different sides, and it took me a long time to see how they interconnected. And in that time,
            between all of the visitors and the healing, I reached two conclusions that I didn’t think anybody else had realized.
         

         
         The minute I was well enough to travel on my own, I slipped out of Medical, stole some clothes from Kiki’s on-site apartment,
            and made my way up to the way station before I could get caught. Sure, my rib cage burned a little and I felt out of breath
            by the time I reached the way station, but it felt great to be out and on my own.
         

         
         “Omaha,” I said to Jon, who looked none the worse for wear after the Chicago way station had blown up with him inside.

         
         I worried he might have been given orders by Kiki to keep me in New York, but he only stood and wiped cheese dust off his
            fingers. “That’s not a usual stop for you.”
         

         
         “I’m going to see an old friend.”

         
         Norville Prison, one of Davenport’s many facilities for those of the mad scientist persuasion, was located a reasonably safe
            distance away from Omaha. One expensive cab fare later, I signed in at the front desk, surrendered my cell phone, and followed
            a guard to the visiting room currently festooned with tacky Christmas décor.
         

         
         They brought him in shackled at the ankles and at the wrists. The first time I’d seen him, he’d been dressed like a lumberjack,
            his face gnarled with age and general evilness. Now he wore a tan jumpsuit, and he looked even older.
         

         
         The evilness was still there.

         
         He sat down, and I looked across the table directly into the eyes of my Maker.

         
         “Why, if it isn’t my greatest creation,” Dr. Mobius said. “What an unexpected surprise. I was given to understand that you’d
            been gravely injured, possibly beyond the assistance of my serum. But I see you survived. A pity.”
         

         
         God, I hated him.

         
         “Come to see me brought low?” Mobius asked. “If you find yourself in need of schadenfreude, I’ll concede that the chains are
            a bit of a nuisance.”
         

         
         “Leave her alone,” I said.

         
         Dr. Mobius drew back in exaggerated offense. “I beg your pardon?”

         
         “I know it was you,” I said. “You orchestrated the plan for the nanobots.”

         
         “My dear Girl,” Dr. Mobius said. “They caught the gentleman responsible for that. I know you’ve been injured, but the Mobium
            should be making you smarter.”
         

         
         “Cut the bullshit,” I said. I leaned forward. “You and Rita have always thought you’re so clever with your roundabout little
            plans.”
         

         
         “Those plans worked in the past, did they not? You were such a useful pawn, taking care of our problem. And I’m led to understand
            Ms. Detmer obtained her final objective with your assistance.”
         

         
         “I don’t know why you want Kiki forced out of Davenport, but I’m telling you: this stops now.” Kiki wouldn’t thank me for
            interfering, but I didn’t move, daring Mobius to look away first. “No more. Quit scheming and leave your granddaughter alone.
            She’s got enough on her plate without you sticking your nasty nose in.”
         

         
         Dr. Mobius tilted his head, falling quiet as he regarded me. I held tight to the cold fury balled up in my chest. Finally,
            he began to smile, and then to chuckle. “Perhaps I haven’t given you enough credit. The Mobium is something of a miracle,
            is it not? The old Girl would never have figured this out on her own. What gave me away?”
         

         
         “You got sloppy,” I said. “Getting Wilbur Scott to release Elwin Lucas so Tamara Diesel could kill him? I saw his body. That
            wasn’t erasing the evidence. That was a staged picture, sent to somebody else as proof of his death. Brook’s the only person
            on the planet who wanted that man dead more than you and I believed her when she told me she didn’t do it.”
         

         
         Dr. Mobius slammed both his hands onto the table. “He should have suffered more.”

         
         “What I can’t figure out is how you got a high-level Davenport executive to be your stooge,” I said.

         
         “Perhaps they should stop sending their executives on prison visits in the name of public relations.” Dr. Mobius relaxed and
            folded his spindly arms across his chest. So that was the last puzzle piece. Wilbur Scott had become Dr. Mobius’s obedient
            servant after a PR trip. No wonder I hadn’t been able to find any transcripts of conversations between them. “I merely offered
            the man what he already wanted.”
         

         
         “He tried to ruin her life. Why are you making it harder for her?”

         
         “I love my granddaughter,” Dr. Mobius said. “I want the best for her, and logically she should be as far from superheroes
            as possible. If she’s forced out of that odious company, my goals are achieved.”
         

         
         “That’s not love, Doc,” I said. “That’s twisted.”

         
         “What do you know about love? You’re an infant.”

         
         “Here’s what I do know,” I said. I rose to my feet and risked his bad breath to get right up in his face, ignoring the uneasy
            looks the guards sent my way. “Kiki has worked hard to get where she is, and she doesn’t need you hanging around her neck,
            plotting to ‘fix’ her life for her. So I’ll promise you this: if I find out you’ve been interfering again, I’ll make sure
            you’re thrown into the deepest, darkest hole I can find. And then for the rest of your life, I’m going to make sure all you’re
            ever allowed to do is dig that hole even deeper. Do we understand each other?”
         

         
         “You think your threats frighten me?” Dr. Mobius rose to his full height and leaned forward. “They don’t. I will do everything
            I can to protect my granddaughter. She’s the only family I have left.”
         

         
         “She can take care of herself,” I said.

         
         “And you.” Dr. Mobius’s eyes lit up with hatred. “You and Brooklyn Gianelli, and that woman my granddaughter gave my cursed
            serum.”
         

         
         “Her name is Angélica. They’ve been together for over a year now. If you love your granddaughter, you should probably pay
            attention to who she’s dating.”
         

         
         “All three of you are my responsibility,” Dr. Mobius said. He grew colder and more furious, drawing himself up to a more impressive
            height. “I’ve unleashed more powered people on this world. I consider it my greatest shame. But mark my words, my dear Girl,
            I intend to deal with my responsibility. I will end you.”
         

         
         We locked eyes in a battle of wills, his hatred against my disgust.

         
         And then I bounced back half a step and shrugged, lightly.

         
         “Eh,” I said. “You’re not that scary. But thanks for playing.” I turned to the guard. “I’m ready to go now.”

         
         Dr. Mobius blinked and reared back, obviously flustered. “That’s—that’s it? That’s all you have to say?”

         
         “I came to deliver my warning. It’s been delivered. I’d say nice seeing you, but it really wasn’t.” And with a breezy wave,
            I followed the guard across the room.
         

         
         Dr. Mobius’s stunned look followed me out and kept me warm all the way back to New York.

         
         “You realize,” Guy said later, after I’d been roundly scolded for escaping and banished to the couch in our apartment, “that
            he was making a death threat against you.”
         

         
         “Yeah, I got that.”

         
         Guy put a plate full of dinner in front of me, shaking his head and smiling when I eagerly snatched it up. “He’s sadistic,
            but he’s also smart. That doesn’t worry you at all?”
         

         
         “I’m considering it a problem for Future Gail,” I said.

         
         “What makes you so sure Future Gail is going to have problems?” Guy raised his eyebrows as he sat down next to me with his
            own plate.
         

         
         I raised my eyebrows back at him.

         
         “Good point,” he said with a sigh.

         
         I twirled a giant mound of spaghetti around my fork and told myself that I was stuffing my face because I was hungry and not
            because I was nervous about sharing the second conclusion I’d made while lying in the hospital bed the night before.
         

         
         “Hey, I,” I started to say, right as Guy looked up and said, “Gail, we need to—”

         
         We blinked at each other. “You go ahead,” I said.

         
         “No, yours sounds really important, you go first.”

         
         “After you.”

         
         “Fine.” Guy pushed his glasses up his nose and shoved his hair out of his face. I’d made him get a haircut since he’d started
            to look a bit shaggy while I was in my coma, but it had outgrown that already. He blew out a nervous breath. “What would—I
            mean, would you—um—”
         

         
         “Guy?” I asked, warily.

         
         “I was wondering if you’d be okay if I took on some longer hours at work again. Just for, like, a few months.”

         
         “Is this about going back to look for your sister? Because I’m pretty sure I found her,” I said without thinking about it.

         
         Guy, clearly about to say something else, snapped his mouth shut. “Say what now?”

         
         “This is not about Petra?” I asked.

         
         “No, I was going to take on extra shifts to save up for a ring, if you were okay with that.” He waved impatiently.

         
         “Say what now?” I asked.

         
         “You found my sister?”

         
         “You want to buy me a ring?” I asked. “Like an engagement ring? That kind of ring?”

         
         “Gail, focus. My sister.”

         
         I stopped before I could point out that an engagement ring—and the marriage that would inevitably follow—was a huge deal.
            After all, Guy’s sister had disappeared for years. It had torn his family apart and driven his elder brother to the edge.
            Guy himself nearly damaged our relationship looking for her. Of course she had to be more important.
         

         
         But a ring? For an engagement?

         
         “Right,” I said, only now noticing that Guy had grabbed my hands, squeezing them in an almost painfully tight grip. And I
            was returning the favor just as hard. I could barely hear my own thoughts over the pounding of my pulse, and I felt oddly
            breathless. Carefully, I shoved that down to focus. “Right. Well, um, I think I found her. I could be wrong, so please don’t
            get your hopes up.”
         

         
         “So where? Where is she?” Guy asked.

         
         I took a deep breath, and told him.

         
          

         Jessie found me on the roof. She wasn’t supposed to be up there, and neither was I, but we didn’t mention that as she crossed
            over and joined me, groaning a little as she lowered herself to the edge. She set her cane to the side.
         

         
         Together, we looked over the street at the single-story bar that seemed like nothing special. Through the windows, I could
            see all three of them. Guy, his older brother, Sam.
         

         
         And their sister, Petra, behind the bar, wearing a false face.

         
         “So you put it together,” she said.

         
         “Why didn’t you tell me?”

         
         Jessie was quiet for a long time, even for her. I waited her out. Guy was the one that would rage at her when he finally calmed
            down, and I figured she had to know that would be coming. I was hurt, too, even though I understood that being the Raptor
            meant keeping secrets.
         

         
         But I was her apprentice.

         
         “I was holding off on telling you about the Provenance until you were ready for the uniform and all the responsibilities that
            come with it,” Jessie finally said. “That was a mistake. I’m sorry.”
         

         
         I turned to her in surprise. The number of times I’d heard her apologize could be counted on one hand.

         
         “In truth, I was hoping to spare you some pain. And give you at least another year or two where you wouldn’t have it hanging
            around your neck,” Jessie said. “It’s a lot of responsibility, knowing you’re the one guarding a giant singularity capable
            of leveling an entire city. It’s the kind of thing that keeps you up at night.”
         

         
         “Well, I managed to blow it up in spectacular fashion, so I guess I won’t inherit that particular responsibility.”

         
         Jessie put a hand on my shoulder. “That was the best of the options.”

         
         “Um, did you hear the part where it blew up?”

         
         “The Provenance was growing bigger. It was only a matter of time before it outgrew the containment field that Uncle Victor
            and Aunt Sarah built.” Jessie blew out a breath. “Part of me suspects I should have jettisoned it into the lake and detonated
            it years ago.”
         

         
         “What held you back?”

         
         “My mother. Her Villain Syndrome was centered on the Provenance, but she was willing to stay in prison to avoid hurting me.
            And if it were destroyed . . .”
         

         
         “She would find something else to fixate on,” I said. “And that might be more powerful than the deal keeping her in prison.”

         
         “Welcome to the balance of dealing with supervillains,” Jessie said.

         
         “It’s like evil calculus,” I said. In Mind the Boom, Guy began to pace. They’d raised their voices; I knew I could make them
            out if I tuned in, but I didn’t want to eavesdrop. “Where does Petra come into this?”
         

         
         “She wanted out. I was her mentor, you know, back in those first days when we found the Bookmans. I told her that the villains
            would only follow her, unless she hid every part of her powers.” Jessie had a small, sad smile on her face now. She kept her
            eyes on the bar. “I remember she said, ‘That’s fine, I’ll be a hermit,’ and she stomped off. Two days later, she came to me
            with another idea.”
         

         
         “She wanted to move to Bucktown and open a supervillain bar?”

         
         “She wanted to help people like her, ones that don’t want anything to do with Davenport. I offered to bankroll her.”

         
         “But you’re literally half of Davenport,” I said.

         
         “Not the half that runs it. Besides, we have a deal: Petra guards the entrance to the Provenance, and I look the other way
            as she helps people disappear. How’d you figure out it was her anyway?”
         

         
         “Her hologram malfunctioned in the Provenance holding site,” I said. But there had been other clues that only hindsight could
            slot into place. Sal had reacted oddly to Guy when we’d visited Mind the Boom the year before. She’d been harsh and abrupt.
            I’d seen strange, horizontal scars on her shoulder while she’d been tending to Raze, the same scars that covered Guy’s chest
            and shoulders. And when she’d fought Rita, she’d burst into flame. Just like Guy could.
         

         
         “Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked.

         
         “It wasn’t my secret to tell.”

         
         Another burden to deal with while being the Raptor, I figured. In the bar, Guy had his arms crossed over his chest and Sam
            and Petra seemed to be outright shouting at each other. Right as I began to worry that they might level the place, Sam broke—and
            hugged Petra, hard.
         

         
         Guy followed behind a little more slowly, but he held on longer.

         
         “He wants to buy a ring,” I said out of nowhere. “I mean, he hasn’t asked me anything yet, and we got kind of sidetracked
            with this discovery about Petra, so there’s nothing official . . .”
         

         
         “And you’re not opposed,” Jessie said.

         
         “Just surprised.” And warming up to the idea more with every minute. I loved Guy. I loved our life together. Even knowing
            someday that I’d be the Raptor, and neither of the previous two Raptors had ever had a happy marriage, the thought that Guy
            wanted to stick around forever made me feel like I could actually fly.
         

         
         Which I theoretically could, if I phased hard enough, but then everybody would scold.

         
         So I would have to settle for this happy warmth in my chest, and the hope that once Guy got over his shock about his sister
            being alive and nearby, we’d talk about rings and futures again.
         

         
         “Speaking of the future—we need to talk,” Jessie said. “My doctor says I shouldn’t put on the armor again.”

         
         “Hasn’t your doctor been telling you that for nearly a decade?”

         
         Jessie made a sour face. “Yes, but this time Audra, Lydia, and Harry decided to gang up on me. Harry played the I-want-my-mom-at-my-graduation
            card.”
         

         
         “Ouch,” I said.

         
         “Yeah. He’s an effective little sneak.” But pride laced her voice. “But not as bad as Audra. That woman, I swear.”

         
         “Oh, no, did she guilt-trip you?” I nudged her shoulder, smirking.

         
         “Worse! She strolls right into my hospital room, cool as you please, and says that I should give up being the Raptor because
            I was terrible at it.”
         

         
         “But you aren’t,” I said, confused. That didn’t sound like Jessie’s assistant at all. Sure, Audra could be blunt, but not
            to that degree.
         

         
         “Are you sure?” Jessie asked. “You’re in the suit for one day, and what do you do? You take out the Raptor’s greatest enemy. Audra had a point.”
         

         
         “I nearly blew up Chicago!”

         
         “Nearly only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades.”

         
         “And bombs! It definitely counts in bombs.”

         
         Jessie made a pfft noise. “Audra tweaked my pride a bit, but once I calmed down, I could see she had a point. I think it’s time.”
         

         
         “I’m not ready,” I said. Physically, I literally wasn’t ready. But mentally, I didn’t feel prepared either.

         
         “The truth is, most of the time you never feel ready.” Jessie offered me her hand to shake. “I didn’t feel ready when my father
            passed the mantle on to me. He didn’t want to, and I know how he feels now. But even though it’s bittersweet, I’m honored.
            The legacy will be in good hands with you, Raptor.”
         

         
         “Th-thanks,” I said around a sudden lump in my throat. I gripped Jessie’s hand, careful not to squeeze too tight. I clenched
            my jaw to keep the tears from flowing—until I heard Jessie sniffle.
         

         
         “Oh, come here,” she finally said, and hugged me. When we pulled back, we both wiped our faces. “Don’t tell Audra I cried.”

         
         “Don’t tell Angélica either.”

         
         “Deal.”

         
         “What’s going on?” Guy appeared behind us on the roof. While I’d been distracted talking to Jessie, he’d apparently left Mind
            the Boom and had sneaked into the alley to fly up and join us. He clambered over now.
         

         
         “Are you okay?” I said.

         
         “I’m not sure. I . . . need some time.” He brushed at a tear that I hadn’t wiped away. “Are you okay?”
         

         
         “Better than okay,” I said.

         
         Jessie leaned around me to look at Guy. “I just told her I’m retiring.”

         
         “Wait,” Guy said, looking from her to me and then back. “Does that mean . . .”

         
         “I’m the Raptor now,” I told him. Though I laughed when he scooped me up in a giant hug, going so far as to fly up a couple
            feet, a quiet voice in my head added: god help us all.
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