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WHO WANTS TO BE A SUPERHERO? Hope did, but she grew out of it. Which made her superhuman breakthrough in the Ashland Bombing, just before starting her freshman year at the University of Chicago, more than a little ironic. And now she has some decisions to make. Given the code-name "Astra" and invited to join the Sentinels, Chicago’s premier super-team, will she take up the cape and mask and become a career superhero? Or will she get a handle on her new powers (super-strength has some serious drawbacks) and then get on with her life-plan? In a world where superheroes join unions and have agents, and the strongest and most photogenic ones become literal supercelebrities, the temptation to become a “cape” is strong. But the price can be high—especially if you’re “outed” and lose the shield of your secret identity. Becoming a sidekick puts the decision off for awhile, but Hope’s life is further complicated when The Teatime Anarchist, the supervillain responsible for the Ashland Bombing, takes an interest in her. Apparently as Astra, Hope is supposed to save the world. Or at least a significant part of it. Wearing the Cape is a 300-page superhero novel for anyone who ever loved comic-book heroes, and wonders how they might behave in the real world. 
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PART ONE

Chapter One

Cape (plural capes): literally, a sleeveless garment hanging from the neck over the back and shoulders; figuratively, a superhuman who has chosen to act as a superhero. Synonyms: hero, mask, super, superhero. Connotations: ‘cape’ is used as both a familiar and derogatory term for superheroes, who often casually refer to themselves as capes but generally consider it a demeaning term when applied to them by the press.



Barlow’s Guide to Superhumans





I was driving east on the Eisenhower Expressway when the Teatime Anarchist dropped the Ashland Avenue overpass on top of me, using enough C4 to bring the whole southbound span down at once.

My day had started normally enough. I gulped coffee and grabbed scorched toast, exchanged kisses with Mom on the way out the door. The September chill nipped around the edges of my coat and at my legs, making me glad I’d worn tights under my skirt. Driving one-handed, I scanned my schedule with the other: I’d be playing Mom’s Girl-Friday at the gallery, getting ready for Thursday night’s foundation event. Julie had texted; she planned for us to take the University of Chicago by storm our freshman year, and wanted us ready by Orientation Day. We’d ruled Oak Park High till graduation, and she didn’t see any reason our college years should be different.

I passed a gray Suburban with a red-headed munchkin in the back seat, and she waved at me while her mom talked business on her hands-free cell. I stuck out my tongue, making her laugh, and my pad launched into Julie’s new call theme: the UofC fight-song. Wave the flag of old Chicago—

Bang.

Overhead explosions shattered my thoughts and I looked up to see blooms of blasted concrete and falling bridge. I screamed and ducked, lost control. The car slid. A flash of yellow and I hit something hard. I screamed again at the second, world-ending shock as falling roadway flattened my car. The tires blew. The buckled roof hit my head and flying glass stung my face as my vision exploded in fireworks. Choking off the scream, I found myself lying stretched across the front seat, the gearshift digging into my stomach, in smothering darkness. I tasted blood on my tongue.

Alive. I was alive.

The car roof pushed down, inches above my head as I lay there in the dark, my seat belt cutting off my air. Lightheaded, clawing blindly, I unbuckled but still couldn’t breathe without choking. Cement dust. Pulling my coat open I yanked my sweater up, taking shallow, sobbing breaths through the wool and fighting to think around the rising fear.

Twisting around, I felt my legs, wiggled toes. Nothing broken? Emergency kit under seat (thanks Dad!). Pen-light—I almost wept with relief.  Broken e-pad, damn it. Still, breathing okay, not bleeding out. Help. Help would come.

But would it come in time?

What about the munchkin and her mom? Were they under the road now? Could they wait, if they were alive? I choked on panic as thick as the dust. I had to get out. I had to know. They had to be alive.

Gasping, pulse pounding, I pushed against the roof above me and felt something deep inside me change. Cold fire ran through my bones. I shrieked and my next breath filled me with the whole world. Tearing through the crushed roof of my car, I heaved aside the chunk of roadway above my head as easily as clearing cheap drywall. I stood, blinking at the disaster around me, and saw what had saved me; I’d slid into a huge earth-moving machine traveling in the next lane and it shielded me.  Around us, cars had fallen with the span and lay broken among shattered chunks of road and twisted steel frame. Dust-clogged air carried the smell of spilled oil and gas, the first bite of burning rubber.  A white sedan screeched to a sliding stop at the north end of the broken bridge. The world went far, far away as I looked at my shaking hands, unable to believe what I’d just done.

Oh God. Oh God.

I pushed the screaming panic down.
Okay. Deal now, freak later.

I started digging.

I started behind the earth-mover, pushing broken roadway back as easily as wading into fallen leaves till I found the munchkin’s car. They were there but not alive, and I crawled out of the hole before vomiting into the dust.

After that I focused on what I could do, scrambling over the shattered chunks of road to check the passengers in the cars that had fallen between the wrecked spans. I ripped open one crumpled family van to gently remove a baby seat and its wailing occupant. Then I dug for more buried victims. Wherever there were cracks in the fallen overpass I could actually see their body-heat and hear them breathing, crying. Screaming.

I worked hard to ignore the awful details, tossing concrete slabs aside and pulling out anyone I thought I could move safely. A few I didn’t do more than quickly examine. Very quickly. News footage of disasters and battles hadn’t prepared me for an up-close view of what tons of falling concrete could do to flesh and bone, and I tried not to think. I barely heard the wailing sirens and the air-beating percussion of the police and news helicopters; only when the capes arrived, moving me out of the way to get to work themselves, did I begin to take stock of myself.

I hadn’t broken a single nail, but cement dust and spattered engine oil covered my coat, hair, and face, mixed into a black grime. My tights were in no better shape, and my boots… weren’t touching the ground. The concrete slab I’d been standing on had shifted lower while I took stock, but I hadn’t. I “stood” a few inches above the unstable surface. I looked around, carefully stepped down. Nobody seemed to notice.

Breakthrough, I thought.  I’m a breakthrough. I realized I was laughing like a loon and cut it off quick.

Atlas found me there atop the ridge of rubble. His dirtied costume and cement-dusted hair matched mine, but he still managed to look impossibly noble.

“Atlas, ma’am,” he said with that famous Texas drawl, as if the whole world didn’t know him.

“I know. I mean—” I shook my head.  “Hope. Hope Corrigan.”

His gaze sharpened, as if I had suddenly become more interesting. He extended his hand.

“Will you come with me, ma’am?”

When I took his hand he shifted his grip, pulling, and I followed, rising again.

“We’ve done all that we can here with muscle,” he said when I looked down. “And I’ll be back for the cleanup. But we need to get you out of here and away from the cameras until you decide what to do.”

Later I saw news footage of us, Atlas in his blue and white leather jumpsuit and cape, me an unrecognizable disaster victim, flying away from the fallen span. That was the last time I’d be unrecognizable.











Chapter Two

On August 18th,  for 3.2 seconds, every human being simultaneously experienced total sensory deprivation—no sight, hearing, or physical sensation. A small percentage of individuals did later claim to have heard something, what one person described as “the sound of God striking a cosmic tuning fork.” However, when people remember the Event, what they most remember is not the sensory blackout or the worldwide power failure that came with it, but what happened next. They remember where they were when the first superhumans appeared.



 Prof. Charles Gibbons, The New Heroic Age





Hand-in-hand, Atlas and I flew out over the Loop and descended on Grant Park. I had to be the most improbable breakthrough he’d ever seen. I haven’t grown an inch since my débutante ball and am always being told I could use a milkshake.  A soon-to-be college freshman, I still look—when not covered in grime—like an underdeveloped teenage Tinkerbell. Well, now I could fly like Tink, but it had nothing to do with thinking happy thoughts.

I remember the Event; it caught me out on the playground in the middle of a game of Red Rover (I’d been racing to break the opposite line). Falling over onto grass, I didn’t even get stains. Others weren’t so lucky.  

With no power, they closed the school and sent us all home. The blackout caught Dad on the other side of the city restoring some old building, and he didn’t make it back home till the next morning, just long enough to see us before heading back into the city to help where he could. When our power and cable came back on we saw what was happening, the smoking craters left by planes falling from the sky, starting fires across the city, car crashes spreading death on the highways. Mom turned it off, but not before we saw the footage the rest of the world saw. We watched, with wide-eyed wonder, a man in airport worker coveralls leap into the sky to catch a private jet headed straight for O’Hare’s tarmac.

That was Atlas, aka John Chandler, eighteen at the time and just a few months younger than I was now. A cowboy from Texas working as a baggage-monkey at O’Hare Airport, he was the first breakthrough caught on film and shown to the world. Others appeared in the disasters that followed the blackout and most of them helped any way they could, but some just added to the chaos.

Like Aftershock, the sonic-powered gangbanger who turned bank robber the very next day.

Being eight meant that to me a flying man catching a plane was amazing but not impossible. The news that Air Force One had made a crater and that the newly sworn-in President Kayle had declared a State of Emergency didn’t mean much to me at the time, either. I did see the news clips of Atlas and the others who followed, and later the TV shows, movies, and even comic books fictionalizing their adventures. We had real live superheroes now, and we gave them codenames if they didn’t hurry up and pick their own.

And now I flew with one. The first one.

Atlas brought us down outside the Chicago Sentinels Building. It looked like a giant, half-buried baseball, and we Chicagoans just called it the Dome. We landed at the columned portico on its west side, the entrance facing the August 18th Memorial. This early on a cold September morning there weren’t any tourists or protesters around as we walked through the tall bronze doors into the great public atrium. I suddenly felt like the kid in braces who’d come here on one of the first public tours.

But then it had been an adventure; now I so didn’t want to be here.

Atlas marched us across the polished flagstones to the reception desk, staffed by a colorless man in dark suit and glasses.

“Morning, Tom,” he said. “This is Astra, and she’ll have full guest clearance until further notice.”

I blinked. I had a codename already?

“Ma’am,” Tom replied, giving me a quick but close inspection before looking back down at his screens. If he thought my disaster-victim appearance at all unusual he didn’t show it. Past the reception desk at the back of the atrium Atlas led me to an elevator bay, all brass and glass.

“Astra?” I whispered, distracted from my jittering thoughts. “Where did that come from?”

“I’d assumed this morning was your breakthrough,” Atlas said. “Do you already have a name picked out?  Keep it if you like it; Astra is Latin for ‘star’ and all I could think of on the spur of the moment. If you decide to take up the life, you can pick your own.”

The elevator arrived and we stepped in.

“Just be careful what you choose,” he added, voice dry. “I’m not so sure about Atlas.”

“Why?”

“Because I named myself after a Greek titan whose sole job was to stand there and hold up the big blue sky. Got so bored with it he conned Hercules into taking his place, and Hercules—hardly the sharpest crayon in the box—tricked him into taking it back. Good thing most folks don’t know their mythology.”

“I’ll be careful,” I promised uncertainly, not sure if he was serious. “Where are we going?”

“Our actual headquarters is downstairs. The Dome itself is plenty tough, but we buried the most important stuff under enough concrete and armor to take a nuclear attack. Some of the folks we’ve tussled with swing mighty serious firepower, and of course we need to worry about A-class Black Hats coming around to shoot up the place, try and make a point. So we made darn sure any attack like that will fail and folks know it. Saves fuss and bother all around, don’t you think?”  

I flinched away from the thought. If someone like the Teatime Anarchist (I’d heard a reporter throwing his name at the cameras before we left the scene) thought he could blow up the Dome, or even seriously damage it… I shivered. Was I going into shock? Could I now, with what I’d become?

The doors opened into an underground lobby, all white marble and columns, with smart-panels and sliding doors that made it look like someone had thrown Caesar’s Palace and the USS Enterprise into a blender. Friezes depicting the Sentinels battling supervillains decorated the walls, and despite everything I laughed and felt a little better. I’d had a good art history teacher, and the frieze of Atlas fighting Aftershock copied the classic pose of Hercules vs. the Hydra.

The lobby receptionist, Bob (who looked so much like Tom I couldn’t have picked between them in a line-up), greeted us with a nod and an “Atlas, Astra.” Beyond the lobby we went through a set of doors and down a hall past the most high-tech gym I’ve ever seen, finally going through a big door labeled “Medical.”

On the other side I found my personal nightmare: a doctor who wanted to know all about me.











Chapter Three

Although we can measure and quantify them, we will probably never know how superhuman powers work. They are supernatural in the literal sense; they appear to have no cause in nature. Science’s greatest minds have been wrestling with it since the Event, and the best they’ve come up with is the statement that there is obviously an immaterial phenomenon at work that we can only observe and measure through material means. It’s not the first time this has happened; for example we know how gravity acts, but we can measure it only by its effects and we still don’t know why mass creates gravity. Although of course we have some theories we like for their consistency and elegance.



Dr. Jonathan Beth, Science and Superhumans





I texted Mom just in case she’d seen the news, telling her I’d skipped the gallery and wasn’t feeling well. They let me shower, and as the oil, cement dust, and blood circled down the drain the fact that I wasn’t even bruised freaked me out all over again. I stayed in the shower till I stopped shaking.
The cotton jumpsuit they gave me itched, and I rolled up the sleeves and legs before coming out to face Dr. Death, the fiend from Hell Atlas left me with.

Dr. Beth’s eyes sparkled with kind humor and he promised me a lollypop when we were through, but the sensors he stuck to my skin were chilly, aggravating my tendency to shiver. I focused on the tasks he set me to, putting a wall between me and the lab and the memories screaming  behind my eyes. He tested my new strength, toughness, super-senses, even my ability to fly, playing with his monitors the entire time and humming to himself when he wasn’t chuckling or telling me to do something. By the time we were through I felt like I’d rolled down a hill in a barrel of rocks and run a marathon with bricks strapped on. At least he was happy.

Atlas had asked me to wait for him, so Dr. Beth gave me an e-pad with a map. When the door closed behind me I put my back to the wall and just breathed for a minute. He’d been very nice for someone who saw me as a test subject, maybe a lab rat, and it wasn’t his fault doctors gave me the screaming wiggins. Maybe someday I’d be able to face an examination without wanting to hide under the bed.

Bonus, I could “stand” by flying even if my shaky legs didn’t want to support me. I might be able to get out without a mortifying scene.

Keep it together.

I pushed away from the wall and looked at the map, which led me back to the lobby, down another hall, and into a huge conference room. A round oak table dominated the space, engraved with a fancy S over the team motto. Nos Praestolor: We Stand Ready.

My breath caught. I stood in the Sentinels’ famous Assembly Room.

Framed prints of newspaper headlines and photographs of Atlas and the other Sentinels covered one wall. Even with the general wooginess of everything, I had to smile; Atlas was blond and blue-eyed perfection, wonderfully muscled in his jumpsuit of dark blue leather and white trim, cape and mask to match. The oldest pictures of Atlas showed him, at eighteen, in his first costume. I’d read somewhere he’d patterned it after the flashy, primary-colored jumpsuits worn by Elvis Presley and Evel Knievel. Able to fly, super strong, super tough, he might as well have put a big red “S” on his chest instead of the white Roman “A”, declared himself the champion of “truth, justice, and the American way,” and dared the lawyers to sue for copyright violation.

The largest team picture, accompanied by a Mayor Forms City Superteam! headline, showed all of the founding five Sentinels: Atlas, naturally, along with Touches Clouds, Blackstone, Ajax, and Minuteman. The picture even included the team’s seldom-seen reservists, Crow and Iron Jack.

I stroked the picture-frame. The team was larger now, but only three of the founders remained. Minuteman was dead, killed by a supervillain. And the most recent picture of Atlas showed him shaking hands with President Touches Clouds in some White House ceremony.

“Pretty, isn’t it?”

I nearly jumped out of my skin. While I’d been looking at the pictures Atlas had walked right up behind me. Super-hearing. Right.

He wore civilian clothes, and if I’d passed him on the street I wouldn’t have recognized him; in Dockers and a sport shirt he looked nothing like the strongman in the pictures. He was lean, almost skinny, and without the mask his face looked sharper, more weathered.

I blushed hotly when he caught me staring.

“But—”

He smiled. “Where did all the muscles go? They’re sculpted into the suit; not that I don’t keep a six pack, but muscle mass has nothing to do with what we are—it’s just what people expect. I brought you these.”

He handed me a pile of clothing, to replace what I’d pretty much destroyed. Under the sweater and pants were new shoes, socks, and underwear.

“Discreet personal shoppers and a courier,” he answered my unspoken question. “We aim to please. Ready to go home?”

“Just like that?” I was so ready.

“Just like that. We’ll talk on the way.”

I changed into the street clothes, and we stopped in the lobby to make an appointment for tomorrow through Bob. Then we left by the “back door”,  taking an elevator that went sideways and opened into a closet space that in turn opened into a dimly lit underground parking garage.

A little gray Saturn waited for us next to a man holding a white cardboard box, the kind you might keep files in.

“Your things miss,” he said.

I lifted the lid to find it contained the items from my car: my busted pad, emergency kit, loose mail, the stale mints from the glove compartment…

Atlas took the box and dropped it in the middle of the backseat before handing me the keys. Once I got in he slid into the passenger’s side.

“Your Toyota will be a steel cube in a salvage yard before nightfall,” he said. “If anyone asks, your car’s in the shop, and in a couple of days you can pick it up. The plates and VIN will match your insurance and DMV records, and so far as you’re concerned this morning never happened.”

“But—I’m grateful, but why?”

“Because you were unrecognizable at the site, nobody knows who the new breakthrough is, and we’re going to keep it that way for as long as you want.”

“I got that, and that wasn’t the question,” I bit out, amazed at how fast he could turn gratitude into irritation.

“Ease up there,” he said. “It’s a rental.”

I looked down to find the steering wheel bending under my grip, let go like I’d been burned. Suddenly my hands were shaking.

“Deep breaths now, darlin’. Let me know if you think I should drive.”

“I’m fine. Really. I—” Oh God.

I threw open my door, leaned out, and vomited again. Then started to cry.

He sat there and let me.

I hugged myself since nothing else seemed safe, regained control in less than a minute, maybe two. You don’t do drama; you keep it for private. Shame helped me push it down.

“Here,” he said.

He’d rummaged through the box while I got hold of myself, and he handed me my water bottle and the stale mints. I rinsed and leaned my head against the wheel while I crunched the mints, silently praying.

Please God, look after your newest angels. Be with the ones who mourn them now.

At last I straightened, wiped, sniffed, and could breathe normally again.

“Thank you. I’m—”

“Don’t apologize. You’ve had a bad day.”

I jerked around at the dryness of his voice, but there was no pity in his eyes.

Taking a deep breath, I started the car. Being careful of my grip, I pulled out of the space and turned up the ramp. When we came out on the street I headed west.

“You wanted to know why,” he said after a couple of lights. “Should we talk now or when you’re home?”

“Now. Band-aid quick, Dad always says.” I sniffed again, spoiling my brave talk, but he smiled at that.

“What else does he say?”

I managed a smile of my own. “Don’t leave old food in the fridge, back up your computer every day, and punch like you mean it.”

That got a chuckle. “There’s a card in the glove compartment with a phone number and website address. Go there for the details, but to give you the spoiler you test within the top ten percent of Atlas-type superhumans. Pure A-class. Watch the road.”

I pulled my eyes back to the street, relaxing my grip when the wheel protested again.

“In superhuman terms, you’ve won the lottery. But now you have to decide what you’re going to do.”

“Do? I—shouldn’t I do what you do?”

“Why? You can do anything, or do nothing with it. Go to school, find a nice fella’, start a career. You don’t have to see any more days like today.”

“But—”

He shook his head. “Hope, you’re not suddenly indispensable. You’ll need training to help you with your control, and we need to arrange for that right away. But you don’t have to become a cape, and you don’t have to decide now.”

Then he shifted conversational gears and asked about my family and plans as I drove.

“What I don’t understand,” I finally asked, coming back to what had become the question since I’d first been able to really think again, “is why me? Why like this, I mean. I didn’t dream of being Supergirl when I was little.”

“You’re asking why you got the Atlas-type package?”

I nodded. Turning onto Columbus, I headed for Harrison to avoid the expressway till we cleared the fallen overpass. The radio cautioned everyone to stay off Eisenhower until the afternoon, and the west arm of the El was down till the tracks could be repaired. Motorcycle cops directed the crawling traffic, and though the emergency vehicles were long gone helicopters still circled the site.

I smelled cement dust and the lingering hint of burned oil and rubber. Only seven dead. It seemed awful to think that, but a half-hour later it would have been dozens.

Atlas watched the helicopters without comment, listening to his earbug. When we passed Ashland he leaned back, stretching his legs as far as the car’s foot-space would allow, and picked up where he left off.

“A lot of misleading stuff has been written about breakthroughs, but the trigger is usually the way it’s popularly portrayed: a really stressful event. You’re in imminent danger of death or severe injury. You’re scared. Adrenaline rushes as all your survival instincts kick in. Most breakthroughs happen in life-threatening circumstances, so breakthrough powers generally get shaped to deal with danger or trauma. How many ways do you think you could have escaped from your car?”

I blinked.

“Well, pushing my way out, which I did. Teleportation, I suppose? Going all ghostly, maybe.” I thought of other capes and their powers. “I could have moved the concrete with my mind. Or blown a hole with energy blasts, or–”

He held up a hand.

“You’ve got the idea. There are dozens of possible variations of three basic responses; push back at the danger, create immunity to the danger, or escape from the danger. And if the danger is from another human being the push-back possibilities are even wider. You could assert mental control, mislead with illusions, attack the person’s nervous system with toxins, lots of things. So when someone breaks through, how do you think they ‘choose’ from all the possibilities?”

I thought about it while I negotiated with a blue minivan for right-of-way in the thinning traffic.

“I guess it would depend on their natural response.”

“Yup. You’re a small one. Your youngest brother is how much older than you?”

“A year and a half.”

“I’ll bet you got used to fighting back at an early age.”

“Oh yes.” I laughed. “Toby liked putting my head in an armlock and nuggying me or messing up my hair. Or he’d tease me until I got so mad I’d start swinging and then pin my arms and tickle me till I’d almost pass out. Aaron would stop him when he was around, but with his sports he wasn’t there much.”

“How did you deal with it?”

“I learned to fight.”

“And Toby learned that tormenting you came with a price.”

I nodded.

“Do you see where I’m going with this?” He leaned back and turned his attention to the tree-lined road. “Your first instinct is to push back, and you’re used to pushing back physically. The Atlas-type is the type for physical push-back. Congratulations.”

And on that note, I realized I was home.











Chapter Four

“The Teatime Anarchist has claimed responsibility for this morning’s bombing, calling it a political assassination aimed at Senator Todd Davis, sponsor of the controversial Davis Bill and in Chicago this morning to attend a conference on superhumans, civil rights, and national security. The proposed law will, if enacted, make most superhuman crimes federal crimes under the jurisdiction of the Department of Superhuman Affairs. The senator and six others died in the attack, which may have resulted in a new breakthrough, seen leaving the site with Atlas once rescue operations were complete.

“At ten, Chicago by Night will be hosting Chakra, Chicago’s most controversial Sentinel. She will be discussing her new book The Sacred Gates, a manual on meditation, yoga, and tantric sex. Back to you, Vince. “



Ted Nedcaff, Chicago Morning News





My home is one of the colorfully restored Victorian mansions on Oak Park’s sleepy, tree-lined Chicago Avenue. Dad worked on it for years but all of us helped, and we still spend a few days together each summer repainting the trim. Pulling into the drive, we found a second car with a driver waiting for Atlas. He reminded me of the card in the glove compartment and tomorrow’s appointment, and drove away.  It wasn’t much after two.

The rain, barely more than a mist, kissed my face as I stood on the porch breathing in the rich ozone and wet earth and leaf smell. For a moment everything felt normal again. I waved at Mrs. Morris across the street and her poodle Travis growled at me. I smiled.

Going inside I found the house empty, so I fed Graymalkin while she purred and head-dived my ankles, then texted Julie and canceled our mall-diving plans with a promise to talk. Upstairs, I put the box in my room and showered again before slipping into a tank-top and shorts to curl up on my bed with my University of Chicago bear (a graduation present), just not thinking for a while. Finally I got up and went to my dresser, opened the bottom drawer, and pulled out the old Christmas tin. I’d ignored it for years.

I decorated the lid when I was ten, spelling Shelly and Hope with paper letters I cut out and glued on. Shelly had been my childhood playmate and confidante, my fearless leader and instigator of adventure and trouble, my BFF, and I’d stuffed the tin with notes we passed in school, cheap jewelry gifts, bundled stacks of pictures from camp, parties, us at the freshman dance. And her funeral program.

I sat cross-legged on the hardwood floor and thumbed through the photos, finally finding the Halloween picture Mom took when we were thirteen. I had dressed as Tiger’s Eye, Shelly as Lily Strong. Her mom had stitched on the detailing that turned the dance tights into costumes.

I’d lied to Atlas. Like so many girls we’d dreamed of being superheroines. For me it had been more about the look and the dream of team-ups with cool celebrity heroes like Atlas, Volt, or Burnout. But Shelly had been serious. She memorized all of Barlow’s Guide to Superhumans, endlessly sketched her own costumes, bought every edition of Hero Beat and Power Week, recorded every episode of Protectors. She kept most of it from her mom, who’d thought girls should have other interests. Mrs. Boyar had been right.

When we were fifteen Shelly jumped off the roof of an apartment building. There was a quiet but intense argument in the parish over whether it had been suicide, but it hadn’t been.  She’d decided that the threat of imminent death by falling would trigger her breakthrough, that she’d be one of the lucky ones. She’d been inspired by a magazine story of how Legal Eagle had gained his flight powers when his parachute failed to open. She’d jump, she’d fall, and she’d fly.

She didn’t.

After that I threw away anything related to our young obsession, with the exception of Winnie the Superpooh and the Halloween photo. Mom had taken Superpooh to repair his homemade Atlas costume (every girl is entitled to one celebrity crush and Atlas was never going to learn he’d been mine) and she hid him from me. The photo had gotten mixed up in all the family pictures for me to find later. I even trashed the home-movie of the sleepover we’d had the week before she jumped; it had included one of her You Can Call Me Power-Chick monologues.

Her family moved away the next year, and I’d been selfishly glad; I couldn’t bear to look at her mom.

Eventually I put the tin away, wiped my eyes, and went online and downloaded and printed the file Atlas said waited for me. But before I read it I spent some time surfing the net for information on the Teatime Anarchist.

He was a strange villain, a complete unknown. The press gave him the name since he sounded vaguely British in the few doctored recordings he’d made, and in those he’d always worn a nylon mask and a long evening coat for concealment. A couple of years after the Event, he published a manifesto accusing the federal government of conspiring to rob US citizens of their liberties and create a totalitarian dictatorship. First step: identify and control the country’s superhumans.

Then he got busy.

He started with nonlethal pranks. I even remembered one: five tons of jelly beans and a US Senate Hearing. But then he escalated. In the last five years he’d claimed responsibility for 11 bombings in which fifty-two people had died. He’d killed judges, lawmakers, marshals, soldiers, and lots of bystanders. And this morning a US Senator and half a dozen innocent commuters.

I’d been empowered by the indiscriminate evil of a madman.

Shutting down my laptop, I pulled the pages off my printer and returned to my bed to read my examination file. The numbers were scary.

The kid-sister of three older brothers, I’d learned to put up with my share of roughhousing, and I played field hockey in high school—best sweeper in the Chicago league. Mom had enrolled me in a self-defense course when I turned sixteen, but small is small; the best I could reasonably do in a real fight was kick the Bad Guy in the knee and run like hell while he hopped on the other leg. Now?

I could kill a man with my finger.

My maximum lift without doing Bad Things to myself was just over ten tons. To put that into perspective, Dr. Beth had thoughtfully included a list. A business jet weighed nearly nine tons, a loaded semi-truck about ten. I couldn’t pick up a tank, but I could easily flip one over like a turtle on its back.

Punching someone, that universal superhero activity? My punch could shatter bones, pulp internal organs, mess a man up something awful. (Imagine an Olympic weight lifter swinging a ten-pound sledge hammer. Yuck.) Putting serious effort behind it, I could hit like an anti-tank missile.

How tough was I? I laughed at civilian weapons, but the hypothetical tank he kept comparing me to could hurt me. A lot.  Tough all the way through, unlike the tank I could heal ten times as fast as a normal person (and I wanted to know how he figured that one out).

As for flying, based on the flying pushes he made me do, Dr. Beth clocked me at a hypothetical 632 mph—though he cautioned that turbulence would make control difficult at that speed. So I could fly faster than commercial jets but not military jets.

He’d attached a note to the end of the file: speak to military recruiters. Apparently, being in the top ten percent of Atlas-types meant I could earn twenty times the salary of a soldier of the same grade. No wonder: I’d been weaponized.

And it was going to change everything.

I was so not looking forward to tonight’s dinner conversation.





“No. That’s not going to happen,” Dad said. Mom didn’t say anything, which meant she didn’t agree with him, at least not yet. The after-dinner discussion wasn’t going well.

I’d waited until the dessert course to break the news. Over the strawberry pudding cake I explained why a rental car sat in the driveway. Then I showed them the file and told them I’d decided to be a superhero. Or at least to try.

Atlas had been right that I didn’t have to make a decision immediately, but he’d been wrong to think there was any real decision for me to make.

Dad didn’t agree. I’d known he wouldn’t.

“It just happened this morning. Have you really thought about it?” Mom asked.

“I haven’t thought about anything else.”

“And your education?”

“I think—”

Dad thumped the table. “Just one damned minute! We didn’t raise you to be a costumed crimefighter!”

“I know, Dad. But can I ignore it?” My voice wanted to break, but I pushed ahead. “I can help people. Make a difference.”

“You already make a difference!”

“But anybody can do what I do for Mom. There’s Vicky and Susan and Joyce and…”

Mom took my hand.

“You know what your father means, dear.  You’re still eighteen. Don’t you think the city already has enough superheroes?”

I nodded.  My eyes stung, but I pushed it down. If I cried they’d treat me like a child.

“I don’t want any of it. I wish this morning hadn’t happened.”

“Then why?” she asked gently.

“If I don’t use this… I don’t know. It’s like winning a zillion dollars and not using it to help people? It just feels wrong.”

She accepted that. Dad could see it too. “Damn it—”

“Language, dear.” Her voice shook a little. “This is your fault too; we both raised her to take responsibility.”

His big hands clenched on the tabletop and he looked like he wanted to tear his hair out. Then he deflated. Just like that.

“Hope…” He sighed and looked at Mom. “There’s something we need to show you.” Mom nodded and he left the table and went upstairs, leaving me to wonder what was going on. When he came back down, he’d put on sweats, and he stopped beside his chair instead of sitting down again.

Then he changed.

Holy mother of God.

In one long breath Dad went from being, well, Dad, to a human sculpture made of riveted iron plates, thickening and losing height as he changed. The wood panel floor creaked as he gained weight.

I screamed like a girl before clapping a hand over my mouth, and found myself out of my chair and in the air with my back to the wall, my head bumping the ceiling. I touched back down quick, but couldn’t bring myself to take a step forward.

“Hope, it’s me.” He stated the obvious in a deep, almost crackling voice.

“You’re Iron Jack,” I squeaked.

He nodded. “Changed the day of the Event when a bus ran through the construction site, and spent most of the day playing the jaws of life.” He flexed huge metal hands that looked like they could peel open cars as easily as I had this morning.

Iron Jack had been one of the first. He’d been there right along with Atlas, pulling people out of burning buildings or digging them out of the rubble down on the Loop. But cape-watchers didn’t see him much after that, mostly for the occasional civil emergency like tornadoes, floods, and hurricanes. He fought in the awful mess of the China War, when I’d thought Dad had mobilized in his position as a National Guard army engineer.

I righted my chair with shaking hands, picking through and tossing all the truly stupid questions. I would be adult about this if it killed me. Only one question really mattered right now, anyway.

“Why didn’t you become a real Sentinel?”

“Sweetheart, how many Sentinels have died?”

“Oh.” Besides Minuteman, two others had been killed in action. Roland died in the China War, Impact after he left the team to fight for Israel.

Dad shrugged massively. “If I’d been single, if we hadn’t had you children… maybe—probably—I would have done it.” He made a fist. “I’m certainly good at what I do, which is lift really heavy stuff and punch hard and stand tough. Responsibilities.” His fist opened, releasing… what? Another life?

Then I was around the table and in his arms. It felt like hugging a warm and breathing statue. He was a superhero, and he’d set it aside for us. Mom joined us in the hug, and I laughed. Like this, I was as tall as he was.

Dad changed back so that he could sit down, and we moved the discussion to the living room. I sat on the floor while Mom sat beside him on the couch, and I asked all about it, back at the beginning and later. I learned the children of breakthroughs were much more likely to have breakthroughs as well. They’d prepared themselves, but thought if it happened it would be one of my brothers—way more likely to get into trouble! They absolutely agreed with my intention to keep my identity secret, whatever kind of career path I intended to take. He and Mom obviously hoped I’d take the safer path, only be active for civil emergencies.

We talked into the night, till I found my eyes shutting of their own volition. I finally went up to bed, knowing that they would be up long after. Mom, at least—an Anne Marie named after two saints—would be saying the rosary and telling her holy namesakes just how things were going to be from here on out.

I didn’t know they’d start making plans without me.











Chapter Five

A breakthrough is an unpredictable survival mechanism, and the degree of empowerment it provides varies widely. Sometimes it’s just enough to deal with the situation, other times far beyond that. For example, accidental electrocution kills and injures hundreds if not thousands of people every year, so electrokinetic breakthroughs are relatively common. But a breakthrough could simply make you immune to electrical shock, or give you taser-like abilities. Or, as it did for Volt, it could give you the power to drain electrical systems, generate electromagnetic pulses, fly by electrostatic levitation, and throw ball lightning.



Barlow’s Guide to Superhumans





As I ran through the atrium something cracked the Dome. Chunks of ceiling rained down as staff and tourists screamed, and a large piece landed directly on the reception desk where Tom stood yelling into his headset. The building shook and steel plates dropped into place over the elevator bay, but I kept looking. Yes! There she was, holding her mother’s hand. I remembered I could fly, launched myself at them as the ceiling caved and the roof of the Dome came down.  I screamed as Faith disappeared under tons of concrete.

And sat up, my heart thundering in my chest. Falling back, I pushed damp hair out of my eyes with shaking fingers as Graymalkin complained. A dream. Only a dream. I tried to remember if I’d really screamed, and couldn’t.

Faith. She was who the munchkin reminded me of. The big sister I didn’t remember, who died of aggressive systemic scleroderma when I was only three. I wasn’t a naturally brave person; when I’d gotten sick my guiding thought had been Faith would be brave. I’d tried to save Faith, yesterday.

What am I doing?

I buried my head in my pillow. And sneezed.

Looking down, I found that sometime during my dream I’d murdered my innocent pillow. Goose feathers floated everywhere. As bits of down settled on Graymalkin he flicked his ears and stalked off in disgust. I started giggling and couldn’t stop even when the down began sticking to my cheeks.





At breakfast I learned about my reprieve: Dad had called the Dome and gotten my appointment pushed back a day if I promised him I’d stay home. I agreed with relief and spent the day texting and going over lists for the gallery event with Susan, and just resting. Mom stayed home most of the day too—not crowding me, but making sure to be there if I wanted to talk. Boy did I ever, I just didn’t know what to talk about. Well, It, obviously. I just didn’t know how. Not knowing what to say about anything, I even put Julie off.

It rained off and on through the night as I lay awake listening, enough to keep the roads wet and give the fallen leaves some weight against the wind.  Mom and Dad had cleared their schedules to accompany me back to the Dome, and after a silent breakfast we took the family van into town. Eisenhower was clear again; they’d already reopened the expressway and tracks and were installing a temporary overpass. I saw The Crew, out in their bright blue jumpsuits, lifting and floating steel frames into place. They’d be done by the end of the day.

Dad waved to the gate guard at the Wabash and Jackson parking garage and used a keycard to access the ramp to the lowest level.

Our reception shocked me. The Harlequin met us in the downstairs lobby, unmistakable with her slick latex-like skin and black and white harlequin costume. A contortionist and acrobat from Cirque de Soleil in Las Vegas, she’d experienced her transforming breakthrough in a stage accident in front of a few hundred spectators. An animated manikin, she moved like the dancer she’d been.

“Iron Jack,” she said. “It’s good to see you again. Mrs. Corrigan, Miss Corrigan.” She shook our hands. “Please, call me Quin.”

Ajax, aka Professor Charles Gibbons, stood beside her. He took up much more room. A big man with rich mahogany skin and elaborately cornrowed hair, he had one of the friendliest faces I’d ever seen, but his sunny expression didn’t go with the black, sort-of-Greek armor he wore and the huge bell-shaped maul he carried. He gave me a smile as he shook hands all around, nodding to Dad. I returned the shake, awed.

A thickset man in a brown sport coat stood just behind them. Him at least I knew personally.

“Alex Chandler.” he said, taking his turn. “Call me Al.”

“We know who you are, Mr. Chandler,” Mom said, smiling. “You’re on our list.”

He barked a laugh, acknowledging the point. Atlas’ older brother, he’d used his marketing practice to mastermind the media campaign that launched Atlas and the Sentinels, and he’d helped sponsor more than a few Foundation events. As blond as his brother but with a touch of silver, he looked like a former high school linebacker who’d taken good care of himself.

He and Atlas shared the same dimple, but I couldn’t say I liked him. It seemed to me that, under his charm, he was always sizing people up and deciding how useful they’d be to him. He’d always pretty much ignored me, but I could see him sizing me up now.

“Bob,” Quin said, “we’ll take the Assembly Room if that’s all right.”

Bob just nodded behind his desk, obviously not one for small talk, and they ushered us down the hall and into the room. We sat and Al dropped his briefcase on the conference table, briskly snapping the latches and removing a file to set between us.

I settled in between Mom and Dad (unfairly, they looked totally comfortable). Ankles crossed and hands folded, I tried to project confidence. I’d taken my cue from the parents and dressed for a Foundation business meeting, so I wore a gray business jacket and skirt with a white blouse under a darker vest. I’d applied minimal makeup, and wore my platinum blond bob styled back to bare my forehead. I felt ready for the room.

Then I nearly jumped out of my skin again, barely biting down on a shriek as a hand reached around my shoulder and deposited a white china cup and saucer at my elbow.

I clutched my chest to make sure my heart was still beating. The man attached to the hand was an older gentleman with salt-and-pepper hair and a thin face punctuated by a mustache so trim it looked like his upper lip had eyebrows. He’d come in through another door; what was it about this room that let people creep up on me?

“Could you be any sneakier?” I gasped.

“I was a ninja barista in a former life, ma’am.”

Dad laughed as the man finished arranging everyone’s cups.

“Thank you Willis,” Al said. “Astra, this is Willis, the Dome’s major-domo. Willis, Astra and her parents.”

“A pleasure, ma’am. Ma’am. Sir.” He sounded impeccably British. “Should you need anything I am at your service.”

He gave a polite nod and departed.

I tried the coffee to settle my nerves, consciously imitating Mom. It was delicious. Everyone else gave theirs the attention such creations were due, and Al cleared his throat.

“Now Astra,” he started in. “First we’d like to thank you for taking Atlas up on his offer to arrange for training. There are several places available for training Atlas-type superhumans, including an excellent facility in Maryland run by the US Marshals Service, and they would be sensitive of your desire to protect your private identity. However, we have a more particular offer to make.” He tapped the file meaningfully.

“Atlas would like to oversee your training himself—at least parts of it.”

I gaped, stunned by the offer. Dad and Mom didn’t say anything.

“His offer surprised me too. Your training wouldn’t be restricted to the Dome. A lot of it would be fly-‘n-try, stuff in the field under his supervision. Although you wouldn’t be a card-carrying Sentinel you would be publicly associated with us from the beginning. In fact, Atlas has indicated a willingness to take you on as his sidekick.”

Now I was beyond stunnage.

Breakthroughs happen at all ages, and young breakthroughs need training like anyone else. The comic books supplied the perfect solution: sidekicks. They could be paired with experienced mentors with at least their level of power. It’s not a universal practice, but I know it’s often that or “superschool.” And despite appearances I was just too old for that.

“While John hasn’t shared his reasons with me,” Al went on, “I’m sure he sees it as solving, at least temporarily, one of our problems. Have you looked at the lineup of the team recently?”

I hadn’t, although if it had recently changed recently I’d have heard. Besides Atlas, Ajax, and Blackstone, there was Chakra, Rush, Nimbus, and The Harlequin. Others had been added to and dropped from the team roster, but they’d been down two from their usual nine for a couple of years. I shook my head; I couldn’t see where he was going.

Quin surprised me by laughing.

“What Al’s trying to get at is right now the team doesn’t have any amazons. Nimbus is really the most physically dangerous member of the team, but she’s a specialist and when you consider the rest of us girls…” She shrugged. “Physically, we’re not heavy-hitters. So the team has been taking some criticism for ‘perpetuating female stereotypes,’ and not ‘welcoming strong female members.’”

“But— How does adding a pixie to the lineup help?”

She laughed again. “A pixie that can bench-press buses? You’re young, cute as a button, and you can fight closer to Atlas’ weight than any other Amazon in the city. And consider the popular perception of the team dynamic. Who’s the leader of this team?”

“Atlas,” I said immediately. “He was the first.”

Ajax shook his head. “Seniority has nothing to do with it,” he interjected. He had a wonderfully deep voice, like rough honey. A tenured professor, he taught the much-coveted Superhuman History survey course at U of C.

“He was the youngest of us when we founded the team, and right now only Quin and Rush are younger. He’s our field leader because he’s mobile, fast-thinking, and unlikely to get taken out in a fight. He’s also been the public face of the team since Touches Clouds left to go into politics.”

Quin knocked on the oak table. “We certainly don’t need a spare with Atlas around, but it’s good to add depth to the bench. But we don’t want to add another Atlas-type man—the two of them would be constantly compared in the press and pitted against each other in the tabloids. And media-wise you would appeal to a completely different demographic.”

“But—” I could already see the publicity shots of Atlas and me. Matching costumes would be involved. I would look disgustingly cute.

“Now, we need to discuss your training,” Ajax said, folding his hands. “We must begin immediately, and I’m afraid you’re going to have to disappear for awhile.”

“How long?” I asked with a sick, sinking feeling. “Orientation Day is next week.”

“At least a month, closer to two.”

I heard a sharp crack, and looked down to realize I’d broken my cup. Bits of china dropped from my fingers and the remains of my coffee spilled over the saucer.

“Astra,” he said kindly, ignoring the mess. “You’re the second strongest Atlas-type in Chicago now. There are only seven stronger than you in the country, three of them in the military. More than anything you need to learn control, and until you do you’re not only dangerous to everyone around you, you can give away what you’ve become in a thousand easy ways. If you want to keep your secret safe, keep your friends and family safe, you need to remove yourself from your normal life until you have experience with your new strength and abilities.”

I shook my head in desperate denial, but thought of last night and the pillow. It could have been Gray. Or Mom or Dad. Oh God. Mom gave my hand a squeeze and I was afraid to return it. The world wobbled and I realized I was breathing fast.

“But school—I’m going to pledge Phi Mu with the Bees. We’re sharing rooms in Palevsky Commons…”

Dad shook his head.

“No honey, you’re not. Your mother and I have already come up with a cover story for you. We’re going to tell everyone your cancer may be coming back. Since Aaron is interning at John Hopkins, you’re going there for testing and treatment and staying with Aaron and Cindy. They’ll be able to supply enough details to make the story completely believable. You’ll be able to take online courses at UofC from right here at the Dome, so—”

“And I’ve got to lie to the Bees? Tell them I’m sick again?”

Julie’s family lived in our parish, and after Shelly’s funeral she’d ruthlessly dragged me into her circle, which ‘til then had only included Annabeth and Megan. Together since middle school, the Bees (Brennan, Bauman, and Brock) had reigned as the benevolent dictators of the It-crowd of Oak Park. They hadn’t been my crowd, but by Julie’s decree the Bees had become “Hope and the Bees.” We’d worked hard to keep the team together, to all get accepted at UofC. We’d be sisters forever, aunties to each other’s kids.

Mom squeezed my hand again.

“You’ll be able to tell them eventually, dear. Just…”

I nodded, blinking. “I know.” The thought of Annabeth trying to keep my secret was sadly funny. She could… for maybe five minutes. A day tops, and if I couldn’t tell one I couldn’t tell any. “Where will I be staying?”





The Dome is as self-contained as a military base, and Ajax explained that everybody had an apartment, even the Sentinels who lived elsewhere when not on the job. When he opened the door and ushered us into “my” apartment I stopped and stared, momentarily distracted from my misery by shock at the luxury of my jail.

The main room was a combination living room and entertainment center, lit by the same kind of indirect lighting as the halls, with the biggest TV screen I’d ever seen outside of a movie war-room. Tiptoeing into the bedroom I found a queen-size bed buried in pillows, a smaller flat-screen TV I could watch in bed, and a study nook. Through the door into the bathroom I could see one of those decadent five-head showers complete with waterfall you read about in fancy home-improvement magazines. A kitchen corner held a large mini-fridge and attached microwave and pantry. Ajax pointed out an apartment phone next to it, for when I wanted to call Willis and ask for something I didn’t stock. If I was too lazy to walk down the hall to the common dining area and fix it myself.

The closet, a huge walk-in, held a full sized mirror and changing space. Dad just looked around and nodded; the accommodations befit his princess. Mom promised to have my stuff packed and over by tonight. She whipped out her cell-phone and took pictures of everything, and I knew they’d have paintings and art for the bare walls and spaces in a couple of days if I didn’t stop them.

Ajax stepped out to give us a moment alone, and Dad drew me into a bear hug. He pulled back, still holding my shoulders, and dropped a kiss on my forehead.

“Well,” he said.

I nodded quickly, then gave up and threw my arms around his neck, barely remembering not to squeeze. He squeezed for me, lifting me off the carpet, while pointing out gruffly that my laptop had a web-cam and I hadn’t left the city. And in a couple of months I’d be able to come home, and everything would be back to normal.

I didn’t agree, but didn’t fight.

Mom gave me a kiss and informed me she expected me for mass and Sunday dinner before I “flew out.” And then they were gone. With my new super-duper hearing I heard them talking to Ajax as they headed for the elevator—wringing all sorts of promises from the man.

I flopped onto my new bed. The sheets had an absurdly high thread-count.

Somewhere Shelly had to be laughing, but I didn’t think it was funny. I tried not to feel like an unwanted pet abandoned at the side of the road, a dog that’d gotten too big for the house. My chin quivered warningly and I took a deep breath, using oxygen to fight off defeat.

I wanted so much to agree with them; two months, then I could have my life back. Dad couldn’t stand the idea of his little girl risking her life, getting hurt. I’d been so looking forward to college life with the Bees. Everyone had plans for me, and I liked them.

But.

Like I’d told Mom and Dad, it felt wrong.

You’re not suddenly indispensable, Atlas had said. And he was right. But he was wrong, too.

I couldn’t save little Kimberly or her mom. But yesterday the news report that gave me their names credited five other “saves” in the Ashland bombing to the new mystery woman. To me.

Gifts were to be used; the parentals had taught me that. So, what now?

One thing at a time.

I wiped my eyes and reached for my cell.











Chapter Six

Even in the beginning Atlas never went for the briefs-outside-the-tights look, but there are plenty who did and I started with the spandex shorts and cape. What possesses a person, already a freak to begin with, to put on a cape and mask and let people give her a funny name? All right, I will grant that there are good reasons for the mask. And the codename. But the rest? What are we, ten?



Astra, Notes from a Life





I phoned Susan to call in sick again, though I hated to. Mom’s best event coordinator, a perpetually harried woman who always had pencils and pens stuck in her ragged French bun, she could run the show without me if it came to that. I promised faithfully that I’d be there the next night unless I was dying (an unfortunate word-choice considering my new cover). I’d be careful, not touch anything remotely breakable, whatever, but I wasn’t going to miss it. I wouldn’t allow it.

Then I texted Julie to tell them I couldn’t make it to our lunch-date and make sure that all three of the Bees were going to be at the gallery. I promptly got three WTF? responses and felt even worse; always busy with school and the foundation, I’d never blown off the Bees. As I wondered how I was going to be able to lie to them, someone knocked on the door.

Quin stood outside with another jumpsuit for me, this time with a mask and wig.

“The newsies got footage of you leaving the bomb site, so you’re part of the story,” she explained as I changed. “They didn’t get a great picture, but they’re running it again alongside the new Teatime Anarchist story; the DSA found the safe-house where the bombs were made, but he’s still in the wind and he released a new video-file promising more death and destruction if the feds don’t back off.”

She handed me the wig.

“So we need to bring you out at a press conference as soon as we can, where people can stop speculating and see you. You’re the one positive piece of this story. The body-scan part of your checkup Monday gave us all the measurements we needed, so we’re going to see Andrew right now.”

 “Andrew?” I asked to distract myself from the images of the bombing my mind conjured up. I could still smell it, like smoke in my clothes.

“The designer for the sartorially sophisticated superhero. The team picks up the tab for his creations—all part of the PR.”

Tom drove us in a car with tinted windows, and Andrew’s studio turned out to be off Michigan Avenue not far from Bennigan’s Tavern. It had a narrow front, just a solid oak door framed in decorative molding with Andrew’s Designs in gold above the lintel. Andrew assumed, I supposed, that if you didn’t know what he designed you didn’t need to know.

Inside, at the end of a long hall hung with tracklights lighting gallery prints of celebrity superheroes (mostly high-fashion shots by famous photographers for magazines like Vogue and GQ), we met Andrew in a cozy parlor. Andrew wasn’t what I expected; the man stood tall at around six foot two, as tall as Dad though Dad was heavier. Andrew didn’t have an inch of fat on him. He looked like GI Joe gone civilian, and he was all business.

Pulling a stack of boxes out of a wardrobe, he pushed me behind a screen and told me how to dress. I had trouble with the mask and he helped to pull and tug the thing snuggly back and over my head, then led me out to stand in front of a three-way mirror. He fussed briefly with the fall of the cape while I stared at the girl in the full-length mirrors, speechless.

The outfit was the same blue and white scheme as Atlas’ leather jumpsuit, but the resemblance ended there. Instead of a jumpsuit, I wore a two-piece costume with a short cape. The blue top was a sleeveless leather vest with a sweetheart neckline, belted at the waist, over a pair of white spandex boyleg shorts. The vest hugged my small waist and hid inserts that changed my immature bust to a more grown up one, and the white cape hung from buckles on the shoulders to just barely below the costume bottom. A white eight-pointed star sat on my chest, its cardinal points longer than its secondary points so that it looked a bit like a compass symbol except that the “south” or down point was longer than all the others. The silver buckle at the waist sported the Sentinels’ trademark S.

Both Atlas and Quin wore token masks, domino masks that only hid the bit of face around their eyes, but mine gave serious coverage The snug half-mask of blue leather covered my face from just below my cheekbones to past the edge of my scalp, with a cleverly attached wig that darkened my platinum-blond hair by several shades and added five or six inches to fall down behind my shoulders. White leather gloves and blue boots with hidden lifts completed the outfit.

Taken all together it seemed to hide nothing and exaggerate nothing, but…

“Well?” Quin prodded.

I hardly knew where to begin. “I still get mistaken for a middle-schooler, but this… it’s amazing.”

The costume didn’t have the “do me” look that modish superheroines were adopting, but it transformed me from someone who didn’t look like she should be driving into an unmistakable adult. And a superhero.

I shivered. Monday I’d been just plain ‘Hope,’ and now a superhero looked back at me. Even my own family wouldn’t recognize me.

Andrew watched me closely.

“Have Atlas show you how to hang everything from the belt. And what do you think of your crest?”

“My what?” I couldn’t look away.

“The star symbol. I thought of just using Atlas’ ‘A’ since you share the same initial, but I think you really need your own.”

“Oh.” I turned to face him. “It looks good, I guess.”

He sighed.

“Astra, the crest is the most important part of the costume. You can change your costume style, even your colors when you graduate from being a sidekick, but you’ll never change the symbol unless you’re trying to create a whole new superhero persona.”

“Purist,” Quin laughed at him. “It’s a marketing thing, Astra. Atlas has his Roman ‘A’, Chakra has her pink lotus, and I have my crowned diamond. We even sell them on t-shirts and stuff.”

“Oh,” I repeated. I tried to look at it critically, but shied away from the idea of having a symbol.

“I like it,” I finally said.

“Done, then.” Andrew clapped his hands, rubbing them together.

Then he turned to a folder he’d brought with him. It held page after page of color sketches of Harlequin costumes, from her standard diagonal-checkered bodystocking to frilled skirts and tights, ruffled shirts and patched vests, cravats and tied sleeves, waistcoats and jackets, slippers, shoes, boots, and hats, hats, hats. The sketches ran from playful to sexy, formal and even businesslike. Delighted, Quin spent some time poring over the designs while Andrew watched her, smiling.


I made some comments, but mostly just sat trying catch up in my head. At the end of the hour Andrew shooed us out with a smile for me and a wink for Quin.

 Back on the street I turned to Quin to ask just what the wink had been about, and a flash lit off in my face. I knew the lanky, grinning guy under the tousled dirty-blond hair holding the camera.

“The!” he said. “Turn this way! And who’s your friend?”

I almost blurted his name.

Confronted by Terry Reinhold, a photo-journalist and columnist who worked Chicago’s superhero and society beat for his column, City Watch, Quin looked dumbfounded. She scowled.

“Terry…”

“Aren’t you going to introduce us?”

“‘The’?” I asked.

“Her name, don’tcha know?” Terry grinned at me. “Her first name, at least: The Harlequin?”

Her scowl deepened. “Terry, so help me—”

“So are you going to introduce us, or am I going to have to wait till Monday like everyone else? This shot’ll make a handy column topper till then. The Harlequin seen leaving Andrew’s with stylish new mystery woman.”

“Damn it Terry!”

“C’mon, Quin. I’ve been staking Andrew’s out for two days. You’ve got to give me something.”

Tom had pulled up, drawing more attention from afternoon strollers. Quin ground her teeth.

“Get in.”

We got in, Terry in the front passenger’s side, where he twisted around to face us as the car pulled away from the curb and I tried to figure out how to arrange the cape.

“So?”

Quin rubbed her temples.

“What will it take for you to bury the picture until Tuesday? I want a clean debut.”

Terry nodded, obviously expecting it.

“You want it dramatic. No worries. First interview.”

“You’ll have to do the interview right after the press conference. I will vet the questions.”

“Don’t you trust me to know what’s off limits by now? I’m hurt.”

“You’re a journalist, you can’t feel pain. I’m more worried that Ast—my associate has no experience with the wiles of the press. You know the drill; I’ll be there, I’ll vet the questions and—”

“And if I ask any question you’ve declared out of bounds or go over your on-the-spot veto that’ll be the last time I’m allowed in the Dome. You’re a hard woman; are you free for dinner next Friday?”

“Get out.”

Tom had conveniently stopped us at a light at the dramatically appropriate moment. Terry opened the door, but looked back over his shoulder.

“Someday you’ll say yes. I’m that irresistible.”

The light changed and we pulled away, and Quin let her head fall back on the seat headrest. Tom raised the dividing window, and, looking at the glass I realized distractedly that our ride was armored.

“I’ve got to do it some time,” I offered. Hesitated. “And I like Terry.”

She frowned.

“Do you think he might recognize you?”

I thought about it.

“I don’t think so. He covers a lot of Mom’s events, and he interviewed her a couple of times, but I’m mostly invisible. I don’t think he’d out me if he did.”

She sighed, agreeing. “He’s no tabloid reporter and he does know the Deal.”

The unspoken deal, capital ‘D’.  News agencies only used the codenames of superheroes who wanted to keep their private lives private, even if their private identities were publicly known. Superheroes who tried to keep their private identities secret weren’t fair game for investigative journalists either; heroes routinely and successfully sued reporters and news agencies in civil court on personal injury grounds for breaching their secret identities. The courts recognized a superhero’s right to privacy and the shield of an official “super identity.” Mostly.

I chewed my lip, wondering if a mask, wig, and wonderbra would really be enough.

“Terry’s good people,” I said at last. “You could do worse on a Friday night, too. For that matter, what’s the deal with Andrew? I’ve seen boys chase girls with flowers and concert tickets before, but never with costume designs.”

She sighed again, straightening up. “I know. I don’t date.”

“Oh.”                

It was a polite oh, not intended to really go anywhere, but she looked at me.

“I had a boyfriend when I changed, and it didn’t last.” She stroked her shiny, slick-smooth cheek. It squeaked, the sound of rubber on rubber. “He said it felt like he was dating Barbie.”

I honestly had no idea how to respond to that horrifyingly personal revelation, but she didn’t seem to expect me to. We drove back to the Dome in silence. I kept quiet, grateful for the time to think. I still didn’t know how I felt yet—everything was happening so quickly.

 She probably thought I needed a few moments before what came next; with the costume it was official, and the whole team was waiting for me when we returned to the Dome. They welcomed me with a beating.











Chapter Seven

Protestors from Citizen’s for Human Rights picketed the Dome this morning, this time to protest the Illinois Supreme Court decision upholding the right of superheroes to testify in court under their superhero identities, thus denying defendants the right to directly confront their accusers. A spokesperson argued “No court would accept the testimony of a Klan member wearing his hood, or of an ‘anonymous source’ on tape or a fuzzed out screen. Why should so-called superheroes get special privileges?”



Chicago News at Five





I exaggerate, but not by much. They weren’t wasting any time; I had my costume, and without a moment to breathe I was going to meet the whole team. Atlas waited for us in uniform at the elevator.

“Astra,” he said. He took in my new look and nodded. “I approve. Right this way.” Stepping aside, he ushered us into the Assembly Room. I’d seen them all in pictures, of course, but now I stood in a room filled with some of the world’s most famous superheroes, all in full costume and watching me. I nearly hyperventilated.

Ajax and Blackstone flanked what had to be Atlas’ empty chair, Ajax looming large in his black-on-black armor. Across from him, Blackstone wore his usual elegant tuxedo and opera cape, his white mustache and Van Dyke beard elegantly trimmed, dressed to take the stage for his magic act.

Rush, the Sentinels’ current speedster, sat on Ajax’ left in his red and white racer’s jumpsuit, his half-visored helmet off to expose a blond buzzcut and surfer boy looks. Nimbus sat beside him, a luminous white hologram of a woman surrounded by a glowing aura that fuzzed her edges and lines to softness. She looked ethereal, even angelic, but Quin had called her the most dangerous member of the team. Chakra sat next to Blackstone, dressed like a vaguely Hindu tribal dancer in a midriff-baring red vest and skirt loaded down with lots of gold jewelry. Beneath lustrous auburn curls her brown eyes regarded me warmly.

Quin walked around to sit on her right and I took the empty seat beside her as Atlas took his place. I fidgeted with my cape.

“Thank y’all for coming.” he said. Most of them smiled at me encouragingly, though Rush just looked bored. I smiled back, as nervous as a cat at a dog show.

“There will be a welcoming dinner later, and Willis assures me it will be superb.”

There were chuckles all around and he nodded to me.

“I would like everyone to welcome Astra to the team; she’ll be training with us for now, and we’ll be introducing her to the public. For later, who knows? Now, in a normal business this would be the point where we all introduce ourselves and share our favorite movies or do some such damnfool get-to-know ritual. Since she already knows everything the media feels fit to print ‘bout us folks, and we’ve all read and discussed her file, we can forget about all that. Some embarrassment for the new hand is traditional, though, so, Astra? Could you say a few words?”

I jumped, then stood. Right. Thank you speech number one coming up. Thanks Mom. I cleared my throat.

“Only that I’m very grateful for the amazing opportunity to be working with all of you. I know this is a unique opportunity, and I’ll work very hard not to let everyone down.”

I sat and they applauded.

“Short as a Truman speech.” Ajax said approvingly.

“Yup,” Atlas said, standing. “And now I reckon we should get down to the main event.”

We all trooped down the hall that led to the infirmary and gym as I wondered what was going on, but we went through the doors opposite. In all the movies I’d seen, superhero headquarters came with a high-tech training room that fired lasers and missiles, threw out traps, even created virtual reality environments to fight in. This was just a big, high-ceilinged room, completely bare except for some brightly painted red circles on the floor.

Here Ajax took over. He twirled his maul end over end, caught it as lightly as a baton, and gave me the same friendly smile he had this morning.

“This is our primary training room,” he said. “For urban tactical training we share an open range outside of town with the Crisis Aid and Intervention teams, and there’s a practice range down the hall for target practice. This room is strictly for drilling and sparring, and when we want to train against different threat types we invite others in to join us.”

I nodded and he continued.

“We’ll have plenty of time in the coming weeks to do serious training; today we just want to give you an idea of how we fight individually. I understand you’ve had some training yourself?”

I swallowed. “Just the Tae-Bo gym workout and mixed self-defense. And high school field hockey. “

His smile widened.

“Then you’ve at least struck someone else with intent before. Good! You’re now one of the strongest superhumans in the country, and when your training is complete you will be able to go one-on-one with any other Atlas-type out there. However, you have limits.” He nodded to Rush and waved me forward. I followed Rush to the middle of the room, marked by one of the red circles, and we faced each other. I hastily took a stance, palms slick inside my new gloves.

“Begin.” Ajax said.

Rush bowed and I copied him.

And he kicked me, knocked me to the floor, grabbed and rolled me, tossed me out of the circle. And bowed, back in the center.

I stared up at him, dizzy and wide-eyed.

“Done!” Ajax said. Rush’s fists and feet, normal human bone and muscle under his armored gauntlets and boots, hadn’t hurt me at all. But I could hardly see him move, forget about touching him. It was like a cage match between a brick and a butterfly.

Ajax waved Nimbus forward, and she floated to the center as I scrambled up and returned to my position.

“Begin.”

She flashed about the room, firing at me from each new position. Her low-power shots burned, the few that missed leaving scorch-marks on the wall as I tried to dodge. Then she flared, bright enough to burn herself into my retinas.

I blinked desperately, blind. She could burn a hole in me with a sustained megawatt laser burst without even trying if she wanted to. And since she was solid as a sunbeam I couldn’t touch her any more than I could touch Rush.

“Done!” Ajax shouted.

She flashed back to the center and we bowed again as I tried to get my breath.

Blackstone multiplied himself into a dozen levitating Blackstones, all of them disappearing with a flourish and a puff of smoke.

The Harlequin just stood there, inviting me to hit her as hard as I could.  When I nerved myself up to do it, I felt her bones bend and she bounced away like a superball. She rebounded off the wall and did spinning leaps back to the center to give us all a bow.

Rush laughed and even Atlas smiled. I flushed.

When Ajax donned his helmet and marched out to stand in the center, I wanted to run. Instead I took a shaky breath and settled into a defensive stance, weight on my back foot, fists up.

I can do this.

“Begin,” he said.

We bowed.

And I launched myself at the far wall like the goal posts at the end of the field. Through him.

He folded over me with an explosive grunt as, still accelerating, I drove us both into the wall. It boomed and rebounded, and as he slid to the floor I flew to the ceiling, where I hovered, breathing hard.

Everyone stood in shocked silence as he climbed to his feet and removed his helmet.

And roared in deep, booming laughs. “Done!” he shouted, applauding.

He retrieved his maul. “You won’t spar with Atlas today, and Chakra’s psychic powers provide tactical support. I believe you have learned the lesson?”

I landed, light-headed.

“It’s paper-scissors-rock, isn’t it?”

“That’s a simplification, but yes. Each of us has our strengths and weaknesses, and the purpose of a team is to cover them for each other. Well done.” I flushed again as they all applauded and gathered around to shake hands like I’d passed some sort of initiation. All except for Atlas, who stood in the door with a smile that stopped with his lips.





Everyone was perfectly nice, but after dinner I went back to my rooms. Mom had sent over my entire winter wardrobe, my laptop, school things, and even a big box of odds. I killed a couple of hours putting everything away the way I wanted it, till I found myself endlessly rearranging my bathroom stuff. Flopping on my bed, still in costume, I tried to think about tomorrow and the rest of the week.

And the next.

It still seemed unreal, like I was an unwilling guest at one of those live-action adventure parties; no matter how much I wanted to I couldn’t break character and leave. Or maybe I’d been kidnapped by elves, dragged off to fairyland where everything was the same but different, full of magic and odd rules I had to learn or else. I tried to remember my earlier resolve. Maybe I could click my heels three times and go home?

My mask itched and I peeled it off.

There came a knock at the door and I scrambled to open it to find Atlas in the hall, still in costume too. I remembered reading that he’d bought a penthouse somewhere in the Loop after his divorce. Was he flying home?

“Are you done for the day, or do you have a little time tonight?” he asked.

“Yes. I mean—yes, I have some time.”

“Then I’d like to show you something. Put your mask back on.”

He took me up another elevator, a secure one that didn’t stop at the ground floor atrium, and we stepped out into a bay as big as a five-car garage. Racks of pallets lined the walls, and at the push of a button the ceiling opened. It was a launch bay for fliers like us, complete with loads of emergency equipment.

Now he grinned.

“Try to keep up.”

I started as he launched himself through the bay doors, then leaped after him. He got a good head start, and without my new super-vision I’d have lost him as he climbed straight up into the night sky. My ears didn’t pop as we raced upward, but the whistle of air thinned, and then I lost sight of him in the clouds.

But he wasn’t trying to get away; when I broke through the cloud layer he was waiting for me. As I floated up beside him (that’s really what it felt like—like I was a floating, self-directed balloon) he smiled. A genuine smile this time.

“Look around.”

I did, and gasped in delight.

The clouds below weren’t thick, and the lights of Chicago lit them from beneath so that we seemed to be floating above a sea of pearlescent fog. Then he pointed up. Undimmed by the lights of the city and the denser air below, the Milky Way stretched above us in a great celestial arch, impossibly bright and surrounded by more stars than I’d known existed. I blinked and felt tears cooling my cheeks, but I didn’t care.

It was beautiful.

“I thought you should see this,” he said softly. “Before you spend too much time down there in the mud and the blood. With everything that gets taken from you, you get a few things too.”

“Thank you.” I watched the clouds drift.

“Atlas?” I said.

“Hmm?”

“About the Teatime Anarchist—”

“Nope.”

“What?”

“I wondered when you’d ask. Every Crisis Aid and Intervention team in Chicago is on alert, all of us are in the Dome, and why do you think I’m still in uniform? But even if we got the call tonight, you wouldn’t be with us; you’re a trainee, with no skills yet despite the stunt you pulled on Ajax.”

“But—”

“We should be hunting him? The feds are doing that, with a lot more resources than we have. Blackstone is our team intelligence specialist, and he has no leads. We’re glorified emergency response professionals, rescue workers, and civilian contractors to the police when other superhumans are involved.”

He shrugged.

“We’re not gods, Astra; half the time all we get to do is the cleanup. Leave the counter-terrorism to the pros. Go to your party tomorrow. Say goodbye to your friends, and next week we get serious. Come back inside when you’re ready, the Dome’ll be open.”

And he dropped out of sight, leaving me alone above the pearl-bright sea.
















PART TWO

Chapter Eight

Miraculous powers have not made the world a more peaceful place. Governments, whether liberal democracies or totalitarian oligarchies, rest upon a monopoly of force or the threat of force, and history has shown us what happens when significant centers of non-government force emerge: insurrections, civil wars, criminal oligarchies, warlords, terrorist movements. The results are all around us. China fragmented into the Chinese states. North Korea collapsed completely. Radical Islamists carved the Caliphate out of the Muslim states of the Middle East and nearly wiped out Israel before they were stopped. Mexico fights an ongoing civil war with supervillain-led drug cartels. The Event has forever broken the monopoly on force.



Prof. Charles Gibbons, The New Heroic Age





Thursday started with the press conference. Quin and Al directed it, moved me about, and had me give a short statement—a repeat of my little speech the day before. I hoped the media saw a confident new superheroine instead of a scared girl playing dress-up. After the supervised interview Quin had promised Terry, she handed me off to Ajax for my first training session.

It wasn’t at all what I expected.

Instead of going right to the fight-training, Ajax started me on what he called “resistance training.” He didn’t mean bodybuilding; he meant teaching me how to react to everything using less effort. Much less.

I’d done pretty well the past few days just not hurting anybody or doing any damage—except for the warped steering wheel, burst pillow, shattered cup… It felt like everything around me was made of tissue, thin plaster sheet, or cardboard. And people, Ajax said, were just as breakable. I had to learn to move safely through a fragile world, and our first session made me completely paranoid.

But I had to do the gallery event. It was my show, my last chance to see the Bees before “leaving town,” my last day, really, of remotely normal life. I conferred with Susan through the day, went over the lists one more time, and made sure the gallery had good insurance. They could hardly lock me in the Dome, but Ajax made me promise to eat off napkins instead of plates, be very careful shaking hands, and not make any sudden moves.

A lot of Chinatown burned the day of the Event and the renewal brought serious gentrification, so the Silk Road Art Gallery stood just down the street from the Pui Tak Center in a shiny-new outdoor mall designed to look like a street in ancient China. The night’s charitable donations were going to build health clinics and water treatment plants for villages in Anhui, China’s poorest successor-state (President Touches Clouds had continued the East Asia Marshall Plan launched by President Kayle, and private charities were a big part of it). But the event would also bring a lot of upscale attention to the gallery and the shops around it, the reason the entire mall was hung with hundreds of paper lanterns, Yuet’s next door had agreed to provide incredible Cantonese delicacies for our guests, and Shennong’s Book across the mall offered to supply the erhu musician and tea.

I’d vowed to be no-touchy, but Annabeth practically clotheslined me when I crossed the gallery’s threshold at seven. She pulled me into a hug and I froze as we narrowly missed knocking an ivory figurine to the floor. Holding me at arm’s length, she and the rest of the Bees gave my little green cocktail dress a once-over. I’d bought it for the party, and it had an empire waist with a ribbon round the front to define my hint of a bust. She gave it her critical approval, then hugged me again.

“Omigosh!” she enthused. “This party is amazing!”

Megan rolled her eyes while Julie laughed. Dane loomed beside them, there squiring Annabeth. They’d been together since freshman year when she’d started dating him because he was a jock and they made a matched set.  

I’d expected them to grill me the moment I walked in, and, looking at them, I narrowed my eyes.

“Okay, this is nice but you’re all a little too happy for the room. What’s going on?”

Dane laughed.

“I scored front-row seats for us at the Freakzone concert.”

Oh yeah, that would do it.

Freakzone, led by the metamorphing “supervillain” Freakshow, was the latest megastar rapper group and all three otherwise sane girls were deeply into villain-rap. Burnout was so last decade.

“Hey,” he said. “I got six, would you like to come?”

“Dane, do I look like I listen to villain-rap?”

“I dunno. Still waters…”

I shook my head. “Why? You’re as vanilla as I am. You’re not into it and I have no idea why they are.”

“Hello? We’re right here.” Megan said.

Dane ignored her. “I think it’s a transgressive thing, mostly for the style.” Okay, he was a smart jock.

Annabeth stuck out her tongue at him.

“Hope, you’ve got to come.”

“No, nyet, nein, and again, no,” I said, laughing. “I’d rather go shark-diving with a hundred paper cuts, but it’s awfully nice of you. But maybe that means you don’t want these.”

Silently blessing Mom for her suggestion, I handed each of them the early invitations for the foundation’s Christmas Ball. I even had one for Dane I’d expected Annabeth to deliver. Although most people on the guest-list were public figures and big money, Mom liked to salt the crowd with beautiful, young, and connected people, as well as some purely entertaining ones. The Bees checked all the boxes. They already had plans to violently assault the fashion world together after graduation, and their families were old Chicago money. Dane, serious eye-candy himself, was being groomed to take over his dad’s defense contracting company if they could tear him away from soccer (he’d already been accepted on the UofC team).

The invitations elicited a round of shrieks; the Christmas Ball was legendary. I took a deep breath. Now I had to tell them.

I opened my mouth, but before I could say anything Julie leaned over and whispered in my ear, scanning the room. “Guess who’s here already? Mrs. Lori!”

“What? No!”

I looked around frantically, wanting to check everything again despite all my preparations. I spotted Mom across the room talking to Father Nolan, our own little priest and pastor of St. Chris. She’d obviously just handed him a plate of food, which he regarded in polite bemusement. Then I spotted Mrs. Lori, in conversation with Rush of all people. My small world was getting smaller.

Mrs. Lori was one of Chicago’s Grande Dames, and Mom’s main rival in the charitable events business.  She hosted only the most elite affairs, but always came to Mom’s—probably hoping to catch her using black magic or something. I often thought she had no wrinkles because her closely knotted steel-gray hair pulled her face too tight.

Giving air-kisses all around, I abandoned the Bees and wove my way through the crowd, trying not to touch anybody. I arrived at her side safely and with a silent sigh of relief. Now I just had to face the dragon.

“Mrs. Lori.” I curtsied. I couldn’t help it—she always stood poker-straight and when she looked at me I knew she was doing a quick and critical inspection.

She interrupted her conversation with Rush, out tonight in an evening suit with his newest wife (Tracy?), probably on Ajax’s instructions. Beside them stood a little Buddha of a man I didn’t recognize.

“There you are, dear,” she said. “You know Rush and Stacy, but I would like you to meet Dr. Royce. The good doctor heads the neurosurgery unit at Holy Cross. Hope is the daughter of our hostess and an indispensable help to her mother.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Dr. Royce said, briefly clasping my hand. “And I must thank your mother for her donation; the Faith Corrigan wing will be completed on schedule because of it.”

I banished my frown, but not before Mrs. Lori spotted it. I took a breath; I needed to focus.

“Thank you, doctor,” I said. “I’ll relay your sentiments if you aren’t able to find her in this crush. What do you think of the gallery?”

“It’s amazing!” he said. “I thought all the ivory not in museums was badly carved imitation.”

“It’s true that new ivory is comparatively rare, but the best artists still work in it. But what you’re looking at isn’t ivory, doctor; it’s white jade.”

The doctor had been gazing at my favorite piece, the center of the collection: an amazingly lifelike figure of a beautiful Asian woman, nearly four feet tall and carved in purest white jade. She wore Chinese imperial robes, her head bare and hair loose in a flowing western style, carved so fine you expected to see strands wave when you breathed. She held a sleeping infant in the crook of her left arm, and a parrot with a pearl in its mouth perched on her right hand. She watched her child, mouth curved in an adoring smile. The parrot gazed at her rapturously.

“This,” I said, “is a modern, nontraditional representation of Quan Yin, the Chinese goddess of mercy. Taoists worship her as an Immortal, Buddhists as a bodhisattva, and the Japanese as Kannon, one of the Celestial Kami. Asian Christians have noted her striking resemblance to the Virgin Mary, and secret Christians in Japan prayed to her as Mary for several centuries. This beautiful piece is a syncretic representation of her in that spirit.”

I reached up but stopped myself from touching her milky robes.

“In China, superhumans gifted with beneficial powers are said to be ‘kissed by Quan Yin.’”

“She’s beautiful.” Dr. Royce lifted his hand too, and then lowered it, clearing his throat. I played tour guide for several other pieces before Mrs. Lori brought a new arrival to his attention and he reluctantly excused himself. A very bored Rush and Stacy found their own excuses. I cautiously grabbed a napkin and some finger food from a passing tray.

Mrs. Lori graced me with a dry smile.

“Thank you for not biting his head off, dear.”

“I’m sorry.” I hung my head. “I still don’t think Faith’s name belongs on a hospital building. On a children’s wing it just seems like the most important thing about her is she died.”

“It is the name of the foundation, dear. In any case, I think you’ve made a sale. I would not be surprised if your goddess ended up in the new wing.”

That made me smile. Quan Yin certainly belonged where she would comfort many instead of delighting only the buyer.

“And perhaps when you’re a director on the foundation board you can put Faith’s name on a few schools?”

I choked on the delicious bao yu I’d just bitten into. That was what Mom wanted, what I had wanted. Now? I saw a huge fight looming. Suddenly the bao yu didn’t taste so good.

“Honestly Mrs. Lori,” I said, clearing my throat. “I’m already thinking about staying in school for graduate studies.”

She snorted. “Too much knowledge rots the brain. Unless it is the practical sort, such as how to fix my car or operate on my heart. Sometimes I think the more educated a person becomes the more useless he is to the rest of us. I can’t bear to speak to half of my grandchildren because of their intellectual pretensions.”

“I will strive not to be useless.” I said.

That earned me another sharp look.

“See that you do. You’re mother infuriates me. She ignores half of the rules of society and mocks the rest, yet everyone forgives her. Worse, she throws common affairs like tonight’s and expects everyone to come, and they do. She could auction manure in a stables and need help carrying the cash away.”

She smiled thinly.

“And if you do not live up to her achievements I will be sorely disappointed.”

With that she took her leave, leaving me standing beside Quan Yin in mute astonishment.

The event was a success, and I got to spend some time with the Bees between my hosting duties. But I wasn’t able to tell them. There were moments when I could have, but I kept chickening out, feeling guilty as sin. Oh by the way, my cancer may have come back and I’m flying out to get experimented on at Johns Hopkins… No. I couldn’t lie to their faces and accept their sympathy.

Driving back to the Dome, I decided to meditate on it with a soak in the amazing tub that came with the shower, then curl up with Superpooh to start on one of the training manuals Ajax had given me. Solutions always seemed to come when I did something else.

I got the bath, but before I could get to studying the Teatime Anarchist shot me.











Chapter Nine

Hindu scholars claim that the world has entered the next Vedic age. Many Shia and Sufi Muslims believe the Event a sign of the appearance of the Mahdi. The Catholic Church has declared the Event a Mystery, while many fundamentalist Christian sects consider it a sign of the End of Times. Scientists have no idea, although multiverse theory suggests some possibilities. The Awakened believe that the Event is evidence that the universe as we know it is a virtual reality inside a hypercomputer, most of us are simulations, and somebody changed the reality settings.
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I was not well.

The first and last time I drank hard liquor had been when Shelly and I wasted a bottle of her dad’s finest scotch on a Friday night while her parents were in New York. I hadn’t liked the taste, got drunk too fast to enjoy it, and woke up the next morning wishing I’d tripped on the stairs during the night and broken my neck, because then I’d have been dead.

“Sorry about the head,” a cultured New England voice said. “A neural disruptor might be the ultimate taser, but set too high it will make you wish you’d never been born.”

I opened my eyes and saw short dark curls and a serious gray gaze in the face of a tired angel who needed a shave. I remembered getting out of the bath, drying off and throwing on my UofC t-shirt and drawstring shorts, walking into my new bedroom… and getting shot by a very apologetic intruder (how had I not heard him?). Then nothing; one moment a man with the face of a mournful saint stood there pointing something at me, then the remembrance of single-malts past. I hurt so bad I could barely think.

I looked down at myself, lying on my bed wearing what I’d thrown on, but also some kind of weird jewelry. Stylish bands of braided silver wires set with thin green jewel-toned disks circled each wrist and ankle.

I tried to focus through the thundering pain behind my eyes. What was going on?

“I’m sure you can’t put two thoughts together,” he said. “Again I apologize.”

“You shot me,” I managed. Every twitch made me nauseous and each syllable echoed in my head like stone bells.

“Yes I did,” he said. “But now that you’re awake I can do this.”

He pulled out a quarter-sized disk and stuck it to my forehead, and between one ragged breath and the next the pain flowed away. Now I could think, which meant I could be scared.

I tried to sit up and the jewelry wouldn’t cooperate. He backed up as I struggled, with rising hysteria. Putting enough fear-driven effort into it to toss a bus, I hardly moved at all.

 He simply waited, and, early hyperventilating, I fell back. Somehow the bands held me down as securely as any set of anchored Blacklock cuffs could have, and no matter how I wrenched at them, my arms and legs wouldn’t move.

I gave up and struggled for calm. Then I screamed.

He didn’t even flinch from the ear-rattling noise.

“I’ve erected a baffle-field in the room,” he said, pulling my computer chair up beside the bed. “Sorry.”

He wore a long evening coat, cream-colored with a soft texture that looked almost like velvet, over gray slacks and shirt with a darker vest and tie. It all went together, but even in my fear I thought the cut looked strange.

“First,” he said in that cultured voice, “I’m going to tell you four things. You’re not in danger. I’m a time traveler. I’m the Teatime Anarchist. And I’m not who you think I am.”

He didn’t move when I tried to lunge at him, the green disks on my wrists and ankles flashing bright enough to turn the room green. I pushed so hard my vision went red and fuzzy as I struggled silently. I finally stopped, nearly sobbing with frustration.

He watched me settle again, smiling sadly.

“I’ll start with the last point first,” he continued as if nothing had happened. “I’m not the man who killed Senator Davis along with the other unfortunate victims of the Ashland bombing. There is no reason for you to believe me, of course, so we’ll return to that later.

“As for the second point, I offer the restraining bands you’re wearing and the neural disruptor I used on you as evidence I’ve been to the future. We both know that to do the job with the best restraints available today would require hundred-pound titanium cuffs anchored in concrete. Do you agree?”

He stopped and waited for my response.

“… yes.” I said, still breathing hard; I would have agreed with him if he declared himself a teapot. Keep him talking. If he’s talking he’s not doing something else.

“Very good.” He ignored my shivering. “I’ll be able to provide more proof later, but that will have to do for the moment. Now, let me state that time travel is impossible, at least time travel of the sort described in most fiction. To illustrate, have you heard of the Grandfather Paradox?”

I shook my head.

“A suicidal time traveler decides to rewrite history so he never existed. So he travels back in time to shoot his grandfather before his father is conceived, making sure he himself is never born. Will it work? Do you see the obvious problem?”

Focus.  Focus. Play his game. I thought hard, ignoring the screaming in my head.

“It doesn’t make sense,” I finally said, hoping I had it right. “I think… if he killed his own grandfather and was never born, then who killed his grandfather?”

He smiled like I’d answered a question for the class.

“Exactly! The Grandfather Paradox demonstrates that history must be fixed and unchangeable—it’s a matter of cause and effect. Scientists have tried to argue that time travel remains possible by postulating two theories.”

He settled back as I pulled in my flying thoughts.

“One is the Observer Effect,” he continued. “This theory states that, once something is observed to happen it can’t unhappen. You can visit the past, but all of your actions are already part of history; you can’t change anything. But why can’t you? The theory breaks down to a circular argument for fate. If history is fixed then all of time, past and future, is fixed; there is no privileged present when free will is possible since your present is a future time traveler’s past. There can be only a smooth continuum of fated progression from the beginning of time to its end, no deviations allowed.

“The other is Multiverse Theory, which in this context states that, with any event for which two or more possible actions exist, both actions take place and each action creates its own universe. So there could be universes in which Hitler remained a commercial painter instead of leading the Third Reich. A time traveler in this scenario could go back and change the past all he liked—he would simply be creating another universe with a separate history rather than changing his own.”

He paused to make sure I was keeping up. I nodded quickly.

“Very good. There is, however, a third theory which expresses the reality of time travel. Are you familiar with Schrodinger’s Cat? It’s a little thought-experiment involving a cat in a box that isn’t really dead or alive until you open the box to look at it.”

“No.”

“It was intended to point out the problem with the theory of quantum superposition. A scientist puts a cat in a box with a vial of poison that will be broken by a trigger that will be tripped only if a particle of radioactive isotope also in the box decays. Quantum theory states that, until the outcome is observed, the particle both has and hasn’t decayed and therefore the cat is both alive and dead until the scientist—the observer—looks in the box.”

Now he leaned in. I tried to curl up.

“Time,” he said, ignoring my flinch, “behaves according to what I call the Principle of Temporal Superposition. The future is a tangle of infinite possibilities existing simultaneously, which collapse to a single actuality as the present, the moment we’re in now, advances second by second into the future. Free-will exists here, at the point of collapse where each decision is actually made. Trailing the present, the past is fixed—it can be visited but not changed. The future can be visited and interacted with, but is unfixed and indeterminate. When I visit the future I am only visiting the most likely future that would unfold from my moment of departure.”

It was like being lectured by my favorite teacher. My heart still raced, but the more he talked the less I was scared he would hurt me. I even found myself desperately interested in what he was trying to tell me; if he wasn’t crazy, maybe I was safe.

“Causality is preserved at each point,” he concluded.

“Now you’re going to tell me you’re the Teatime Anarchist but not the man who’s killing people?”

I almost bit my tongue. Don’t confront!

“If you’re ready.”

I nodded shakily.

“It would be more accurate to say I’m the first Teatime Anarchist. You’ve read my manifesto? My predictions were observations of what I’ve seen in the future: by 2028 a totalitarian government will be in power, using superhumans to control the rest of the population. I wrote the manifesto hoping the warning would be enough, and when it wasn’t I began my career as a goad and a prankster. My plan was to discredit the government badly enough to prevent it from taking absolute power. And I succeeded, but only temporarily.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I revisited 2028 to find the totalitarian future again in place, this time by a slightly different historical route. That’s when I began paying much closer attention to how future events play out, and I realized that many of the changes occurring couldn’t have been caused by me. Even second or third hand, the dominoes shouldn’t have fallen in that direction. Then came the first bombing that ‘I’ claimed credit for: the government office in Portland. When I went back to observe the bomber, what do you think I found?”

I really, really tried. “I have no idea.”

“The bomb had been set by another time traveler. He did it the same way I got in here tonight. I simply went back to when the Dome was under construction and didn’t have any real security yet, found this room, and returned to the present. I’d expected to find you sleeping, by the way. So there is a second time traveler, and his goals are the opposite of my own. Remember that.”

Leaning in too fast for me to react, he tapped the pain-killing disk he’d stuck to my forehead and I’d completely forgotten about. And that was that.











Chapter Ten

The problem when dealing with time travelers is that they’re nearly omniscient—they can discover anything known in the past or future, just by going and having a look. Tell me how you keep a secret from someone who can peek whenever they like. You have to assume that everything you do is completely transparent.



Astra, Notes from a Life.





I woke in the morning with a lurch. That dream had been way too real.

Then I realized that under the blanket I wore my t-shirt and shorts, and saw the neatly folded letter on the nightstand by my bed.

I picked it up, opening it like I was lifting the cover on a bomb.

Dear Astra, it read. I hope you will forgive my method of introduction last night, but I felt it best to be safe. I realize that nothing I have said or shown you is real proof of my claims—after all a gadgeteering Verne-type breakthrough could as easily be responsible for the restraints and other items you saw last night.

I rubbed my wrists.

 I would have liked to have taken you for a time-trip as proof; alas, I cannot carry anything bigger than a breadbox with me on my journeys. In any case, I don’t think you would have been a cooperative passenger. Instead, below you will find a list of events that will take place should you follow your routine for today. We will talk more later if you wish. If you do not, all you need to do is share last night’s conversation with your teammates.

Below it was a list: your mother will call at 7:05; Quin will join you for breakfast; Dr. Mendel will give you a clean bill of mental health and so on through the day.

My cell launched into Ode to Joy and I bit back a shriek, I was just that wigged.  It was 7:05, and Mom calling to see how I was doing. My response (“I’m okay,” while trying not to cry) set off her mommy-radar, and she asked what was wrong. Where could I possibly start? Everything. A mask is a necessary fashion accessory. I can’t lie to my friends.  A probably psychotic time-traveler dropped by last night. I want to come home.

I picked the last item—surprisingly one of the biggest. It’s not like I hadn’t been away from home before. There’d been summer camps, and I’d been going to move on-campus in just a couple of weeks. But then I’d expected to be with my friends, and now I didn’t even know when I could come home, even for a weekend.

Mom just clucked sympathetically and drama-checked me; there wasn’t any reason she and Dad couldn’t drop by the Dome through the back door—”it’s not like we need to get preapproved visitation-times, dear.” Before we hung up she calendared three lunches and three dinners over the next couple of weeks. She also asked if I could talk to a couple of the Sentinels about some events coming up. I had to smile. That was Mom.

Hanging up, I felt a million pounds lighter; I didn’t even mind knowing Dad would take advantage of the dinners to press me to settle for being a “safe” reservist once my training ended. After a few minutes more talk I was able to get up and shower.

I’d decided to tell Atlas everything. But first I had to test the letter.

Andrew had sent over several spares for my costume along with mask-cleaner and instructions, and I dressed quickly before heading down the hall to the common dining area. Willis kept the pantry stocked with healthy cereals and a selection of breakfast breads, and the fridge had juice, milk, fruit, anything else I could want. I drowned a bowl of oatmeal and fruit in milk, and was half-finished when Quin walked in with a planner in her hand. I inhaled my cereal and spent a minute coughing.

She had a full day planned. First they had to satisfy the team’s insurance company. This required a psychiatrist’s statement that I wasn’t an ‘unacceptable risk,’ likely to twist anyone’s head off because of ‘issues.’ Then she needed to introduce me to a military recruiter flying out just to meet me. Like all other Crisis Aid and Intervention teams (including us, Chicago had eight) the Sentinels were part of the state militia system. We were under the command of the governor of Illinois in civil emergencies, not part of the US military, but good relations were important so they needed to give the recruiter his chance to pitch me.

The day followed the schedule the Teatime Anarchist left for me. He could have gotten some of it, like Dr. Mendel and Lieutenant Dahmer, from access to the team’s computers (a whole different nightmare if he had), but lots of it was like Mom’s phone call: unscheduled stuff. I got dizzy trying to figure out how even a time traveler could know everything about my day. Did he have super-sneaky future tech bugs watching me? What? 

I never figured it out, but by the end of the day the last line of the letter, We’ll talk more later, didn’t make me want to run screaming. I forgot my resolve to tell Atlas.

In hindsight, things might have gone better if I had.

When I got back to my rooms that night I found an undelivered FedEx envelope on my nightstand, the kind of stiff cardboard envelope used for mailing computer disks. Opening it, I found a computer disk with a note stuck to it. I thought you might like to have this.

The disk was labeled with a flower sticker with SP 15 scribbled on it. My hand started to shake. It was the home movie of the last sleepover. I’d thrown it out the day of the funeral.

Now I held it in my hand.

I don’t remember skinning out of my costume and into an athletic shirt and sweats (a joke-gift from Megan, a lily-pad green shirt with a cute cartoon frog and “Kiss the girl” printed on it). I watched the movie twice. Then I got up and brought Superpooh down from his place in the closet to join me on the apartment couch as I relived the night again, with its games, dares, and jokes on the boys. Shelly was as amazing as I remembered.

I’d just started into the fourth viewing when, between one second and the next, the Anarchist appeared by the apartment door. It looked like the stop-and-go photography they used on old TV shows: he wasn’t there and then, pop, he was. I paused the recording so that I could give him my full attention.

“Care to join me?”

He relaxed, but stayed where he was with his hands in his coat pockets and probably one foot in the past, looking ready to leap back if I so much as leaned in his direction.

Despite the sudden tension my lips twitched. “A time traveler who doesn’t know what’s going to happen next?”

“I can’t see the consequences of my actions till I’ve taken them, any more than you can. I just get to see them sooner.” If anything he looked even more tired than he had last night. “So, what are you going to do?”

“Tomorrow I’m going to light a candle and call Shelly’s mom. Thank you.”

“Are you ready to listen?”

I nodded guardedly.

“My copycat has been killing in my name, trying to trigger a political backlash that will create the police state in my manifesto. He killed Senator Davis because the senator was too radical too soon—he made people nervous but, dead, he’s a martyr and a bloody shirt for his supporters to wave. His attacks are getting worse, and he’ll kill as many as he has to to get the future he wants. He needs to be stopped.”

He pulled a small jewelry box from his left pocket and tossed it to me. I caught it.

“Open it.”

A pearl nestled inside.

“It’s future technology,” he said. “The same kind that made your restraining cuffs. You can swallow it, and it will attach itself to your digestive tract and nervous system until activated.”

 I laughed. “You can’t be serious.”

“I am. It’s undetectable, and once triggered it will dissolve and be flushed out. I’ll show you how to trigger it, and when you do it will send out a pulse that will allow me to zero in on your location instantly, through any kind of interference. It will also short out all unshielded technology in your immediate area. Activating it would kill anyone not as tough as you are, which is why it has to be you. You trigger the beacon, and I’ll be there to do what needs to be done. I should also add that if you try to have it analyzed, it will simply break down into inert particles.”

I took it out. It looked so harmless sitting in my palm, but it scared me.

“You think your copycat will come after me.”

“I know he will. From his perspective he made you. Astra didn’t exist in any future before the Ashland bombing. Now that you do, future-you is getting in the way of his plans. I know him well enough to know you fascinate him, and that he’ll try and enlist you before you become too big a problem. That will be our chance. I have to stop him, one way or another.”

I shook my head in denial.

“Hope.” His gray eyes were sad, haunted even. “This man has killed dozens of people to put the future on the track he wants. If I can’t stop him, he’ll kill many, many more. Whatever his motives, he can’t be allowed to continue.”

I rolled the little sphere between my fingers and tried to think. “How is it happening now?”

“I’m sorry?”

“The future. Who’s winning?”

 “Right now it looks like a draw. His Washington players are mostly all in place, and the National Safety movement is getting traction—you’ve seen their protestors outside the Dome. But I’ve managed to link the new populist movement up with the localists, and the American Civil Liberties Union is slipping into bed with the New Federalist Society and other constitutional conservatives. Other events are eventuating. Metaphorically speaking, I’ve been flapping my wings in Dallas to generate a perfect storm in Washington. It should arrive just on time for next year’s election season. After that his core conspiracy will have almost no political power left and if I can remove him from the picture they probably won’t recover.”

I drew my legs up and rested my chin on my knees.

“You make it sound like a political campaign.”

He smiled without humor. “Since the US is still a republic, that’s exactly what it is. If it becomes something else, I’ve failed.”

Pulling out a notepad, he tore off the top page, and handed it to me.

“If you need to get in touch with me, post this in the Chicago Times Online.”

I read it and laughed. It was a lonely-hearts personal ad; I’d be looking for the perfect man. 

“Why do you trust me?”

“Because I’ve seen a hundred of your lifetimes, and in none of them do you break a trust.”

Wow. What can you say to that?

 “And if I say no?”

He held up a green gem, the one he’d stuck to my head last night.

“I squeeze this, and you’re out again. Instant narcolepsy; it’s tuned to your brainwaves now. And when you wake up you won’t have any memories tagged to me from the past two days.”

I couldn’t help it; I looked at the TV screen. His expression softened.

“I’ll leave the disk—you’ll just never know where it came from.”

He told me how to activate the beacon when the time came, then left the same way he arrived. I sat, hugging Superpooh and staring at the frozen image of Shelly and me.

Why hadn’t I said no? I had only two real options now. I could trust him and swallow the beacon (if that’s what it was), or take it to Blackstone along with the unbelievable story of the last twenty-four hours, and see if he’d told the truth about it being impervious to analysis.

Sitting cross-legged on the couch, I rested my chin on Pooh’s head and tried to think.

I am only a bear, with a very little brain.

If the beacon was really something else—some exotic poison meant to kill me, or a tracking device that would allow the Anarchist to monitor me intimately (like he couldn’t do that already)—he could have force-fed it to me after knocking me out and I would never have known about it. So he had to be telling the truth, at least as far as needing my active cooperation. It could, I supposed, actually be a bomb, but he’d picked me—he said—because I would survive. If that wasn’t true then he could have picked anybody he knew his nemesis would target; it didn’t have to be me.

I thought about his sad eyes. I couldn’t imagine him being ruthless enough to trick me into becoming a suicide bomber.

I turned it every which way, but at least that part felt right. He’d gone through a lot of trouble to talk to me, and left the decision in my hands. I even owed him. He’d given me a gift more precious than gold.

Which took the second option off the table. I didn’t think he was lying, and he’d extended his trust. He was right: I couldn’t betray it. Not without cause.

But could I go along with his plan? Not tell the team I’d become bait in a trap? Would it be the Right Thing? And could I really be that important?

I rolled the little sphere in my hand, chilled by the thought.

I’d barely gotten my costume, but he’d probably seen years of future-me in action. I tried to imagine what future-me was like.

I’d come back to the first option; take it now, decide whether or not to use it later. Best case, I wouldn’t have to. Worst case, I wouldn’t have any other choice. Either way the only logical choice (like there was anything really logical about any of this) was to keep the option open. What would Shelly have done? I looked at her frozen, laughing face.

With the chance to stop the killing? Save the world?

There I had no doubts.

I got a glass of water, tossed the beacon back and washed it down, and went to bed.











Chapter Eleven

St. Michael, defender of man, stand with us in the day of battle.
St. Jude, giver of hope, be with us in our desperate hour.
St. Christopher, bearer of burdens, lift us when we fall.


Unattributed prayer for heroes.





I woke up Sunday morning knowing I had to spill everything. I was to “fly out” right after mass, so after breakfast and before I drove to St. Chris I called Julie. There’s a reason why Julie has always been the ringleader of our merry band; she took it with minimal “no way” and “shut-ups.” She immediately stomped on the idea of inventing another cover story for Annabeth—she and Megan would sit her down and let her get her excitement out in private, then zip her mouth shut with blood-curdling stories of things that happened to heroes—and sometimes their friends and families—whose identities were publicly known. They wouldn’t have to exaggerate much; although it was usually no big deal, bad things had happened before. Really, really bad things.

Julie made me swear to be in front of my webcam after dinner for a four-way chat-fest, and that cleared my conscience for church so that I could meet the parents at St. Chris with one worry solved. But I still really needed to speak to Father Nolan.

The family is practicing Catholic, but Mom is very opinionated about what Catholicism is. I’ve heard she broke a couple of priests before Father Nolan came to St. Christopher. To her the Church is all about good works; it’s there to provide material aid and spiritual comfort and the rest is window dressing. Nice window dressing, but window dressing.

St. Chris is not a humble church. Its large basilican hall is floored with marble imported from Europe and Africa. Pale marble columns march beside the pews and an extravagant square proscenium frames the beautifully gilded altar of the sanctuary. The trim and facings are from Florence, the stained glass windows are from Munich, and everything not gold or white is in earth-tones, rich browns and reds. Mom pretty much considers St. Christopher a beautiful stage and a target-rich environment in which to hunt her natural prey: people with money and the heart for good works (or just the wish to look good—she’s never been picky about why people give their money).

Father Nolan likes to greet his flock at the doors before proceeding to his duties, and that morning he greeted us with a special thanks for the invitation to the gallery event.

“Indeed,” he said, taking my hand with a twinkle in his eye, “I shall have to see if I can find a parishioner who will donate the beautiful Quan Yin to the church. I believe it would do good to draw the minds of our flock to the thought that piety and faith come in many forms.”

I flushed. “Thank you Father, I would love to see her every Sunday.” Then I took advantage of the moment. “May I see you after mass? I need your advice on a spiritual matter.”

He glanced at my parents but his smile didn’t falter.

“Of course, Hope. Although,” he chuckled, “after my homily today I’m not sure you’ll want to speak to me!”

The promised homily began with a humorous account of the evening at the gallery and his introduction to Quan Yin (for which he thanked me while I squirmed). As a few parishioners shifted in their own seats he praised the sculpture, which he called Mary of the Pagans, and went on to suggest that, as love is the primary attribute of God, so a statue of a foreign goddess of love and mercy is also an image of God. He ended with the observation that when anyone, Christian or otherwise, showed love they were also images of God.

It always takes awhile for the families of Oak Park to finish enjoying each other’s company and leave, and I waited patiently as Dad got into a discussion with the renovation committee (since his hobby is restoring old architecture they won’t leave him alone). I found Father Nolan as the crowd thinned, and he showed me to his office in the rectory.

Father Nolan’s office is the opposite of the rest of the church; clean but not neat, crowded by wall-to-wall shelves of old books and filing boxes, an old office fridge, and older furniture around a battered desk. There aren’t many pictures, mostly photographs of his parents and siblings and many nieces and nephews. Father Nolan considers his office merely a place to put him in proximity with paperwork.

“Did you enjoy the homily?” he asked, offering me milk and cookies (Double-Stuff Oreos, his private indulgence).

I accepted, laughing. “You realize that now Dad’s going to buy it for St. Chris if it’s not already sold, don’t you? That is so cheating!”

“Arguably. Father Kreiski wants some new saint statues to go with the renovations. If Mother Church can adopt pagan spirits as Christian saints, patently I can do the same for a pagan image, especially one already honoring Christian faith.”

“Patently,” I agreed, smothering a giggle; Father Kreiski, a nice enough priest dedicated to the flock of St. Chris, was one of the most straight-laced old style priests I’ve ever met. But he’d met his match in Father Nolan; the little pastor of St. Chris had a whim of steel.

“And now what can I do to help you, Hope?”

I hesitated, then launched into a recitation of everything that had happened, leaving only the Anarchist out. It took a little while, and when I finished we sat in silence.

“I am sorry for your experience, Hope,” he said at last. “I agree with your decisions, although I certainly see the irony of the situation. And I’m afraid I foresee a patch of parent-child conflict in your future. Have you decided yet, whether you’re going to follow your father’s example?”

I shook my head. “Only every five minutes. Part of me wants to hide in a hole. Just finish my training and go reserve like Dad. But is that the best use of my gift, Father?”

“I can’t answer for you, only advise that you wait and pray until you are certain in your own heart. You do have time, after all. But that’s not what is really troubling you, is it?”

“I—” my eyes stung. “I’m scared, Father, and I really don’t know if I can do this. And you’re right—Dad and Mom don’t really want me to. But it’s exciting too, and the things I can do are absolutely amazing. Just being able to fly…”

I told him about my night-flight, what Atlas had showed me, how incredible it was.

“And when I think of what I can do to help people, I’m glad. But how can I be?”

He steepled his fingers and regarded me solemnly.

“You’re thinking about the munchkin, aren’t you?”

I nodded with a sniff. “Her name was Kimberly Austin. People died, Father. How can I be happy about anything that comes from that?”

“That is a very good question.” He offered me another cookie. I sniffed again and accepted.

Chewing thoughtfully, he finished his own and sat back.

“Before modern medicine,” he said meditatively, “childbirth used to be very perilous and many mothers died bringing their children into the world. On tragic occasions they still do. In such circumstances are we to regret the birth of the child? Or should we be grateful for God’s gift while mourning the loss of the mother? To be more specific to your own family’s experience, your sister’s death inspired your mother to start her foundation—a foundation that has collected many millions for research, aid, and education all over the world. Faith’s story has helped your mother to bring attention to her causes, and thousands, tens of thousands of souls have been blessed by it. The work itself brings your mother great happiness.”

He paused, inviting me to consider my family’s history.

“Does being glad of the outcome mean being glad of Faith’s death?” He flicked his fingers dismissively. “An absurdity, of course, but because we distrust ourselves we entertain such thoughts. Your family’s tragedy inspired your mother to a course of action that blesses many people. I think that, circumstances being different, you would have done very well following in her footsteps.

“Patently God has called you to a different work, and I believe your first instincts are correct. Nor is it right for you to feel ashamed of enjoying your new gifts, though we should certainly mourn little Kimberly’s death and pray for her family.”

He fixed me with a stern look.  “Do you believe she is in Heaven?”

I nodded without hesitation.

“Then trust that God knows what he is doing in this matter.” He smiled with sad sincerity. “He has been making good come out of evil since the world began.”











Chapter Twelve

Look, up in the sky! It’s a bird! It’s a plane! No it’s… Atlas? Red Robin? Armistice? Is the President in town?  



Terry Reinhold, Citywatch





On Monday morning Atlas and I walked through the Dome’s big doors and stepped off, lifting over the crowd with only a wave in passing. Nothing to see here, just another patrol. I tried to look cool as applause and a ripple of camera flashes followed us. Quite a few news photographers and cape-watchers had turned out in the early morning, crowding out the protestors, on the chance that Atlas’ dawn patrol would also be the maiden flight of the new mystery-woman.

Rising together, we flew south along Lakeshore Avenue, the wind of our passage rippling our capes. Dispatch gave us our direction and time, and we cut west in a curve that took us through Chicago Midway International’s airspace, waving at the planes coming in.

Atlas took us close enough to an Air West jet that we could see individual passengers through the windows. One little boy waved so hard his hand must have hurt. I waved back, then we swung around and flew north again.

Past the airport Dispatch maintained radio silence, and after a couple of circles and wide figure-eights over the city Atlas turned us back towards the lake. We touched down on top of the Sears Tower between the antennas. Below us there had to be a hundred and one small crimes and crises, but there were no major accidents, no big fires, no bank robberies in progress—at least nothing that got into the emergency channels to be handled at our level.

The honey light of the sunrise behind us painted the city with warm colors and long shadows. A brisk wind off Lake Michigan worked its magic to clear the air, leaving the sky a jewel-like, perfect blue unblemished by clouds. In the distance I could see a few other CAI fliers making their own patrols. I fiddled with the earbug clipped into my mask, still uncomfortable being plugged into a dispatch system and always having someone able to whisper in my ear.

There had been no word from the fake Teatime Anarchist since his last threatening video-file. The White House made positive sounds, but I didn’t expect anything to come of it anymore. How could they catch a time-traveler?

Giving up my fiddling, I sat on the ledge and dangled my feet over Whacker Drive. I could see the university from here, and beyond that the temporary Ashland overpass, its new, permanent framework already rising. Even at this distance, my super-duper vision let me make out details like the codenames of The Crew, stitched on the shoulders of their blue jumpsuits: Border, Irons, Brace, Gantry. I tried to read the others as they worked.

“Amazing, isn’t it?” Atlas said.

I looked up.

“Can I ask a question?”

“Always.”

“Why do we patrol?”

“What do you mean?”

I opened my arms wide to take in the city around us.

“Even with our enhanced vision, we’re just too high up to catch anything happening ourselves unless we’re really, really lucky. We rely on Dispatch to send us where we’re needed, and being out here shaves, what, maybe a couple of minutes off our response time? If we’re on the wrong side of the city when we get called in, it could even slow us down.”

“You’re right.”

He studied me.

“Partly it’s to remind the bad guys we’re here, but mostly it’s so the man on the street sees us. He needs to know we’re here, too. Have you ever thought of the reason for the Sentinels? For that matter, why do we put on the capes? Kind of silly for grownups, don’t you think?”

I opened my mouth, then hesitated. The answer seemed so self-evident that if he was asking it had to be wrong.

“It’s not just to help people? And make buckets of money?”

His dimple appeared as he chuckled, but he shook his head.

“We could do all that without the fancy costumes and codenames. We get to help people, and once in awhile we fight supervillains, but that’s not our purpose. Your mother’s foundation puts on art shows, sponsors performances, produces all kinds of high-society shindigs. But that’s not what it’s for, is it?

He watched me while I thought about it. “And no, it’s not about making us super-celebrities and making ‘buckets of money.’ Though,” he conceded, still smiling, “that’s certainly a perk. Our job is to be the best-known face for superhumans in the country.”

I blinked. “You’re saying we’re not out to be famous, but we are.”

“Nope, I’m saying fame is a means, not an end. You were how old, eight, nine when the change happened?”

He looked down, watching the traffic on Wabash. “You probably don’t remember how scared folks were then, the feeling of panic, hysteria, around the whole thing. The blackout and disasters didn’t matter, not compared to folks like you and me doing stuff right out of the comic books. Yup, folks were plenty scared.”

We watched a police helicopter go by, following Wabash south. Atlas shrugged when Dispatch remained silent.

“And there I was, on camera in front of God and everybody, catching planes, pulling people out of burning buildings, even settlin’ down a few wannabe-supervillains taking advantage of the ruckus. I stitched an ‘A’ on a racecar driver’s jumpsuit that first week, hung a cape on it. Didn’t matter that everyone and his dog already knew my name—I put on a mask and made sure they called me Atlas. Even though I looked damned silly.”

“I— You’re saying you put on the costume because people were scared but they knew that a flying man wearing a cape was a superhero. And they didn’t have to be scared of that.”

He shrugged.

“It sounds silly when you say it out loud, but slap a cape on a guy who can fly and suddenly he’s familiar and even comforting, or at least a little less strange.” He smiled, remembering. “We really camped it up. Grabbed some others right at the start, sewed up some more costumes, and founded the Sentinels in those first couple of weeks.”

Now he looked down at me, serious. “Your father was all over it right beside us. Came within an ace of signing on with the team, but couldn’t risk his family if it all went south. I respected that. But we made TV appearances with the mayor and governor, worked with the police and national guard, made damn sure everywhere people turned they saw us helping.”

“So you gave us superheroes when we needed them.”

He nodded.

“I won’t go saying we single-handedly saved the country from going up in flames, but I reckon we did a lot to settle folks down. Good thing, too; some breakthroughs out there are pretty scary. One of those gets rambunctious, normal folk are as helpless as a gnat in a hailstorm.”

I bit my lip, thinking about it. I’d been young enough to accept it all as natural, just part of the world. But even now, nearly a decade after the Event, some people didn’t trust capes just because of what they were.

 “Any kind of power is a threat to the powerless,” Atlas said, echoing my thought. “Which most folk are in comparison. So we wear the capes and do the job. We build up a reserve of good will that’s needed every time some super-powered nutjob does something that leaves bodies everywhere. We work damn hard to make folks understand that the bad ones aren’t the majority, that we can keep them safe.

“And what can I say?” He grinned, dispelling the serious mood. “Being a public role-model and national celebrity pays better’n most jobs.”

It made sense. It was also good public relations; Mom would certainly approve. But, looking up at him, I didn’t think he really saw it that way. He saw my smile and looked away, stepping off into the air beside me.

“Time for the next lap.”











Chapter Thirteen

Life would be so much better if it were like the series. But then I’d be taller too.



Astra, Notes from a Life





The world of TV and the movies is not the real world. I offer this ridiculously obvious truism only as a defense of my ignorance. Shelly and I got most of our information about superheroes from Hollywood and television, with the details filled in by Hero Beat and Power Week, both breathless fan mags. After Shelly died, my exposure mostly came from news items which could generally be summed up as Bad Things Happening. And bad things are always happening, somewhere. But even the entire Chicago area, with its nearly eight million souls, is only a small part of somewhere.

Add the fact that Chicago has the Sentinels plus seven other Crisis Aid and Intervention teams, and half a dozen superhuman agencies, like The Crew, filling various needs. The city has over a hundred card-carrying capes. Most of them are street-level or one-trick superheroes, but every CAI seems to have an Atlas or Ajax-type to help handle accidents, fires, and other civil emergencies. Which we do far more often than we fight supervillains. So in my first week of training and flying patrols with Atlas we averaged only one or two emergencies a day.

What kinds of emergencies?

On Monday we removed a downed powerline that blocked a major roadway, and I actually retrieved a cat from a tree. Dispatch only grabbed the call since it was my first day and a cute photo-op, but I framed the article. Wednesday we responded to an apartment fire, flying down and quickly searching through the smoke and flames for victims as fire trucks raced to the scene. Since it started upstairs during work hours and the alarms worked fine, we didn’t find any. On Thursday Dispatch sent us to a bad freeway accident; we flew the paramedics in and flew the victims to the hospital, even moved the cars off the road. (Who knew there was a science to lifting cars? You don’t just grab them by the bumper—you’ve got to tip them up and lift them by their frames.) Friday we weren’t called up at all, though of course Bad Things happened that the other CAIs and normal emergency service providers handled.

On Wednesday the same week I accompanied Atlas to the ribbon-cutting for the Southside Power Station, the city’s new nuclear power plant. American Power put on a show for the flagship station of their new line of thorium fueled clean-power plants, and Quin thought the addition of my cute sidekickiness to the event would be good PR for the team. It was actually kind of fun.

In all the first week passed quietly. But in week two we responded to two superhuman “incidents.”





On Tuesday night we got called in on a domestic disturbance. Dispatch fed us his file as we flew, telling us all about Eric Ludlow, a B-class Ajax-type. An army reservist and veteran of the China War, he was a member of The Crew—codename Gantry. I remembered seeing him on my first flight last Monday.

He was also very, very drunk; not a good idea when you’re an Atlas or Ajax-type—you’re always operating heavy machinery.

We landed in his yard to find him standing on the front porch of his old brick wrap-around, barefoot in jeans and a stained athletic shirt and yelling at the police who stood on the sidewalk. A large hole in the front window and a very dead TV lying in the gutter all the way across the street told part of the story. Dispatch told us the rest; a neighbor walking by had narrowly escaped being struck by the flying TV, apparently launched because Ludlow’s team lost. A local unit responded, ascertained the obvious, and sensibly called for backup.

“Good evening Mr. Ludlow,” I said as soon as we touched down.

After a week sparring with Ajax (more scary than I can say) and Atlas (even scarier), Atlas felt I could handle a B-class easily enough and thought I might be able to diffuse the situation. We should send in the girl who might remind him of his kid sister instead of the dude who’ll just add to the testosterone, were his exact words.

I wasn’t at all sure myself, but the difference between A-class and B-class meant in the worst possible outcome I wasn’t the one who would get hurt.

The big guy focused on me.

“Get them out of here,” he said.

I smiled and waved at the patrolmen. “You can go now. Thanks.”

They looked skeptical. “Miss,” the shorter one said. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

Confident that Atlas would handle them, I aimed my friendliest smile at Mr. Ludlow and tried to look calm while the brief argument went on behind my back. A moment later I heard the squad car pull away. I was sure it wouldn’t go far.

“Are we alright now, Mr. Ludlow?” I asked.

He thought about it, then jerked a nod.

“Damn busybodies,” he said. “Always asking questions.”

“Three previous disturbances,” Dispatch whispered. “All just yelling.”

“They just worry about your neighbors. No harm in that, is there?”

He stepped off the porch and I made myself step closer. The closer we were the more naturally we could talk and the more normal the situation would seem. He already looked calmer.

“Nah,” he said. “But they shouldn’t have called you. Bunch of nothing.”

I nodded. “You’re right, no reason to get worked up.”

“That was a good TV, too.” he said mournfully, looking past me. Then I heard the dying whoop of another squad car pulling in and nearly closed my eyes.

Well, hell.

“Hey!” Mr. Ludlow yelled. “I said get out of here!”

He lunged past, completely ignoring me to head for the street. He couldn’t toss a tank, but he could throw a police cruiser so I was out of options.

Turn. Foot to the back of his knee, hand to forearm sliding down to his wrist as he tumbled past. Lean in and push, adding to his own momentum as he went down, just like Ajax drilled me. He smacked his front walk hard enough to spread spiderweb cracks, and before he could recover I had my knee in his back and his right arm locked behind him.

“Shhhh, shhhh. It’s alright Eric,” I whispered softly, patting his shoulder with my free hand, stunned to be pinning a man three times my weight. Silly, I know.

He yelled something I didn’t get and tried to push off with his left, but I wasn’t letting us go anywhere. I braced myself, refusing to move (sort of the reverse of flying) and the walk beneath us gave a sharp crack when he tried to push off it.

“Shhhh,” I repeated, and he slumped. Then he started to cry.

I felt awful but we just stayed there, me crooning to him, until a patrolman brought up some titanium Blacklock security cuffs. With Atlas helping, we got his wrists and ankles snapped into them by the time the special paddywagon arrived. They took him in and charged him with Drunk and Disorderly Conduct. I heard he went into rehab.

All in all, my first real super-fight could hardly be called the stuff movies were made of.

My second fight almost made me quit.











Chapter Fourteen

Supervillain culture worships power; by definition, a supervillain is strong enough to do what he wants and lawbreaking is a display of strength. Fans of villain-rap and fashion are attracted to what it represents: total self-empowerment and a challenge to the system. Because superheroes stand for the system, they and supervillains are literally Homeric enemies, like Hector and Achilles of old.



Professor Charles Gibbons, The New Heroic Age





The alarm caught me in the middle of a dream that put Atlas, in costume, stretched out on my bed with a shiver-inducing smile on his face. That woke me up enough to realize he shouldn’t be there, and I rolled over and off the bed with a little scream as I went over the edge. Hitting the floor woke me the rest of the way.

What was that about? And where was I?

Slow-firing neurons told me I was in my rooms in the Dome. I’d stayed up late on my webcam with Julie (she’d asked if Atlas was as yummy up-close as he looked on TV, a question that may have influenced the trajectory of my dream), and fallen asleep studying Barlow’s Guide to Superhumans. I hadn’t been asleep that long; the clock said it wasn’t quite midnight.

Rolling to my feet, I snatched up my earbug and fumbled it on. The instant I switched it on a coffee-driven voice started an info dump.

“Last night a couple of Brothers were killed by a Sanguinary,” Dispatch reported. “Five minutes ago someone called in a fight shaping up in South Side. The Brotherhood and the Sanguinary Boys are going to war.”

So not good. Stripping off my sleep set, I scrambled for my costume and arrest-kit while he started in on a description of both groups.

Although I’d pretty much ignored the superhero scene I hadn’t been able to ignore the new supervillain trend.

Cause-driven supervillains appeared practically the day of the Event, along with professional villains who like using their powers to rob banks or armored cars or commit burglary, and rarer psychotic villains and high profile thrill-seeking villains for whom it was all a game. But for the past few years an honest-to-God supervillain culture had been growing.

Superpowers aren’t always a ticket to success. A lot of powers are only useful in combat or other specialized situations, and some there’s just no legitimate use for. And then there are superhumans who just don’t play well with others and aren’t interested in going the public-service route. It’s also become a minority issue; superheroes work for the Man, the System—if you do you’re a sellout. Add in the rise of supervillain rappers like Freakshow, and supervillains have turned into what Ajax calls a new subculture and “styletribe.”

A lot of them are simply fashion-villains. (Supervillain fashion right now is jeans or leather pants, a leather jacket or duster, and a bright colored shirt with a symbol hand-painted on it. Tats or face-paint optional.) But the seriously hardcore believe you aren’t a supervillain till you’ve bagged your own superhero. Bagged as in killed.

I was so not ready for this.





“I’m ready for this.” I said, still adjusting the kit on the back of my belt. I’d been the third to arrive in the Assembly Room, even beating Rush.

“No, you’re not,” Ajax said.

Atlas looked up. “But she’s coming anyway. The media is going to be all over this one; she has to show willing.”

Across the table I saw The Harlequin nod and Chakra shake her head.

“We’re not discussing this,” Atlas said. “We’ve got to be in the saddle. Our source puts the Sanguinary Boys here.” He tapped the tabletop projection showing a gutted warehouse on Cottage Grove and 111th Street, just south of the old Pullman Clock Tower. “The Brotherhood is headed in their direction, moving fast but not putting out scouts so it’s obviously prearranged. The South Side Guardians can’t handle this themselves—our source counts nine Brothers and twelve Boys. The Guardians are down one, so they’re bringing four: Malory, Scarlet, Killjoy, and Sprints.”

He looked up again. “Rush, move now; I want you on your bike and in position in five.”

And Rush was gone, off on the Rushmobile. I’d learned Rush didn’t really move faster than the rest of us—he sped up his subjective time till he was living at a rate of 10 seconds per second of Realtime. When he really wanted to get somewhere fast he “jumped the wall,” taking his gear-laden motorcycle into Hypertime, where no time passed in the Realtime world. Of course he had to drop back into Realtime to fight, since he couldn’t affect the Realtime world at all from there.

“No other Guardian teams?” Ajax asked. The other CAI teams could have easily added as many as forty more heroes to the fight.

“Nope. Don’t need them, don’t want to look like we need them. You’ve read the files; four, five A-class bad guys tops. The CPD will be bringing the wagons, but we move in first—there’s going to be a lot of power thrown around in there.”

Ajax nodded. “Formation?”

“Nimbus, take close support. Chakra, there in spirit darlin’?” She nodded and glided from the room. “Ajax, we’ll bomb. Quin, same with Astra. Blackstone, could you give us some subtle multipliers? Phantom-doubles went down well last time.  Scout the action and let us know if there are any surprises.”

Blackstone saluted theatrically with his cane, disappearing with a swirl of opera cape and a puff of fragrant smoke.

“Any questions?” He looked around at the rest of us. “Then let’s go.”

The Assembly Room’s elevator took us to the bay and we launched—with the exception of Nimbus, who had no dimmer switch and would stand out in the night sky like a de-orbiting satellite. As fast as she could travel, she’d catch up when the time came. Atlas lifted Ajax with a one-hand grip by an unobtrusive handle on his armored back for just such occasions, and Quin perched on my shoulders (which had to look just a bit ridiculous considering our size difference). We flew in a high arc over Chicago.

Astra, Atlas whispered in my ear through our Dispatch link. Quin’s going to dismount into the middle of the fight, and then I want you to go for the Boys’ biggest Ajax-type. His name is Brick, cleverly enough, and he’s bald as an egg and will be wearing an orange brick-tiled coat. He’s mid A-class, so he can take anything you dish out without breaking, but you should be up for him. Nimbus will keep anyone else off your back while you’re bustin’ him.

Translation: Nimbus will nail the guy if you can’t. I nodded, then realized that wouldn’t work. “Got it.” I could feel my heartbeat high in my throat, but my voice was steady enough.

And that was it. Atlas refined his instructions to the others as we flew and he got reports from Rush and Blackstone. We slowed down, flying wide over Lake Michigan. Why? The show had to be starting any minute. My nerves stretched thin, thinner, but we flew even slower until finally Atlas called out again.

Boys and girls, it’s time to be rude. Go.

We got.

Chicago’s two supervillain gangs had decided to meet in an old abandoned warehouse. It must have been a regular meeting place, maybe even an arena, because someone had thoughtfully rigged the place for lights. Which made target acquisition easy for everyone as we dropped on them. Leaping off my shoulders, Quin did a triple somersault as she dropped through the old building’s ceiling ribs. Ajax just dropped, released like a targeted kinetic bomb.

I can do this. Remember Mr. Ludlow; find Brick, end the fight. Right.

They’d started the fight without us, but I spotted Brick easily and went for the direct approach—I landed on him, Atlas’ advice from our sparring matches echoing in my ears.

Forget your size, and don’t be fancy. Let your toughness protect you while you hit ‘em hard. End it as fast as you can.

I came in feet-first, right between his shoulder blades, pushing him into the ground. Grabbing an arm, I threw him through the inner wall to separate him from the crowd and then went through the hole after him. I wanted room to swing a Brick without accidentally hitting someone more fragile.

Brick was already pumped up, and surprised or not he showed me how fast he could move. I found him rolling to his feet, and kept going right into him.

He didn’t bother to dodge, just swung his huge fist in a whistling haymaker. With too much momentum I couldn’t slide by, so now I tumbled. But Ajax hit harder in training; I smacked the ground in a correct fall and bounced to my feet, shaking it off.

Okay, surprise over.

Brick grinned. “Awesome! I’m going to get my hero!”

And he charged.

I didn’t fly; my nerves disappeared into a thrill I’d never felt before.

Step and turn. Duck inside his reach, foot to the back of his knee, help him fall down hard with a hand to the back of his head to make it harder. It worked with Mr. Ludlow.

And it worked with Brick; he smacked down so hard that concrete chips flew up like water droplets from a mud puddle and the warehouse floor bounced under my feet. He went loose, stunned, and I grabbed an arm and pulled it behind him, intending to cuff him before he could recover.

Then a crystalline fog of water particles condensed out of the night air around me, and I could feel my core temperature dropping. It felt like the horrible sliding chill you get when you slurp down a milkshake too fast, but with my whole body. My heart seemed to slow as my blood tried to freeze.

My vision fogged up as my eyes iced over, but I saw a guy in a white duster and spiked and frosted hair climb through the hole. Laughing.

“Whoa! It’s our new golden girl! I got mine, but I’ll trade up.”

I scrambled up, but Brick grabbed my leg and pulled me to the ground. I kicked and rolled over, but he wouldn’t let go. Where was Nimbus? I scrabbled in the rubble.

I couldn’t get away from Brick, but the cryokinetic was the one killing me. My questing hand found a chunk of concrete, and I twisted and made a hardball pitch at white-head’s center of mass. I hit his arm, heard the crack and he screamed. My vision started clearing.

I kicked Brick in the face hard enough to snap his head back, but I was too weak. He grunted but didn’t let go, pulling me under him and closing his free hand in an iron claw around my throat. Forgetting all technique, I tore at his tightening grip. Then from nowhere I smelled Chakra’s jasmine scent, felt her reassurance. Warmth bloomed deep inside me, like a flower opening to spill liquid sunlight instead of taking it in, and strength flowed back as the chill at my core melted.

I kicked again. Halfway under him now, I caught a very vulnerable spot and he screamed falsetto. Good to know Brick had stones.

He let go, curling into a fetal position, and I shot out from under him to land with intent on white-head. The cryokinetic screamed again when his broken arm hit the cement. Reaching behind me, I pulled out two of my three sets of police ties and quickly clipped his wrists behind him, then got his ankles.

“Don’t go anywhere,” I gasped. “I can always break the other one.” Standing, I looked through the hole just in time for Rush to poke his head in.

“Are you done in here?” he asked. “Because I’m torn between watching and participating.”

Behind him I could see the fight winding down. Supervillains littered the ground, sitting or lying down while our guys moved through the mess dispensing more ties. Twelve of us to twenty-one of them, and we’d kicked their asses.

I went back and flipped a whimpering Brick over on his stomach.

“Hands,” I said, still breathing hard.

He stretched them out and I slapped the titanium thumb-cuffs on him.

Then I started shaking so bad I had to sit down.

Brick unfolded a little.

“First real fight?” he wheezed.

I nodded.

“Well, shit.”





The special paddywagons rolled in with the paramedics and the media tag-alongs, and the Chicago Police Department took it from there. We returned to the Dome and I went straight to the infirmary; Dr. Beth wanted to make sure having my core-temperature temporarily dropped way below even hypothermia levels hadn’t done me any lasting harm.

Chakra visited me there; yes she had been there in spirit, and had been responsible for the burst of energy that turned it around for me. She believed her powers came from tantric sex-magic, but I didn’t care if she thought they came from eating clown-fish.

Nimbus dropped by to apologize. She got hit in the opening round and by the time she’d refocused on me my fight had been over. Seconds are all it takes. She was very upset, but I told her we were good. I needed to learn sign language. Nimbus “heard” sound with her whole photonic body, but couldn’t talk (Chakra translated for me). She didn’t speak, didn’t eat or drink, couldn’t touch. It didn’t seem right.  

Then Atlas dropped by to debrief me. I’m very good at hiding my feelings, but after a few minutes he firmly pushed everyone out the door and closed it.

“You have very aggressive instincts.” he said turning back to me.

“Oak Park High field hockey, MVP.”

He studied me for a long moment.

“And you’re a cool one. You’re fit to be tied, but no conniptions. I reckon you’ve got something to say to me?”

“Why did we do that?”

“Do what?”

“Don’t act stupid.” After pulling myself together I’d gone back through the hole in the wall with my prisoners to help with the cleanup, and I wasn’t going to close my eyes again tonight. I kept seeing Diceman, a Brother, lying in far too many pieces. I suppressed a near-hysterical giggle. He’d been diced.

“We could have shut that fight down before it started.” My voice shook. “Nimbus could have blinded half of them in a flash. Rush could have tased everybody Nimbus didn’t blind. Blackstone could have flooded the building with fog while you and I went through with infrared vision and cuffed everybody still standing. There’s got to be a dozen ways we could have done it. Nobody needed to get hurt. Nobody needed to die.”

He gave me a pitying look, like he was about to tell me there was no Santa.

“Now there you’re wrong.”

“Why?”

“If we had shut it down before it started, taken them all in, what would have happened?”

“Three of them would still be alive, and Sprints wouldn’t be in the hospital.” The Guardians had waited to go in till we got there, and hadn’t been as lucky as us.

“You’re right. And then?”

I just looked back at him. Where was he going?

“How long would they have stayed off the street?” he asked. “They’d have lawyered up. Claimed they were there for a ‘friendly meeting’ and been out in a day. Stopping the fight, easy. Shutting them down? Whole different thing. So we waited till there was blood on the ground, then gave them plenty of room to kick up a fuss.”

I shook my head. “Tell me we didn’t wait for someone to die.”

“I could, but I’d be lying. I wish we could have waited longer.”

“No. We’re heroes.” Tears began prickling my still-aching eyes.

“You’re right,” he said. He folded his arms and dropped the Texas drawl. “We don’t use deadly force, and when we do there has to be a damn good reason. Remember what I told you? We wear the cape and do what we do to show normal people that we can protect them, that they don’t have to be afraid of us. What do you think the Brotherhood and the Sanguinary Boys showed them? That they should be very afraid.

“We went out there tonight to stop them,” he went on relentlessly. “Not to stop them from throwing down—to stop them. Three dead means three homicides, more injured means battery, aggravated assault, attempted homicides. They met to fight—that’s premeditation and conspiracy to commit, and all of them are culpable.

“They’re all going away for a good long time; the courts will give the maximum sentences without possibility of parole. They’ve got no patience for superhumans who do what they do, so the score is three dead bad guys and the rest in prison for at least a decade or two, maybe three. Hopefully they’ll kill each other there. Our hands are clean, and the good citizens of Chicago will sleep a little easier.”

I took a breath, then let it out and slid off the table. He stayed where he was and I headed for the door the long way around him. I stopped, my hand on the latch.

“You’re wrong about one thing,” I said without turning around.

“And what’s that?”

“Our hands aren’t clean.”











Chapter Fifteen

Headhunter was found dead this morning in South Side Chicago. At this time there are no suspects, and since he was not in costume, police are positing a hate-crime.  Also, with no further declarations from the Teatime Anarchist, the Chief of Police has upgraded Chicago’s security-status to nominal. Last night saw a major battle between the Sentinels and Guardians and both of Chicago’s rival supervillain gangs. We will have the full story for you at twelve.



Chicago Morning News





So naturally I was in trouble.

The Clocktower Fight hit the news, pushing Headhunter and even the Teatime Anarchist off the air by lunchtime (after all, he hadn’t blown anybody up today). Dad came out of a pitch-meeting when Mom called, and both called me. The conversation started with orders to pack—suddenly the US Marshals Program looked really attractive. Dad sounded ready to rip Atlas’ heart out; he started with what the hell was that grandstanding son-of-a-bitch thinking?

It went downhill from there.

So I said no. Then I said when Hell sells timeshares and ducks sing freaking opera. That stunned them and Dad started Young-Ladying me. He hadn’t done that since my last Shelly Adventure. I put the phone on speaker so I could wave my arms while screaming, ended with and forget Sunday dinner! and hung up on them.

Thankfully I had no patrol that day, so I didn’t see Atlas, and when Chakra said that we had to celebrate my first fight with a Girl’s Night Out I jumped at the chance to get out of the Dome. I didn’t even ask where it would happen; it would at least start at The Fortress.

Chicago is the Metropolis of the superhero world, and we have more superheroes per capita than any other city. New York and LA have theirs, but ours? Cooler. New York’s are mostly supercops and LA is up to its eyeballs in phony silver-screen heroes. The Fortress? The club for capes and cape-watchers.  

One of the Rush Street clubs between Oak Street and Chicago Avenue, it might be world-famous but from the outside it makes me think of a maximum security prison: two stories of grey stone walls with narrow windows, iron trim, and no name over the entrance—just a five-cornered shield with an F in the middle (no imagination; it’s basically Superman’s symbol with an ‘F’ instead of an ‘S’). Taxies pull up at all hours and at night there’s always a line. They come to see the superheroes.

No taxies for us, of course. Only Quin couldn’t fly, and she was perfectly happy to ride on my shoulders again so we all made a pretty cool entrance touching down outside the club together. The line cheered and applauded and Quin dismounted with a backwards cartwheel while cameras flashed.

“Chakra!”

“Nimbus!”

“You guys are so hot!”

“Astra!”

“I’m yours!”

“I love you Harlequin!”

The gatekeeper held the rope open and we waved to the line as we headed inside.

The Fortress is the Hard Rock Café for cape-watchers. It’s a shrine to capes as much as a club, and its walls are hung with news pictures and publicity posters, old equipment, and framed costumes. Display cases hold museum-quality wax figures of some of our most famous local heroes—Atlas, Caterwaul, and Bombshell. The place is a café and dance club; some come to eat and drink, some come to dance, but everyone comes to see or be seen. Mom took Shelly and me here for lunch a couple of times, but in the daytime the club part is closed and the crowd more mundane. Shelly and I tried to sneak in after dark, once—the occasion of Dad’s last Young Lady lecture. Now the stuff on the walls was nothing compared to what was on the dance floor. I stared.

Imagine a themed costume party where the invitation reads: Catsuits, jumpsuits, unitards, corsets, microskirts, or full-body tights are required. Masks and capes welcome. No earth-tones. Leather, spandex, and latex preferred. At least half of the crowd got the invitation.

I saw Jack Frost, a seriously muscular cryokinetic, in metallic blue multi-pocketed cargo pants and a blue and white pec-hugging athletic shirt, talking to Hardlock, a man of living steel wearing a black leather jumpsuit. (Looking at Frost, I thought of last night and shivered.) And they were the conservatively dressed ones. Red Robin—a fellow flyer dressed in red and yellow spandex and a yellow cape—chatted up Blue Fire, who wore only her flaring blue aura and strategic white bits of tape over blue-dyed skin. Foxlight, wearing a fur-patterned catsuit with face paint and spiked hair that had to take her an hour to get right, schmoozed with The Cardinal, out tonight in a red jumpsuit-tuxedo with a white clerical collar.

I even spotted Wisteria, her amazonian super-model figure displayed in a deeply purple petal-patterned catsuit with a high neck that left her arms and shoulders bare. The token domino mask she wore did nothing to hide her sharp features, or her irritation as she tried to ignore Flashback. His black and white checker patterned full-body stocking covered everything, even his hands, feet, and, disconcertingly, his face. (How did he see? Or eat or drink?)

Those were just the capes I recognized right away; there were lots more mixed in with flamboyantly costumed wannabees and cosplayers. Some of them dressed in self-consciously modish variations of the “classic” style, but lots of costumes bordered on fetish-wear if they didn’t, like Blue Fire’s, gleefully embrace it. Artfully airbrushed suggestions of masks covered faces all around me, and I felt overdressed.

“How can you tell who the real capes are?” I asked Quin.

“You can’t always!” she yelled back over the music. “But mostly real heroes’ costumes are better designed, more conservative, and less likely to fall off in a fight!”

I laughed.

“No, really!” she insisted. “The ones in costumes that look like flashy clubwear? Probably not real capes. Though I could be wrong; a legitimate hero might keep a club version of their costume in their closet!”

“Why all the Atlas-girls?” I asked. I counted five in latex versions of Atlas’ costume just from where I stood.

Chakra laughed. “You’re kidding, right?’

“No!”

“Wannabee sidekicks! Atlas groupies hoping to get lucky!”

“You’re—” I looked around, realizing they weren’t the only people dressed as variants of popular capes. I even saw men dressed as male versions of well-known superheroines, including a male Wisteria. All that body-sculpted maleness in purple tights made my eyes water.

My stomach sank. “You mean…”

She nodded. “Like groupies chasing pop stars. The tribute costumes practically scream ‘do me!’”

“Do they? I mean…”

“I know, and yes!”

“Even the Atlas-girls?”

“Especially—” She stopped, studying me seriously. “Atlas is in here at least once a week. He usually slips a penthouse key to one of them.”

Looking at them again I caught more than one fixing me with a hostile glare, and didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Or run. I like to think myself a sophisticate, a debutante at sixteen, raised in polite society and all that, but because of that I’d been absolutely stupid. I didn’t have his ‘A’ on my chest, but every club-goer here probably thought I had a permanent pass to his bedroom and I’d had no idea.

I wanted to go home. And that wasn’t going to happen.

Chakra read my expression and smiled sympathetically.

“Chin up,” she said under the music. “You’re royalty and this is your court; who cares what they think?”

She meant it, and now I wanted to run for a different reason. This was as much a debut as the press conference and my first flight.

And me without my pearls.

I raised my chin and she nodded approvingly.

We headed for one of the high tables in the corner where the sound was lower. Perching on a high club chair, I realized the table had been engraved with the team’s ‘S.’ In gold.

Royalty. Got it.

We ordered drinks (a virgin strawberry and melon iced cooler for me), and tapas and chorizo to snack on. The staff didn’t dress up as superheroes—it would have made them invisible. Instead they all wore black pants and t-shirts. Nimbus couldn’t drink, of course, but she seemed prepared to socialize and people-watch all night. I think the music did something for her.

“You want to know, don’t you?” Chakra leaned over once we’d ordered.

“Know what?”

“How Atlas has safe sex when he can powder stone?”

I must have flushed beet red, because Quin scolded her. Fishing desperately for a distraction, I suddenly realized we had something truly special to watch; Michael was in town for a concert, and had arrived before we did.

He and his entourage sat at another table where I hadn’t spotted him through the crowd, but as the waitress walked away the club DJ segued into Starlight, his newest hit. When the low lead-in melody began every head turned his way. He looked up from his conversation, saw us watching, and gave us a smile.

Then he glowed.

As immaterial as Nimbus, he simply strolled through the table and the crowd as if they were phantoms, taking the rapidly clearing dance floor. And he danced.

In a suit like a starry night, he stepped and spun and moved like a robot’s dream of humanity, trailing streams of light and throwing stars from his gloved hands. He played his fedora like Buster Keaton, whirling through his own light show, as solid as a dream and as heartbreaking.

Michael’s breakthrough had come on the day of the Event, as if his whole soul had been longing for it. When I grew up I’d sometimes wondered if the transformation, which had forever traded his mortal flesh for photons, was worth it for him. Watching him I knew it was. Some blessings are pure, and as the song ended and the crowd erupted he threw back his head and laughed like a young god.

The crowd gradually went back to its ignore-the-great-ones-among-us motion, but Nimbus couldn’t stop staring and left us without a word to go to his table. Michael’s entourage bristled, but he nodded and she joined them. Chakra and Quin turned away, Chakra with a grin on her face.

“Can two flashlights mate?” she quipped, drawing a scold from Quin and, since she’d caught me with my glass to my lips, a sputter from me.

“Girls,” Quin declared. “We’ve been completely upstaged.”

Since I knew I’d be dreaming of Starlight that night I didn’t care, but something else caught my attention.

“When did Rush arrive?” I asked. “And who’s he with?”

Rush stood over by the bar, and not with Stacy.

The woman with him wouldn’t have looked out of place painted on the side of a World War Two bomber. She wore a retro pink romper with a wide white belt and domino mask, and a vaguely 40’s hairstyle that made her look like she’d stepped out of a Vargas print. They were closer than the noise level required for conversation.

Quin looked. “Oh shit,” she said. “Shit shit shit shit shit.”

“What?”

“That’s Euphoria.”

“And?”

She turned back to me. “Not all costumed superhumans are superheroes—or supervillains for that matter. Some are just superskanks.”

Chakra sipped her drink with studied unconcern.

“Euphoria’s an escort,” Quin explained. “She has the power to light up your pleasure center, and she can give you a little thrill or knock you on your ass with brain-shorting ecstasy. If she’s not touching you it takes a bit to dial it up, but she can flatten anybody who has a working nervous system.”

I looked back at the bar.

“And she’s not on a CAI team? It sounds like a great man-stopper.”

“It is, but she’s got expensive tastes and CAI work doesn’t pay her enough. So she’s a member of the Lincoln Park Guardians but she rents herself out. An evening of fine food and wine and a big ‘tip’ and she’s anybody’s—but she doesn’t touch them, she just buzzes them. And they always want more.”

“Oh. Oh!” The night had become far too educational.

“Yes,” Quin said. “And since nothing physical happens it’s all legal.”

I worried about Stacy, but Chakra just shrugged.

“Who cares if he’s looking for something different? He bores easily.”

Quin glared at her.

“It’s not like when he tries to hijack your panties between wives. Stacy’s from good family. She’s connected to all the right people and everyone knows what Euphoria does. If the newsies catch a whiff of this it won’t matter to the tabloids that she’s ‘no touchy.’ They’ll come after Rush and it’ll splash all over us.”

Chakra picked up her drink.

“Let’s go then. If we make a group of it then it won’t look so bad, and you can beat up on Rush back at the Dome. I’ll talk with Stacy later. Hold down the fort, Astra.” With that they decamped, leaving me to wonder what Chakra intended to talk to Stacy about. It would probably include explicit instructions. And gestures.

Time to think of something else.

Something not my parents. Like my fight with Atlas.

I sipped my virgin cooler and nibbled on a spicy tapa.

I still couldn’t get past it. He couldn’t be right—but if we’d shut it down before it really started we’d have only busted up a fight. And if two gangs really wanted to hack at each other, did not stopping them make us responsible? Obviously Atlas would have preferred to let them keep fighting and arrest the survivors while the blood dried. Could he have been right?

Nursing my drink, I squirmed.

My reaction to last night had been the response of a newbie who’d never seen the “mean streets,” and honesty made me admit fright certainly colored my reaction. My heart still raced when I remembered how helpless I’d felt as Brick pulled me down.

 But I knew the risks.

Well… rats. I was going to twist on this. If I asked his opinion Father Nolan would side with me. Probably. But I had a horrible feeling that Dad would side with Atlas. Bottom line, we hadn’t killed anybody, we’d arrested the ones that had, and now innocent people slept safer. Did we owe the bad guys anything beyond the law’s requirements?

And did I owe Atlas an apology? I looked around for the girls; maybe I ought to call it a night and sleep on it—just remembering our argument made me feel sick. If he was right, or even half right, I’d have to apologize. I wished I could just drop it, but Mom had taught me better than that.

Then I noticed the club-goer sitting next to me.

The table to my left was empty when we sat down, but sometime since it had been occupied. The noise in my head and the occupant’s unnatural silence kept me from noticing, but now her presence practically jumped out at me.

She wore a night-black costume, a spandex catsuit with gloves and thigh-boots to match under a tailored bulletproof vest. Slit up to her waist at the sides, the vest hung down to her thighs in the front and back almost like a skirt. Buckled straps hugged it to her figure and supported two empty shoulder-holsters, and a deep hood cast her face in shadow. She was far more conservatively dressed than most of the room. And she was dead.

Seriously dead.

I was still learning to deal with the hugely increased slice of the spectrum I could see. Everything with a temperature above absolute zero radiates on some part of the infrared spectrum, so to me everyone and everything has a visible temperature my brain translates as tinted overlays of the colors I know, dark purple being the coolest and brilliant white being the hottest. I was learning to mostly ignore it, like mall music.

So in a dimly lit room full of people I sat surrounded by softly glowing human light bulbs, and she wasn’t one of them. She was room temperature. And as I focused I realized she wasn’t breathing and I couldn’t hear the soft percussion of a heartbeat, either. A corpse sat next to me drinking a margarita. Even for The Fortress on a Friday night, that was weird.











Chapter Sixteen

Consider the psychology of the superhuman. Breakthroughs are generally triggered by severe physical stress or emotional shocks, but they are also sometimes the result of monomaniacal focus or psychotic drive. To say the least, a great many superhumans start with issues. Is suddenly being granted a large dose of wish-fulfillment supposed to make them better adjusted?



Dr. Alice Mendel, Superhuman Psychology


What do you say to a dead person? Pardon me, but why aren’t you breathing?

Or do you ignore it, as you do someone with really bad breath? My extensive social training hadn’t prepared me for this, but at the very least introductions were in order. When you have two people sitting alone side by side then politeness demands it; otherwise you’re obviously ignoring each other. Very rude.

That decided me, and I turned to face her.

“Hello,” I said politely. “I’m Astra.”

She picked up her drink and turned towards me.

“The sidekick. I know.” Now that she faced me I saw that under the hood she wore a black half-mask. It started at the cheekbones and turned into a skullcap, actually contoured to suggest a skull, that completely covered the top half of her head. On her pale face (even her thin lips were pale) the effect was spooky.

“So did you graduate last night?” she asked.

“I’m sorry? Oh, you mean the South Side fight?

She nodded, sipping her drink. I shook my head.

“I’m still a rookie; right now all they trust me with on my own is getting kitties out of trees.”

My honesty surprised a laugh out of her.

“Serious?”

“I can’t even fly patrol without a partner yet.”

She smiled. A dry smile, but genuine.

“Artemis.” She said.

“It’s nice to meet you. Do you mind if I ask a personal question?”

“I might. Go ahead.”

I lowered my voice and leaned in a bit.

“Why are you room-temperature?”

That sat her back. She set her margarita down.

Finally she said “Any other observations to make?”

I plunged ahead.

“You’re also not breathing except to talk, and you’ve got no heartbeat.”

She didn’t say anything.

“I’m sorry. It was an observation, not criticism. Sorry.” I started to get up, but she put a hand on my arm. I sat.

She looked around and then leaned in closer.

“There’s a stairs to the roof for flyers who don’t want to walk in past the line. I’ll meet you out there.” And she was gone. Not going, gone: in the space of a heartbeat she faded into mist that swirled away, leaving me with a cold damp wisp of breeze.

A few patrons looked my way and then away again as I stared at her empty chair.

What had I started?





My breath puffed in the damp night air when I stepped outside. I walked to the edge to look down at Rush Street, wanting to see something besides shadows and the sides of buildings. Clouds sailed above, bright with reflected city light, and I smelled someone’s cigarette below. Marlborough Lights. Then she stood beside me, going from mist to solid in the time it took me to turn my head.

I’d been holding myself ready for it and didn’t—quite—jump.

Much taller than me, she leaned on the wall to compensate and we stood wrapped in silence while she looked down at the club line. I waited; it was her turn.

“You know that some people break through because of an obsession?” she said conversationally. “Like your friend Chakra, who got there with sacred sex.”

I nodded.

“A few years ago there was a sociopath named Tommy who wanted to be a vampire.”

Her breath didn’t fog the air.

“He lived the lifestyle, drank blood, had dental work done, the whole bit, but he decided it wasn’t enough. There’s an old legend about suicides rising as vampires, and he went with that. It should have simply killed him, and if God had any mercy it would have.”

“But it didn’t?”

“Oh no. He got to be one of the lucky ones. The freak’s breakthrough gave him exactly what he wanted—immortality and a real thirst for the blood he already fetishized. He got the full list of phobias too: holy water, crosses, consecrated ground, entering uninvited, garlic. But he didn’t care because at heart he was a rapist who’d never had the courage to even ask a girl out.”

She turned her back to the street and leaned against the ledge, watching me.

“I knew him in high school. Or he knew me anyway. Can you picture me a cheerleader? He was just one of the invisible geeks we shared the halls with. He might have said something to me at graduation—I really don’t remember. After he changed he tricked his way into our home and ripped my parents’ throats out, kidnapped me and kept me in his cellar for two weeks before turning me. I died in a dark hole, and then I woke up and killed him.”

Now she grinned, showing fangs.

“I staked him with a broken ax handle first chance I got. Then I cut his head off, burned the rest of his putrid corpse, and scattered the ashes on Lake Michigan.”

She turned back and looked down at the club line again. Her voice dropped.

“He even killed the dog. What kind of sicko does that?”

“I—” I flinched away from the image her bare words conjured up, pretty sure I was about to re-experience the tapas. “I don’t remember hearing any of this.”

 “You think the police like to advertise unsolved murders and disappearances? So far as they know I’m still missing and presumed dead, and I keep it that way because, like you said, I don’t breathe. Anne Rice has a lot to answer for.”

“That’s horrible,” I said. “How do you live?”

“Being a freelance hero pays decently. No medical, though.”

She looked me over, and sighed.

“I can make you forget the last fifteen minutes or so,” she offered. “I’ll go home and we’ll call it a night. You know—’look into my eyes.’” She gave it a corny Dracula lisp, and waited for my answer.

She was the second person to tell me she could steal my memories.

“Then why did you tell me?”

She gave the happy crowd below a last look.

“No reason, but we were both made by evil men.”

I considered it and shrugged, forcing a smile.

“We left our drinks downstairs.”

I called Mom and Dad when I got back to the Dome.
















PART THREE

Chapter Seventeen

Burnout’s jury trial commences today. Burnout, aka Roger Carr, is facing multiple counts of statutory rape, drug possession, and contributing to the delinquency of a minor, and, if sentenced, could receive from ten to twenty years in prison. Many critics of the prosecution are calling the trial a political stunt on the part of DA Allen Montanolla.



Chicago News at Five





I fumbled my apology Monday morning, something not at all like me. It started badly when I knocked on the open door of Atlas’ surprisingly bare office.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

He looked up from his e-pad.

“What?”

Now I hesitated. Should I repeat myself, or wait for his permission to come in? Covering my social stumble with a tug to straighten the line of my vest, I stepped inside.

“Do you have a moment?” I asked more correctly.

“Absolutely,” he said, dropping the pad beside his mask and pointing to a chair. “Sit down. Please.” He seemed glad to see me, and I took it as a good sign.

Closing the door carefully, I sat. And promptly froze up again.

He gave me a moment, and when I obviously didn’t know where to start, started for me.

“You want to talk about Thursday night?” he asked.

Getting a grip, I took a deep breath. “Yes. I reacted badly, and I wanted to apologize. I shouldn’t have questioned your judgment. I just—I’m sorry.”

I realized that I was on the edge of my seat, practically sitting on my hands. I folded them in my lap. Where had all my social training gone? Mom would be embarrassed for me.

“I was wrong,” Atlas said.

Wait, what?

“I took unnecessary risks. You were right about that. When we went in we should have gone in hard, left no room for more shenanigans. I still wouldn’t have stopped it from starting, but when they’d already been caught misbehaving we didn’t have to let them add to it. When you put on the cape you do the job, but I made it more dangerous than it should have been, and people who shouldn’t have got hurt. I’m sorry.”

“I’m fine, really—” I protested automatically.

“No you’re not, and I was wrong there too. You’re a hard one, I can tell. Not on other people: on yourself. You weren’t ready Thursday, not in your head. I expected you to walk in this morning and tell me you were done, that you’d reconsidered. But you haven’t, have you?”

I opened my mouth, and closed it again. No, I hadn’t. Why not?

“So I’ll accept your apology if you’ll accept mine.” He smiled, and something indecipherable crept into his eyes. “And can I say I was impressed? I don’t care how rough field hockey gets, you’ve never been in a real fight before and you handled Brick and Cryo alone.”

“I— Thank you.” I found myself blushing like a schoolgirl. He smiled again, shaking his head.

“No need, I call it like I see it.”

I bit back a second lame thank you, had no idea what to say, and was pathetically grateful when he looked at his clock.

“Isn’t Ajax waiting for you?”

“Oh! Yes, I— Thank you.” Argh. I stammered something at least halfway coherent before getting out of there, blushing hotter than I’ve ever blushed before.

What is going on?





Quin only added to the weirdness of the day. She cleared my morning schedule and I found her waiting for me when I left my training session. Her eyes twinkled behind her black domino mask.

“Have you got a few minutes before you go study?”

“A few,” I said. “What’s up?”

“Come on up to my office.” She grinned, all mysterious. “I’ll show you.”

She had an upstairs office, so we took the elevator up to the atrium. I said hi to Tom in passing. I kept trying to get to know the security and support people, but Tom, Bob, and even Willis spoke only when spoken to and then stayed strictly on point. Willis, the most talkative of the crew, was laconic in the extreme. Weird.

The ground floor, with its theater, museum and gift shop, is mostly open to the public during the day and we made our way through a crowd of morning visitors that included at least one third or fourth-grade fieldtrip troop—a large, happy swarm, all wearing Junior Sentinel t-shirts, bouncing and waving as the guides tried to get them organized for a trip through the museum. We laughed and waved back without stopping; I’d learned if we did stop all traffic through the atrium practically froze around us. Too bad, really, even if they were a little too old for Got-Your-Nose or What’s-Your-Name.

Quin’s office flanked Al’s just off the City Room, a high-tech version of any police precinct dispatch room with lots of smart-screens and open stations. It’s home to Dispatch, the team that moves us and the other CAI teams around like chess pieces. Other workstations share the space with the ten dispatch stations, filling the space with chatter and energy.

We came in through a railed off and glass-walled observation deck, there so visitors and tours could move through easily without disturbing the dispatchers. A short set of stairs took us to a higher balcony along the left wall. Alex and Quin’s offices were glass-walled on the City Room side so both of them could watch the action without stepping out on the balcony.

Closing Quin’s door shut out the noise, and from her desk we couldn’t be seen from the City Room floor. Posters of Vegas shows covered the other three walls. She followed my glance but didn’t comment on them.

“Sit,” she said, pointing to the chair beside her desk. Sitting behind it she turned her huge computer flatscreen so we could both see it, and handed me the mouse.

“I thought you might want to see this.”

The screen displayed Powerbeat’s website, opened to a page dedicated to young and hip heroes. Today the page was all about me.

No way.

An article about last Thursday’s fight sat front and center, and it breathlessly credited me with taking down two A-class villains in my first battle. I followed the links. Lots of them took me to pictures and video of me and Atlas flying patrol, one linked to a whole page of cell-phone pics of me and the other girls outside The Fortress, and others led to blogs and posts analyzing and dissecting me, my power-set, my costume, my sidekick status, and speculating about my background. A flame-war raged between one camp hailing me as the new post-feminist icon and another camp denouncing me as a sellout.

“Chatter scores rate you the most talked-about hero this morning,” Quin said as I scanned the links. “You’re way ahead of Burnout’s drug and sex scandal. The tabloids are already crying ‘child endangerment’ despite your costume enhancements, and bets are being taken on whether you’ll become a full-time cape when you finish your training and if it will be with the Sentinels.”

“But why?”

“First, because you’re with the Sentinels. With four movies, a TV series, a graphic novel line, and the fact that our first real-world superhero and the President of the United States are both founding members, I don’t know, for some reason we’re still The Team as far as the public’s concerned. We’re an unstoppable franchise.

“Second, you’re the sidekick of America’s premier hero, who happens to be the real-world answer to Superman. If he’s not the world’s Biggest Boy Scout at least he’s the world’s Last Cowboy.

“Third, and I missed this angle at first, you’re the only current Sentinel with a true secret identity.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

She put her elbows on her desk and folded her hands under her chin, looking way too happy.

“Most superheroes don’t have real secret identities. Think about it. Lots of breakthroughs happen publicly. Mine happened right on stage! And capes whose breakthroughs aren’t public still have the problem of living a double life. So lots of heroes don’t bother—they simply wear the mask when on duty so they won’t be recognized getting coffee at Starbucks when they’re off. And of course reporters and photographers know better than to try and bug us when we’re going civilian.”

“But what about—”  

 “A part-time hero like, say, Iron Jack?” She flipped her fingers. “Now there it’s easier to remain a mystery-man, and some full-time heroes take on civilian cover identities too. Sort of like the Federal Witness Protection program. Change of hair color and style, a new name and social security number… Then of course there are superhumans like me who are permanently transformed. For us secret identities of any kind just aren’t an option.”

I went over the team roster in my mind. She was right; of all the team’s founders only Minuteman had maintained a real secret identity. All the current Sentinels had only private identities—such as they were since, with the exceptions of Blackstone and Ajax, none of them had careers outside the team. The university didn’t mind if Ajax occasionally missed a lecture, and Blackstone only performed his magic act two nights a week from the theater he owned.

“So why is that feeding the media frenzy?”

“It’s the whole mystery-woman thing. You’re young, photogenic, very strong and tough, being mentored by a Big Name, and a complete unknown. It makes you an irresistible puzzle to cape-watchers everywhere. They can make what they want of you—and believe me, the fanfiction sites are already madly spinning stories about your childhood, origin, and relationship to Atlas. FYI, don’t read those unless you use an adult-content filter. And the better you do your job the worse the attention’s going to get.”

I tried not to feel panicked; this was so not incentive.  “What should I do?”

She pushed her chair back and spun it around with a foot.

“The first thing is to get you more media coverage,” she said, laughing when I groaned.

“I’ve already set up an interview and photo session with Powerbeat, and that’s a good start. We also need to get you to more public events. The more you do publicly in costume the less interested they’ll be in your out-of-costume life. I know it sounds strange, but that’s how it works. We also need to get you into our entertainment lines—the TV show and comics—as quick as we can, with a fictional secret identity for viewers to identify with. Sure they’ll know it’s fiction, but the fans will identify with the character anyway, and even the actress. The more they see the character, the less interested they’ll be in the real you.”

She stopped spinning and looked serious.

“But you’ll always have to be careful of identity-stalkers—all it takes is one obsessed fan who just has to know, or someone who wants serious leverage, to blow up your secret if you’re careless. If someone finds out who you are and wants to out you they don’t even need to get a major news agency to publish it—all they have to do is post it on the net and it’ll go viral in minutes.”

I shivered at the thought that a single mistake could destroy my safe anonymity. Quin read my face and smiled reassuringly.

“Don’t worry, just be careful. Keep the mask on everywhere, even downstairs. Don’t talk to people you know or go places you go as Hope when you’re Astra. Basic stuff. And like I said, the more public exposure you get the less you’ll have to worry about private exposure. And there I have a brilliant idea.”











Chapter Eighteen

In a 5-4 decision today, the US Supreme Court ruled in favor of General Arrest Warrants, the hugely controversial warrants that may be issued on especially dangerous superhumans with the inclusion of a dead or alive provision. Commonly called Death Warrants, they are posted publicly and may be exercised by any citizen, and are opposed by the ACLU on the grounds that they violate a suspect’s right to a fair trial. The controlling language of the majority opinion, however, rests on the argument that the constitutional guarantee of a trial depends upon a successful arrest—something either impossible or suicidal to attempt in the case of many superhumans.



Tom Atkins, The Wall Street Journal





I did not like Quin’s idea at all, but both Al and Atlas did, so I did what I always do with evils I can’t avoid; I forgot about it. September passed into October, and I tried not to think about missing the first weeks of college. I got all my courses transferred to online work without much trouble, even taking Ajax’ introductory course, Superhuman Studies (how awesome to have him available to discuss his lectures personally). And I had plenty else to distract me.

Dad wasn’t speaking to Atlas, or Ajax or anybody else in the Dome for that matter. We’d talked, but we weren’t talking. He wanted his princess safe and throwing me into supervillain battles, even with backup, hadn’t been part of The Plan. He’d used to drop by the Dome a couple of times a week to spar with Ajax, but that was over now and only Mom came to lunch or dinner. I knew I shouldn’t, but I felt responsible for the rift.

 Both Atlas and Ajax continued my fight training, even ramping it up (since Atlas had originally discouraged me from becoming any kind of cape, I wondered why), and Dr. Beth worked up an exercise and toughening regimen he said would make me even stronger over time. Apparently he’d decided I was what he called a “progressive breakthrough.” It wasn’t fun, and I was back to calling him Dr. Death in my head.

In every session Ajax showed me my limits—how hard a hit I could take and still hit back. I knew how to play rough, but sparring with Ajax felt like daily beatings at a fight club. One session started with me trying a repeat of my surprise move from the first day. Ajax simply stepped aside and hammered me into the floor with his maul as I came in, and it got worse from there; I could break off the fight, but the point was to subdue him like I had Brick. After ten minutes of mounting frustration and repeated thumpings (twice he grappled and pinned me), he called an end.

“You’re improving,” he said kindly.

“Uhuh.” I dropped to the floor and lay back, gasping and rubbing my side. “Why do you wear armor, anyway? It’s not like you need it.”

He chuckled, sounding like an amused bear, and sat beside me.

“Part of it is to give me more mass, since I can’t brace myself against an impact the way you and Atlas can. Even so, remember how easily you pushed me into the wall the first time.”

“And the other part?”

“The visor protects me from blinding attacks, and the suit and helmet seals against gas and helps against sonic attacks. I’ve got a tactical HUD projector on the visor and shielded data links. And the armor gives me another layer of protection—since it’s stiffer than my skin it absorbs blunt impacts better. It’s the same philosophy as the maul; my strength in a fight is my ability to take damage and give it back, so anything that improves my ability to do one without compromising the other is a good thing.”

“Okay, so why don’t you just carry a really big gun?”

“Because superheroes don’t. Old fashioned weapons, like swords, warhammers, maces, those are traditional. Guns are for soldiers and the police. And bad guys.”

That made sense. “So what do you do against an opponent with a ranged attack?”

“Let somebody else handle it. In a pinch I can throw this maul pretty far. You’re thinking about Cryo, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” I whispered, looking at the ceiling. I still dreamed about the fight.

He shrugged. “In the comics superheroes rely only on their powers. But look at me, or Rush. He wears a helmet and his racing suit is anti-ballistic weave; he can’t dodge everything.”

Now he put on a grand voice, thumping his chest. “We who fight as the heroes of old, body to body, blow for blow, we… lay our hands on the weapons we need,” he finished in a wry tone and another deep chuckle. “Do you understand?”

I thought about it. “I think so.”

“Good. One last thing; when I pinned you, why didn’t you just fly me into the wall or ceiling? It’s not like I weigh that much.”

“Oh.” I wrapped my arms around my head and just laughed.

A week later Ajax gave me a special belt buckle made of two separate disks. The front disk with the emblem on it connected to the back disk only by a sliding catch, and when I pushed sideways firmly, the two pieces snapped apart and I found myself holding a well-balanced titanium disk bigger and thicker than a silver dollar. He taught me how to throw it, and after that I practiced with my little holdout weapon every day at the indoor range. The dreams of helplessness and aching cold laughter gradually went away.





My flight lessons with Atlas were interesting in an entirely different way.

“No. Not happening,” I said.

“Yes, it is.”

We were out at the CAI practice range on a wet Wednesday morning. I glared at the huge concrete block downfield of us. He had just proposed that I point myself at it like a diver, make a pair of fists, and fly through it. I half-wondered if he wasn’t trying to get me to reconsider my career path again.

“Get up here.” He held his hand out at chest height, palm down.

I raised myself up to hover beneath his palm, feeling like a kid learning to float in the correct position.

Taking my waist, he turned me so I faced the ground.  He ran his hands up my arms, pulling them to a straight point ahead of me, raised my chin so I peered at the target over my fists, and pushed down on my back to get the curve right.

“Point your toes,” he instructed.

I started giggling uncontrollably.

“This is serious business,” he said, but I heard laughter in his voice and lost it completely.

“Do I look as silly as I feel?” I gasped when I could finally talk again.

“Yup, and now you’re all catty whompus. Point your toes.”

He corrected my posture, which had gone all over the place.

“It’s all about form and penetration,” he explained, pushing against my fists with his free hand. “Your fists are the smallest striking surface you can get your momentum behind, and the position helps protect your head and neck when you’re fixin’ to hit something. We’re tough, but ramming things with them is still not the best use of our heads.”

He pushed against the small of my back to make me deepen the curve.

“You’ve got the basic instinct down. When you surprised Ajax in his demonstration and when you took Brick and Cryo you used your mobility aggressively. But now we’ve got to teach you how hard you can safely hit and how to hit. So. Stay in form. Fire yourself at the target. You can do it.” He slapped my butt like I was a stubborn horse he was trying to move.

I gave him a look and then turned back to stare at the target over my fists. Thankfully, the early morning hour meant we had the range to ourselves.

I took a deep breath and aimed beyond the target, and launched myself. If I’d been a car I’d have left burning rubber for a hundred feet, and the concrete block leaped at me. I acknowledged the gee-forces but focused on holding my form, tucking my head down at the last moment.

Boom.

Tumbling gracelessly, I plowed into the muddy ground beyond the block.

Atlas landed beside me as I flipped mud out of my hair. I ached from my fists to my shoulders, and my head rang.

“And what have we learned?”

I looked up at him disgustedly, noticing he kept his boots inches above the mud.

“Don’t do that?”

“Yup,” he said. “In the movies you see folks like us plow into bunkers, fly straight into the ground, generally use their bodies like they were missiles.”

“Isn’t that the point?”

“Yes, but you don’t reuse missiles.”

Oh. Right.

“Now look at the block.” He pointed to where it lay, mostly intact but several yards from where it had stood.

“If it had been wider and thinner your hit would have blown through, breaking it and minimizing the impact to you. Thickness is armor. Mass is armor. Inertia is armor. If you hit something hard enough and don’t break or move it, it’ll probably break you. Simple physics: you hit, you take a hit. If that block had been anchored it would have broken you.”

“You do it. I’ve seen news clips.”

“Yup, and I only pick targets that are more fragile than I am or aren’t too heavy to knock aside like you did. Don’t be going through a wall if you can go through a window or door. And you’re going to learn all about modern construction and how to recognize different types of materials—the difference between the hollow concrete block wall you threw Brick through and solid granite walls you don’t want to try directly. Sometimes you’ve got to hit something you’re not sure of; you’ll learn how hard you can safely hit in those cases. We’re tough, but we’re not really invulnerable. Now let’s try a different target.”

He reached down to give me a hand up. I hesitated, then succumbed to temptation.

“Let’s try this first,” I said. Grabbing his hand I flipped him into the mud. Totally caught off guard, he splashed wonderfully. I laughed at the appalled look on his face, but he came back up with a fist full of mud-pie.

It took awhile for us to get to the other targets, and we had to hose down first.

The fun and messy training session banished most of the awkwardness I’d been feeling since the apology. Though I still felt weird being mentored by the hero I used to squee over, and now wasn’t at all sure of, I was able to focus more on my studies. In addition to coursework and the procedure manuals Ajax gave me, I also studied everything Blackstone had on the Teatime Anarchist. Now that I knew what to look for, I could easily separate the styles of TA and his copycatting nemesis (who I’d started calling the Dark Anarchist or DA).

What I couldn’t wrap my head around was TA’s claim that, somehow, I stood in the way of his nemesis’ plans. I kept looking, hoping to see what direction DA was pushing, to see how I was supposed to get in his way. But there wasn’t enough information.

For want of a nail a horseshoe was lost. For want of a horseshoe the horse was lost. For want of the horse the rider was lost. For want of the rider the battle was lost. For want of the battle the kingdom was lost, and all for the want of a horseshoe nail!

What if you knew you were the nail? Or at least a nail?

All of this kept me busy until the day I’d been dreading arrived: the opening day of Metrocon and Quin’s PR plan for me.











Chapter Nineteen

Kinetics make up one of the largest superhuman categories, with many sub-categories. Each kinetic type controls, shapes, or even creates a single substance or force. There are, for example, the elemental kinetics: aerokinetics, hydrokinetics, pyrokinetics, and terrakinetics, who can manipulate air, water, fire, and earth. Electrokinetics are more common, cryokinetics less so. Telekinetics can move anything with their mind they could otherwise manipulate manually.



Barlow’s Guide to Superhumans



If you ever meet a fat man in a Japanese magical princess costume, just keep walking. Trust me on this one.



 Astra, Notes from a Life





I’d ignored Metrocon for three years, and it had only gotten bigger.

Metrocon started life as the National CAI Conference, the biggest annual CAI training and expo event in the country. Teams and selected members of teams come from around the world, and with all those capes around, the super-fans started to show up as well. Although the NCAIC occasionally debates taking itself elsewhere, it never will; the income from the convention more than pays for the conference.

It’s always held at the Chicago Sports Center (originally built to attract the Olympic Games) and it’s a huge deal: three days of seminars and training and a closed expo, then three days of competition and Metrocon. And of course the Sentinels host the party. This year Atlas and Blackstone were supposed to do the honors, but Al and Quin decided on a change of plans. Looking down at the colorful crowd that thronged Main Street, I wondered how I could thank them.

Filling the Dome with jelly beans sounded attractive. Perhaps TA would help.

Main Street seemed smaller than I’d remembered. Looking like the movie set for a mid-20th century urban street, it connected the conference center to the sports center. Atlas and I arrived through the arcade’s skyway, greeted by huge cheers from the colorful crowd. He waved as we dropped to the balcony at the conference hall end, and I tried to imitate his casual poise. The balcony doors led to the convention’s VIP lounge and a big guy who pulled Atlas into a back-thumping man hug.

“Hank!” Atlas stood back, keeping a grip on the man’s huge biceps (not built into his suit) as I tried not to stare. “Quin told me the Hollywood Knights were one of the training teams this year. Turning actors into real heroes now?”

“They’re a work in progress,” the big man grumbled with a smile. He ran a hand over his polished dome and winked at me as I stood there blushing and speechless. “Aren’t you going to introduce us, John?”

“Astra, Rook. Rook, Astra,” the rat chuckled as I tugged my cape straight; he hadn’t given me a word of warning, but everybody knew Rook. He’d headed to Hollywood after spending a few years with the Sentinels and got recruited to lead the Knights. A nearly seven foot tall black man, muscled like Conan the Barbarian and wearing a dark blue and black textured-spandex bodysuit, he was probably the second-most recognizable Atlas-type hero in the country. His domino mask, like Atlas’s, didn’t really hide anything since everybody knew who Hank Sawyers was. He’d come from Chicago’s south side, and if most Hollywood heroes were actors with super powers, Rook was a superhero who acted.

He shook my hand. “It’s great to meet you, Astra, and I’m glad the team has more muscle on it again. Are they treating you right?”

I smiled self-consciously. “It worries me that people keep asking that.”

That earned a laugh and he winked at me again.

“Someone as pretty as you, we’ll have to do a Knights-Sentinels teamup. I’ll get the script writers working on it, give you an excuse to get away from this town. Get you down there in the sun, you won’t come back.”

He glanced aside to catch Atlas’ frown, eliciting another laugh.

“Seriously, though. You ever have dreams of going Hollywood, the Knights will get you started. You can’t be a sidekick forever.”

I nodded, not at all sure if he was serious or just ribbing his former teammate.

Whichever, Atlas wasn’t playing; with a glare for Rook he put his hand on the small of my back and turned me to face the room, saying “Now let me introduce you to everybody.”

There were a lot more than three of us in the room, and he took me through a whirlwind of introductions. Most of the Knights were hanging out there, including Baldur (so handsome I stared again), Starkness (a very scary woman), Ceres, and Seven (looking completely out of place in GQ-fashion blazer and khakis). Atlas seemed to know everybody, even though a lot of them were from CAIs as far away as El Paso, Texas.

I couldn’t say I liked the El Paso guys. They called themselves The Guard, and all of them wore grey and black trimmed jumpsuit uniforms with army boots and leather gloves. Their shiny black masks were skull-hugging helmets that hid their faces almost completely. They looked hard, on edge even in the relaxed lounge, and I got the feeling they didn’t think much of the rest of us.

Introductions made, Atlas asked Seven if he could squire me around. I didn’t see how I could go anywhere without being mobbed, but Seven cheerfully agreed and we stepped out as Atlas, Rook, and the other CAI team leaders huddled to conference.

“So what do you think of the boys from the border?” he asked once the door closed behind us.

“The Guard?” Brrr. I shivered and he grinned.

 “They’re spooky,” he agreed. “But they’re keeping a lid on the most dangerous border in the world—the murder rate in Juárez just across the river is six times the Mexican national average, kidnapping is practically an industry, and there’s a narcotics-driven civil war going on. Half the Mexican drug lords and their lieutenants seem to be supervillains these days. And not the fun and flamboyant kind.”

“Wow.” I looked back at the door.

“That’s why they all have secret identities, and rumor is that not one of them is from El Paso—no family to threaten even if you knew who they were.” He shrugged it off with a smile. “So what would you like to see?”

“I’m not sure what I can see,” I said, returning the smile to show I didn’t mind. “I’ve been to Metrocon before, as a fan. I know how crazy fans can get around the big names.”

“Like adoring lemmings,” he agreed happily enough. “And you’re all new and shiny. That’s why Atlas asked me to escort you.”

He looked like a well dressed ex boy-band singer, a young and guileless Brad Pitt with artfully mussed blond locks framing bright happy eyes. Tweens and teens probably still swooned over him in herds, and somehow he could keep the fans away?

His grin widened, as if he read my thoughts. I blushed.

“Sorry. I just—”

“Don’t get it, and that’s okay. Don’t follow the business much?”

I shook my head. “Till this happened to me I pretty much ignored it.”

“I figured.” He turned around to walk backwards down the hall in front of me. “I am Seven, the luckiest son of a bitch alive. That’s my power. Total, godlike, serendipity. Get it?”

“Umm, not really?”

“I walk through firefights and the guns jam, misfire, come apart, get dropped, or just plain miss. Bombs don’t go off when I’m in the blast-zone, or if they do I’m in a blast shadow. The world’s greatest martial artist would trip and break his neck if he tried to hit me. If I need a ride, a taxi or obliging fan just happens to be there. I always have the correct change in my pocket.” An even wider grin.”And I always get the cool jobs.”

His smugness was cloying.

“So you’re lucky. How does that help with crowd control?”

“Simple.” He pointed a finger at me like his hand was a pistol, and made a popping noise. “I want to enjoy your company without hassle. So I shall. Don’t know how it’ll work out, but from experience I’d guess that everyone who sees us will either be distracted by something else or assume that you’re just a really good cosplayer.”

“Really? Doesn’t that mean you could win every lottery in the world? Why don’t you live on your own island by now?”

He frowned.

“You know you’re one of the few people to see the problem that fast?” We came to the stairs and he led me down them, still walking backwards.

“Truth? I don’t know. It’s like my luck is a guardian angel that keeps me safe and indulges my whims, but doesn’t let me really go to town with it. It can be really annoying.”

“But it does let you show off!” I said tartly. Watching him walk downstairs backwards made me twitch with wanting to grab him before he tripped up. Then a comical look flooded his face as his foot missed a step, and he windmilled his arms desperately. I reached out and grabbed him by his blazer collar before he could tumble, and found us nearly bumping noses.

“See?” he laughed softly. “Here I was thinking it’d be nice to get closer to you.”

I almost pushed him down the stairs.





We came out in the expo hall, which opened to the public on day four. The noise was amazing. Most of the booths showcasing serious hardware and companies like Blacklock Security had departed, replaced by booths selling to the sea of conventiongoers.

Thousands packed the hall, surging down the wide aisles between the rows of booths while fliers swanned about in the air above them, lots of them carrying banners. Some of the rows were themed; the central isle, more of a boulevard, was lined by the big TV and movie production studios advertising their superhero drama, action, and reality series. Lesser-known and Grade B superhero-actors sat at signing tables or chatted with fans about their shows. The big and small comic publishers had their own row. Another row was dedicated to CAI teams from all over, there to push their own merchandise, talk about their activities, even recruit (we had our own booth, manned by staff).

Cosplayers mingled with authentic capes everywhere, and some of them were amazing impersonators but others made me shudder. Seven caught the direction of my horrified gaze, and winced at the thirty-year old guy with a serious beer gut stuffed into the most famous girl’s costume in Japanese superhero anime.

The better cosplayers attracted small crowds and posed for pictures, but though a few appreciative glances came my way nobody stopped us. Seven was right, and I laughed when I saw why; one of the cosplay clusters revolved around a very pretty woman, obviously a model, wearing my costume better than I did. She posed solo and with convention guests as the crowd snapped pictures, and a table behind her displayed framed glossies of her in other costumes. They were obviously for sale. A professional cosplayer; who knew?

I stopped at the Las Vegas Knights booth and bought a pricy Vegas Knights coffee mug just to annoy Seven (I made a mental note to buy a Hollywood Knights mug later for my desk at the Dome, to annoy Atlas). I finally got stares when I gave them the Dome’s address for shipping, but they were too professional to make a scene and we got away clean, Seven laughing with me.

Then I spotted someone who was not a cosplayer, but who simply couldn’t be here.

“Seven?” I grabbed his jacket arm. “Is your serendipity contagious?”

“Hmm? Sometimes, if what’s good for someone else is good for me too. Why?”

“Because the odds of this are really steep,” I said, diving into the crowd and pulling him along with me.

She didn’t see us coming, more luck again.

“Artemis.” I spoke right in her ear (or where it should be under her black hood), and found myself staring at two guns.

“Whoa,” Seven said. “Those had better be props.”

She holstered them with a twirl.

Amazingly nobody freaked, but we were attracting attention. Grabbing my arm, she turned us and smiled at the camera flashes before she started walking. I skipped to keep up, Seven right behind me.

“Shouldn’t you be sleeping?” I asked. “Or at least, I don’t know, underground?” An imp took control of my mouth. “Ooh! Can I have your autograph?”

“Get serious!” she snapped back, and I rolled my eyes. This was Metrocon; nothing was serious. With all the memories waiting to ambush me I so hadn’t wanted to be here, but I realized I’d actually started enjoying myself.

She pulled a tarp aside and stepped into an empty booth being used as storage space, then turned on me.

“How did you know it was me?” she hissed.

“One,” I said, keeping the volume down, “who dresses up as a little-known urban myth for Metrocon, and, two, hello, room temperature?”

Seven looked confused, so I made the introductions.

“Artemis, Seven of the Hollywood Knights. Seven, Chicago’s only Goth-girl vigilante.”

“Cool,” he said. “A caped-crusader dark-avenger teamup.”

Artemis choked.











Chapter Twenty

No backing down, no giving in.
I pick my fights, but I fight to win.
Though the Reaper draws near me I cry,
Conquer or die!


From Conquer or Die by Have No Fear.





Seven got us off the expo floor, through a service door and back up some stairs to a hallway full of empty conference rooms waiting to be filled with seminars and speaker panels.

I’d thought about Artemis off and on since meeting her at The Fortress (between worrying about my parents, the TA/DA thing, why I was wigging about Atlas, etc). Our first meeting had involved a huge amount of overshare. Why? Maybe she’d simply decided that, since I’d noticed she was technically a corpse, full disclosure followed by mind-wipe if I totally wigged was the smart move. Maybe.

But at fifteen I’d lost my best friend in the world and it had hurt so bad I’d felt like I was dying. She had lost both parents and her entire life. I couldn’t imagine it. If she’d become a Goth-girl and vigilante, at least she took out her frustrations constructively; I’d probably have just lain down and quit. Maybe she needed a friend.

So I’d studied up on her.

Or tried to: since she was a night-stalking vigilante who wasn’t dumb enough to leave a calling card, there weren’t a lot of Artemis stories going around. The local police thought she might be responsible for some beat-downs, late night saves, changes of criminal business location, and an apparently gang-free territory spanning several urban blocks. Some of the local business owners probably had an arrangement with her. To the police she was a “person of concern” but the local precinct wasn’t about to devote time and resources to catching someone who actually lowered their crime numbers, at least so long as she didn’t step over the line.

Where was the line? It seemed to be pretty much “don’t kill anybody, don’t beat up anyone we don’t think deserved it, and don’t make us take official notice.” She was so good at keeping it quiet that even the tabloids, which still reported Elvis sightings after all, weren’t writing about her.

Which made her reappearance out in the open at Metrocon a little alarming, even though I’d figured out how she’d done it (break into the convention center at night and stay away from windows, duh).

“Thanks for the privacy, Seven,” I said as he closed the door behind us. “Can you give us a minute?”

“Don’t think so,” he said with a smile. “If you want to stay uninterrupted I need to stick around. Besides, this sounds interesting and you may need me.”

“Listen, pretty boy—” Artemis began.

“Please,” I stopped her.

“Really, though,” Seven said, suddenly serious for the first time since we’d been introduced. It startled me. “I don’t have jurisdiction in Chicago. Astra does even if she’s a trainee, so if something’s not right I’ll follow her lead—and that includes keeping quiet, too.” A cocked eyebrow dared her to question his word. She ground her teeth, attempting a rictus of a smile.

“Neither of you wants a piece of this. Trust me.” She looked us both over, then gave up.

“Fine. I’m after a shapeshifter named Il Doppio, The Doppelganger. He’s here to kill Baldur. Publicly and messily.”

“Why?” Seven asked before I could open my mouth.

“Shortest version? Baldur has spoken out in favor of some form of federal superhuman registration and supervision. Moderately. He’s no nutjob like Senator Davis was.”

“Shit. So a supervillain wants to kill him for it? Is he insane?”

“No, he’s paid. My source thinks the guys who contracted Il Doppio want to create a pro-legislation backlash.”

“Wait,” I said. “You’re saying the plan is to make it look like Baldur was killed by an anti-government crazy for expressing his opinion?”

“But who would benefit?” Seven asked.

I realized my heart was racing. I could think of one: Dark A. It fit his program. “So how did you get involved?”

“Il Doppio is wanted by seven countries and Interpol, and in the US there’s a death warrant out on him. Only a DNA test will identify him so he’s been impossible to catch, but I have a source who keeps an eye out for me and he tripped over this particular contract.”

“And how are you going to find him?”

“I’ve got a blood sample. If I get close enough I’ll be able to smell him.”

Seven ran his hands through his hair.

“And you were going to keep this to yourself? Jesus Christ!”

I thought the same thing without the profanity, but I waved him down.

“Artemis? What is your plan?”

“It’s not as wide open as all that. To get the needed political juice out of it, Il Doppio has to make the hit in a way that pins the blame on superhumans and, like you said, anti-government crazies. So he’s going to impersonate a known anti-government superhero or supervillain and do it up close and personal with plenty of witnesses. If he doesn’t stage it right he won’t get paid. He’s supposed to take the shot during the cosplay competition, since Baldur’s one of the judges and it’s certain to be recorded.”

“So if you can’t find Il Doppio before then you’ll get Baldur out of harm’s way?”

The death-rictus grin came back.

“No, I’m going to let Il Doppio take his shot and punch his ticket before he can get away afterward. Because if he can’t take his shot his orders are to perpetuate a random massacre before he bugs out. All for the cause.”





An hour later we were back on the expo floor.

We had a Plan. Me? I’d wanted to quietly blow the whistle on the whole thing and let the manhunt commence, but Seven actually came around to Artemis’ fallback strategy. With some additions he said it checked all the boxes: reduce possibility of collateral damage, catch hitman, expose plot. Of course if we couldn’t make it all look spontaneous we were going to be swimming in the deep stuff for not reporting the plot to the Proper Authorities. I agreed to it because it had the best chance I could see of thwarting the Bad Guys while keeping Artemis the urban legend she was.

The first part would be easiest since Quin, bless her, had originally signed Blackstone and Atlas up to be two of the four cosplay judges. In a lucky coincidence (of course) Baldur and Seven were the other two, so we would be right there together and Artemis could easily get in as a contestant or audience member. Seven felt sure that, since he’d become involved in the desperate mess, his Luck would bring it around in our favor.

But the cosplay competition wasn’t until three that afternoon, and I had things to do first.






I was sweating with nervousness.

“I can’t believe you talked me into this,” I hissed.

“Relax,” Atlas whispered in my ear. “It’ll be over before you know it.”

He gave me a push and I stepped up to the starting square.

Since the best outcome remained finding Il Doppio before zero-hour, Seven had traded me for Artemis. Hopefully she wouldn’t kill him. He’d escorted me back to the VIP lounge first and Atlas had taken me back out with him. I’d begun to feel like the little lady who needed to be squired about in public, but codling me was hardly Atlas’ intention.

I took a deep breath and looked around at the cheering crowd as the announcer called out my name. The team vs. team battles of the morning were finished and they’d set the stadium up for track and field—the superhuman version of track and field, which for the aerobatics event included free-strung hoops, lofty poles, elevated bars, and spaced-out flag and ring stations. Despite the fact that I’d been flying for less than two months Atlas said I had to “show willing.”

“Let them see you when you’re awful—they know you’ll get better.” Well yippee skippy. I was determined not to be awful.

All competing flyers flew the course once together. It started with an almost vertical launch to the top of a pole with an attached ring you had to hook, then down to a series of nearly ground-level hoops with a flag at the end, a slalom course of bridged poles with a second ring, a high and track-circling circuit of strung hoops with a flag at the tightest part of each end turn, and finally a last ring to capture on the way back down to the starting square. You got points for time, staying in the course, and each flag and ring taken.

The course was really all about control; Dreadnought, the powered-armor wearing gadgeteer who went just before me, had had the speed but only poor handling of his suit’s heavy mass (the vision-obscuring helmet probably hadn’t helped either). I winced when he lost control and took out several rings on the track. I had speed, but aerobatic ability… I wasn’t great. But I’d paid careful attention to the way they’d scored Dreadnought, and thought I could at least Not Stink.

But it wasn’t going to be pretty—in fact it would probably go viral on ViewTube.

I gave Atlas a last look and set my feet. When the starting horn blared I launched myself.

I angled my ascent so that I hit the top of the pole at a steep angle. I hooked it, using my hands like spikes, and flipped around using the pole as an anchor. In the flip I knocked the ring off its stand and I snagged it on the way down, letting it slide up my arm.  Accelerating hard, I twisted and kicked off from the base of the pole less than a body length from the ground. The pole split with a crack as I shot into the hoop line, grazing the bottom of the first.

At the end of the hoops I grabbed the first flag in passing, then lifted higher and sped up again. The slalom poles were concrete, and as I passed between them I pulled tight somersaults, kicking off from the outer pole of each pair as I went by to change direction without losing speed, like a pinball bouncing between bumpers.

I had to play it straight for the circling track and nearly missed the hoops at the corners, but I got both rings and the flag at the end, then punched down for the square to finish it, impacting in an explosion of sod and dirt.

Bobbing up out of the crater I heard wild whistles and cheers. Atlas looked stunned.

I laughed, giddy on adrenaline. The high pole had fallen, three of the slalom poles cantered crazily, and they needed to fill in my divot, but who cared? These were high-impact games with no points for style.

I’d been the tail in the flying order, and when the judges announced the final rankings the crowd went crazy and I grabbed Atlas in an impulsive hug. He’d scored first place, an amazing flyer named Heaven Dancer had taken second, and I’d smashed my way to third. I decided to consider it a good omen for the more serious challenge to come.

And I needed to think positive; zero-hour arrived with no call or text telling me Seven and Artemis had neutralized the bad guy.











Chapter Twenty One

Verne-type superhumans—more often called gadgeteers—are probably the strangest superhumans around. They don’t do impossible things, they make impossible things. In the Pre-Event comics they were the Tony Starks and Reed Richards, making powered armor, jet packs, robots, ray guns… If Verne Science designs worked for anybody else we’d be living in the world of tomorrow. Usually stuck in a workshop if they aren’t armored up to play in the field, they can make anything out of anything.  And most of them I’ve met put the mad in mad scientist.



Astra, Notes From A Life





The cosplay competition is one of the highlights of Metrocon, and while it’s pretty free-form it does have some rules. Would-be contestants present themselves at one of the event registration tables beforehand, in costume, and convention officials manning the tables can deny registration if they judge the costume not “family friendly.” This meant there would be no Mr. Magical Japanese Princess making me want to scrub my eyes with bleach, and I was very grateful for that as I looked over the crowd gathering in the hall.

Because some of them definitely came close.

“We saw your win,” Seven said, sliding into the seat beside me. “Congratulations.”

The judge’s table sat on the right end of the stage. Contestants would enter on the left, take a turn up and back on the catwalk projecting into the audience, make any costume-appropriate poses, then exit left again. Baldur had yet to appear, and Atlas stood offstage talking to a couple of convention officials.

“Where have you been?” I whispered back.

“Searching for the perfect gift. No luck. And smile—this is supposed to be fun.”

“Fun?”

“Like you were having in the arena. They showed it big-screen down here and I’m pretty sure it’s going in the convention’s best hits clips along with Dreadnought’s little blooper reel.” He shook his head. “The man’s a veteran of the China War. I wonder— There’s Baldur.”

He was right; an excited stir started in the back of the hall when Baldur made his entrance. His power is light projection, and in costume (white leather pants and jacket with lots and lots of gold-plated buckles) he always emits a soft golden aura. Add piercing eyes, high cheekbones, a noble brow under blond curls and a girl got weak just looking at him. He looked like a pagan god of light and beauty, knew it, used it. He’d even named his ginormous yacht Hringhorni, after the Norse god’s mythic ship. Both Atlas and Seven were good-looking men; Baldur was too beautiful to be real.

Seven’s laugh broke my distraction and I blushed.

He leaned in. “If it helps, tell yourself he’s gay.”

“He is?” I squeaked.

“No.” He laughed again. “And neither am I. What’s with your friend? She seems kind of cold.”

“Artemis?”

He nodded. “She should be… there she is.” He pointed towards the back and I realized she’d made it in. She hugged the wall behind the last row of chairs. Quite a few other heroes had come to watch the contest (Rook and Dreadnought were both there), but she should have stood out more in her hooded black costume. I wondered if she was using some kind of I’m-not-here Jedi mind trick.

She saw me look her way and shook her head. Drat.

“This is getting too—” I began. Seven stopped me, tapping the base of the mike sitting in front of him, and I cringed. It was probably live, from us to the sound box anyway.

“Just relax,” he said. “We’ll get you through it.”

Then Baldur reached the stage and Atlas joined us, sitting down and giving Seven a nod while tweaking his cape out of the way in a practiced move I decided I needed to learn.

“Alright people,” he said as the lights dimmed and the event announcer stepped up to his free-standing mike. “Let’s do this.”

I’d always loved the costume contest, and Shelly and I had even competed in it the year before she died. But now I was a nervous wreck. It took all of the poise I’d learned from years of trouble-shooting for Mom at foundation events to keep the bubbling panic off my face.

After the officials closed the doors Artemis circled through the crowd, then managed to maneuver herself close to the stage door to get a sniff of the contestants as they went up. Il Doppio couldn’t get by her, so I watched the back as well as I could. When the lights came up on the first intermission I breathed a sigh, though I had no reason to feel relieved—he had to be in here with us. So why couldn’t Artemis smell him? Even Seven was getting twitchy. Catching my stress, Atlas leaned in as we stood.

“Is everything all right?” he asked.

Then in the back of the hall Dreadnought raised his arm, and I knew.

I grabbed the heavy oak table and heaved it up, scattering pens, paper, and water bottles before the micro-missile he fired blew it apart, flinging chunks and slivers of oak around the hall. Screams of pain and shock from the audience punctuated the blast.

The stage gave us no cover but Seven spun Baldur around, pushing him towards the wings, keeping between him and the hall. Atlas didn’t hesitate and the second missile exploded against his chest with no effect beyond shredding his suit.  He launched himself over the screaming audience and across the room. Crashing down on Dreadnought, he ripped the missile-launching gauntlet off his suit before the heroes standing around them could react.

I sagged with relief, then choked on a horrifying thought.

“Atlas!” I yelled. “Get him out of here!”

He heard me and he did, going straight up through the ceiling, and since the hall was on the ground floor, through two more ceilings and into the open air before Dreadnought’s armor exploded, knocking him out of the sky.











Chapter Twenty Two

Rules of Engagement in a Civilian Environment: avoid an encounter-with-force if at all possible, use only powers that can be applied without collateral damage, use all powers that can be applied without collateral damage, do not escalate, stop any escalation, and neutralize civilian risks as quickly as possible.



Chicago Sentinels Training Manual.





Dreadnought, a retired Verne-type supersoldier and an actively blogging anti-government libertarian, must have seemed the perfect shooter for the plot we couldn’t tell anyone about. With Il Doppio’s body vaporized, Dreadnought would have been forever smeared as a wannabe assassin if not for Atlas. When he ripped the gauntlet off a couple of fingers came with it.

Eeww. Just, Eeww.

DNA analysis confirmed it had been Il Doppio in Dreadnought’s armor. The subsequent investigation proved inconclusive, but the fact that Il Doppio had been a known hitman led the political pundits to draw the exact opposite conclusion from the one Artemis said his employers had wanted them to draw. They never found the real Dreadnought’s body, poor man, and never determined whether or not the self-destruct device installed in the armor had been triggered by Il Doppio or remotely.

As for us, Seven explained our fast reaction by spinning a story of him telling me Dreadnought’s horrible racing performance had bugged him. Which was true. And he had “by sheer luck” focused my attention on the gadgeteer hero. Also true. He didn’t tell them about my horrified epiphany when I’d realized that, whoever Il Doppio disguised himself as, Artemis would have sniffed him out if he hadn’t been wearing an environmentally sealed powersuit!

Fortunately nobody in the crowd had gotten seriously hurt, but Seven’s power actually scared me. The chain of serendipitous events that saved Baldur went far beyond luck and over the deus ex machina event horizon. Even Atlas’ unintentional dismemberment of Il Doppio had provided a “lucky” clue allowing the investigators to clear the real Dreadnought and thwart the intent of the attack.

Of course my shouted warning to Atlas meant the story Seven spun didn’t fool him. I didn’t even try. At least he waited to confront us until we were back at the Dome.





“How could you have been so goddamned stupid?”

Seven, Rook, and Baldur had come back to the Dome with us. Blackstone and Ajax joined us in the Assembly Room. There I’d related the whole story, holding back only my suspicion of who Il Doppio’s employer might have been. Atlas was almost speechless.

Almost.

“It was my idea,” Seven interjected before I could respond, not that I could have said anything coherent in my defense.

“So Rook gets to kill you first,” Atlas ground out without shifting his focus from me.

“There were no guarantees, Seven,” Rook said calmly, “other than that you wouldn’t get hurt.”

Seven winced.

Blackstone rapped the table to get everyone’s attention.

“I have read Seven’s team file,” he said quietly. “While sometimes his luck operates on a simple You Missed Me basis, at other times it creates a veritable Rube Goldberg confluence of events. The fact that Astra, who knew Artemis, who knew about the planned assassination attempt, just happened to be a last-minute switch onto the judging panel Baldur was on when the attempt was made, would seem to indicate that this was one of those times. Also, Seven’s intent seems too often drive events, and he certainly intended to protect his teammate.”

Baldur nodded, turning to me. He’d been amazingly calm through the whole thing.

“Your friend… Artemis? She said that if the assassin couldn’t get his shot at me he would shoot up the convention?”

I nodded and he smiled drily.

“I’m not that good an actor; if someone had told me to play a target I’m pretty sure that a professional like Il Doppio would have gotten a good look at me and known the game was up. He might have just shot up the hall. Or his controllers might simply have detonated him right there when he told them the game was blown.”

Rook and Ajax were nodding thoughtful agreement, but Atlas didn’t join them.

“How you rule on Seven’s actions is your own business,” he said to Rook. “But they took a terrible risk, allowing a fight in a civilian environment without telling us.” He turned back to me. “Even agreeing that it might have been a good decision to keep Baldur in the dark, telling me would have doubled his protection at the table. Telling Rook would have placed another alert party in the hall. Both of our teams could have been fully present and ready.”

He shook his head.

“What are the first and last rules of engagement in civilian environments?”

My throat had gone so tight I could barely breathe, but I held myself rigidly upright in my chair.

“Avoid an encounter-with-force if at all possible, and neutralize civilian risks as quickly as possible.”

“Did. You. Do. That?”

I shook my head and he sat back.

“You disregarded both the rules of engagement and team protocols. In the normal course of things, at the very least a detailed statement of censure would go in your file. Since, however, the full facts of the incident are not on the books, this action will be written up as an impressive success. Certainly the public will love it.

“But I am very disappointed.”

I nodded, my face cold. I must have been deathly pale.

He sighed. “I think we’re done, then.”

Rook nodded to the two of us with some sympathy, and Seven and I got out. I managed to make my exit with back straight and eyes dry, at least.





Atlas was right; the public loved it. Since multiple conventiongoers had been taping the contest they even managed to splice together a pretty good show out of it. It showed me exploding into action with Atlas right beside me, Atlas’ long-range tackle, and his straight-up exit with the bad guy. Chatter dubbed it our first official mentor-sidekick adventure, and slivers from the table sold on eBay. Seven didn’t get credited at all, but on the bright side there wasn’t a whisper of Artemis’ involvement—the only really good thing to come out of it, so far as I was concerned.

Naturally the attack, and subsequent police proceedings, had derailed the costume competition. The convention organizers managed to shuffle it to the second day and when Atlas and I arrived for it we were greeted by ringing applause. After that I managed to avoid Atlas’ company except for our official hosting duties, and spent a lot of time wandering the convention with Seven.

Who seemed perfectly capable of shrugging off our secret disgrace.

“Astra,” he said bluntly over pizza on Main Street. “It’s a messy world. We get lots of kick-down-the-door-capture-the-bad-guy jobs, with briefings and prep work. Other times the job jumps up and kicks us in the head without introducing itself. Yesterday was closer to number two.”

I focused on my pizza. He didn’t understand. I didn’t understand. I felt bad over my ongoing fight with Dad and Mom, but not this bad.
I’d become as sensitive to Atlas’ criticism as I was to his compliments. But Seven was still wrong.

“We had hours to think about it,” I said after swallowing. Belatedly, I’d thought about little else. “I got distracted by wanting to keep Artemis out of sight, and once we came up with the plan I didn’t think at all. At the very least we should have had Atlas and Rook on board before Baldur walked into the hall.”

“Hindsight, etc,” he returned. “You’re an infant in the business, and I’ve been a cape for two years. You let it be my call, no bystanders got seriously hurt, you’re the hero of the hour, and you don’t have to listen to me next time. It’s all good.”

He slurped his coke while wiggling his eyebrows at me, making me laugh. My mood lightened a little; he was still too full of himself, but he made it very hard to mope.

Metrocon ended with the El Paso Guard taking most of the NCAIC honors, and US network reps optioned a Man On The Border law enforcement drama with them. They certainly deserved it, but still, brrr.

We attended the huge blowout party, where informal awards were invented and jokingly announced. Atlas and I won Cutest Couple, while I snagged Sidekick of The Year. The delivery of the first was on the raunchy side, the second a half-serious compliment—which, predictably, I felt guilty about. Equally as predictably, Seven saw and teased me out of it. We finished the evening with the Hollywood Knights and shook hands all around, Rook making me promise to visit them in California and Baldur seconding him. Seven, with an eye on Atlas, gave me a playful kiss and promised to make my visit a fun one.

I was left with one very long loose end. I had to find Artemis.
















PART FOUR

Chapter Twenty Three

In the comics that gave us the iconography of the superhero, Superman embodied the Protector, who flew in to save the day, while Batman epitomized the Avenger, who sometimes protected but who also brought justice where society and the law failed.  Protector and avenger, they shaped the two strongest superhero archetypes that have influenced the public’s perception of superheroes in the real world. Although the Protector has an obvious place in modern society, the Avenger’s position is more problematic.



Professor Charles Gibbons, The New Heroic Age





Artemis disappeared after the attack, but she continued to prey on my mind. The federal warrant court responsible for closing and payout on general warrants had awarded the bounty on Il Doppio to Atlas. He gave it to me, and I didn’t want any of it (the thought of being paid for somebody’s death was too woogy for words). I would have followed the Sentinels’ usual practice of donating all warrant awards to charity, except for the fact that it really should have gone to Artemis. Being without normal means of support, she could probably use it, too.

I just had to find her again.

After a few evenings waiting for her at The Fortress I asked the staff about her and learned she wasn’t a regular: once or twice a month, tops. If I wanted to cross paths with her, I’d have to meet her on her turf. My earlier research had given me a South Side neighborhood to focus on, so I used the Dome’s link to the police data base to list all unsolved multiple-murders in the area for the last five years.

Bingo. Her name was Jacqueline Siggler. Her parents were Fred and Charlene Siggler, and four years ago someone had killed the whole family, in their home, supposedly with “attack dogs.” They never found her body, listed her as missing and presumed dead at the age of twenty. I checked the property registry and learned that the home had never been resold. After some thought, I decided it was only proper to visit at night—she probably slept the whole day after all, to avoid a terminal sunburn if for no other reason. And I hated getting calls after bedtime myself.





The old two-story sat in the middle of a dead yard, and all its doors and windows were tightly boarded up. I’d located the real estate company that worked for the bank that held the property, and gotten a blueprint. It not only had a basement, but also a root-cellar that had been expanded during Prohibition to hold profitable and questionable liquid assets. Very promising.

Letting myself in through an upstairs window, it felt like entering a cave; the boarded up windows admitted no light, and there weren’t any heat sources for my super-vision to work with. Fortunately I’d brought a policeman’s flashlight, but it was still just plain spooky.

Creeping through the house, I found the place had been stripped, even of fixtures, leaving a corpse of a home. But while the house was empty the walls were unmarked. There wasn’t a trace of litter anywhere. Nobody had ever camped here or tagged the place. Interesting. And a little scary.

Downstairs, I found the stairs to the cellar in the kitchen.

And almost chickened out.

Okay, so I was badder than anything that could possibly be down there, but I’d only been super-bad for a few weeks. Shelly and I had screamed our heads off over a lot of movies our parents had known nothing about, and in every one of them exploring a basement in the dark didn’t end well.

“Knock knock?” I called down the stairs before starting down.

The basement echoed, empty even of junk. I found the root-cellar door at the back, a metal door with a solid lock. The kind a serial killer keeps his victims behind. Or bodies.

Stop that. It’s just a door.

I knocked.

And nobody answered.

After long minutes, I took a breath and reached for the handle.

And let my hand drop.

My upbringing defeated me. I had every reason to believe Artemis’ home was on the other side of the door, and I’d never broken into someone’s home.

Stupidly, I hadn’t brought anything to leave a note on, either. Way to go, Nancy Drew.

Sighing, I turned to go and found her standing right behind me, screamed, and dropped the flashlight. Which broke. I flinched back, my shoulders hitting the door. Even with my super-duper vision I could barely see an outline—till she clapped and the lights came on. Seeing her didn’t help.

“What are you doing here?”

“Peeing myself because someone wants to play monster!” I shot back, trying to breathe again. “Why can’t you answer your door like a normal person?”

She grabbed my throat and tried to shake me, but I braced, past scared and into mad. Strong as she was, she might as well have tried to shake a statue. Giving up, she fixed her gaze between my eyes.

“And don’t try any Jedi mind tricks!” I yelled. “I wrote everything down back at the Dome! I wake up tomorrow with zip in my head, I’ll know why!”

“Get. Out.” She drew both guns.

“Yeah, like that’ll work!”

She put the one in her right an inch from my eye and pulled the trigger.

Bang.

“Ouch! Dammit!” I grabbed for her, blinking and squinting.

She misted and was gone.

Damn it.

I put my back to the door and slid down it to sit. I felt vaguely nauseated, but now that we’d spit at each other I wasn’t going anywhere till it was settled. I rubbed my stinging eye and held back a sniffle. Oh, like that was going to happen.

A minute passed. And another.

With a click, the door pushed gently against my back.

“You might as well come in,” Artemis said behind me.





“This,” I breathed in the heavenly aroma, “has to be the best latte I’ve ever had.”

“How’s the eye?”

“A little blurry, but getting better,” I said. “No permanent damage. Sorry about trespassing.”

We sat at a kitchen table in the root-cellar, a cheerfully lit room decorated with framed nature posters from around the world. Chinese screens quartered off the corner of the room where she kept her bed. She’d equipped the cellar with a flat-screen TV and entertainment center, computer desk, wardrobe, and wonder of wonders, a kitchenette rigged like Starbuck’s. She saw me looking at it.

“The bootleggers who expanded the root-cellar made it a distillery with water and a drain. My father rigged it with full plumbing.”

I nodded, then started to giggle.

“What?” She’d taken her mask off and put her hood back. Her long black hair, pulled back tight into a tail, matched her eyes. She looked like a borderline-anorexic gothic cheerleader, and had a pleasantly low voice when she wasn’t putting an edge on it. The corner of her mouth quirked up.

“This is a vampire’s lair.” I pitched my voice as deep as it would go, trying for sepulchral, then giggled again. “There’s a panda on your wall.”

“Damned if I’m going to sleep in a coffin just because a psycho thought he was Vlad the freaking Impaler. And if I’m stuck on a liquid diet it’s going to be the tastiest stuff I can brew. You should try my hot chocolate.”

“How about ice cream?”

“It’s frozen liquid, and a girl can’t live without it. Why are you here?”

Okay, to the point then. I opened my mouth. Then closed it.

Finally I said, “Because I really need a friend right now.”

She sat back, dark eyes shadowed. “And I just won the Publisher’s Clearinghouse Sweepstakes and they’re waiting outside with a poster-sized check.”

I looked down at my latte and chose my words carefully.

“A month ago I was a reasonably normal high-school grad. Now?” I shrugged unhappily. “I’ve seen people die, nearly died myself. Twice. Half the time I feel like a fraud, the only ones in my new life I can talk to about it are my parents or the people I work with, not a good idea if I want them to treat me like an adult.”

“So why me?”

“Because you’ve got a panda on your wall. Because your future changed too and you’re not curled up in the corner eating the paint. You should be a basket case, but instead you’re Artemis, scourge of Bad People. I need to tap that right now.”

“I’m not a role model for anybody.”

“That’s not what I mean. It’s like… if I stand close to you some of it will rub off?”

I met her gaze and she looked deep, probably trying to sort out the truth from the bullshit. My eyes prickled and I realized it was all true.

“I called in the fight,” she said casually, playing with her empty cup.

“What?”

“The rumble with the Brotherhood and Sanguinary Boys. They’d both gotten too big and I couldn’t take some of them on myself. So I watched them and called it in.”

She got up and refilled, still talking.

“I misted over there and watched the whole thing. Saw your fight. You did pretty good. You did pretty good at Metrocon, too.”

“Well… thank you?”

“I’m just saying you looked like you knew what you were doing.”

She picked up a copy of Herobeat and showed me the cover. On it I smiled for the camera in a classic fists-on-hips pose, looking very cheeky.

I grinned. “That was a fun photoshoot.”

“I’ll bet. Not my world.”

“So? Never had a girlfriend with more stuff?”

That got a laugh, then a frown.

“No more team-ups. I’ve got street cred to maintain.”

“I’m thinking more along the lines of extreme shopping.”

She sat back down, still studying me. “So where do we start?”

“With a proper introduction.” I took a deep breath. Fair was fair. “I’m Hope Corrigan. Pleased to meet you. Oh, and this check is for you.”











Chapter Twenty Four

No we’re not your daddy’s villins/
we’re not chillin’ then we’re killin’/
we want you, best be willin’.


From Murder Night, by Freakzone





Artemis conducted regular and random patrols, but she did a lot of her surveillance remotely; it’s easy to plant cameras and bugs when you can mist in and out of anywhere. After that night we started meeting at The Fortress just after sunset a few nights a week.

We got along well; she called me Little Miss Sunshine and I called her a bloodsucking fiend of the night. One night just before Thanksgiving found us at the Sentinels’ table, sipping drinks and cape-watching. Three weeks and I was ‘coming home’ (yes!). I’d already started planning how to introduce Artemis-Jacky to the Bees.

Tonight Wisteria sat at a table with her deliciously muscled “sidekick.” I hoped it went well—we’d talked a couple of times and he was really nice. By now I could recognize the real capes among the sidekicks and wannabees. I could even tell the difference if they were from out of town, partly because the Beautiful People in the room were less likely to be working heroes. People come in all shapes and sizes, after all, and a breakthrough doesn’t usually include a physical transformation. Capes are more likely to be physically fit than the average civilian, but so are cops and I’ve seen lots of donut-hounds in uniform.

Despite the reality, the old comic book stereotypes remained; I smiled, thinking of Atlas’ muscle-suit. The actors and actresses who played capes on TV and in the movies always looked good and fit, even the ones not in romantic roles. I’d be willing to bet that the actress they picked to play me in the next season of Sentinels would be taller. A lot taller. I wondered if the model who’d done me at Metrocon could act.

Looking at Wisteria, I sighed. Whoever they picked would certainly be much better endowed. Superheroines in the comic books always seemed to be at least D cups and possess amazing anti-gravity powers. In reality a lot of padding, much more gratuitous than mine, went on. It was the same principle as Atlas’ suit.

I eyed Artemis as she listened to the band. Crash Course: a new hero-band ensemble, but actually pretty good—they’d fronted for Have No Fear. Like Wisteria, Artemis fit the stereotype of the “hot amazon.” Not a D cup, but tall and curvy in an obviously fit way. Unlike lots of capes, she could play herself on TV just fine. From what she’d told me about her high school life she’d been one of those you can hate me because I’m beautiful kind of girls. I sighed again and she said something.

“What?”

“So are you guys ready?” she repeated.

Right. I’d told her about President Touches Clouds’ scheduled visit. Another sigh, with a twist of laughter.

“It’s not until December,
but the Secret Service liaison is already doing a “threat review” of all known V and Vs—that’s villains and vigilantes and includes you. Blackstone’s ready to kill him. And the President wants to do a flyover of the city with Atlas and me. Her security detail hates the idea as much as Atlas does, so I’ve got another book of procedures to memorize, courtesy of the Secret Service.”

When I first heard the news I’d thought of how much the Secret Service must hate having to try and protect an aerokinetic president who could fly.

“So—” My earbug chirped and I jumped.

“Sorry. Excuse me a moment.” I leaned back and put my hand to my ear.  

“Yes?”

“My dear lady,” came Blackstone’s voice. “It appears we are needed at the Freakzone concert. Can you be at the Dome in five minutes?”

“Yes sir. Riot?” Please no—the Bees were there. It was all Annabeth talked about on our last web-call.

“Oh my, yes. On the program in any case.”

I bit my lip. “Can I bring help?”

“If she’s willing, most definitely.”

“Right. Five minutes.” She. So he’d known. I’d have to ask him how and see if the old magician would reveal one trick. I disconnected.

“Emergency. Can you come?”

Artemis gave me a look. “What did I say about team ups?”

“Please. This could be bad. Blackstone thinks it’s a good idea, and I have friends there.”

She didn’t ask where there was. I held my breath.

“Let’s go.” She dropped some cash on the table.

I flew more slowly than normal and she followed along, barely visible fog in the night. We arrived at the Dome together. Landing, I realized the bay’s security system wasn’t going to recognize her. Before I could decide what to do, the doors opened and my earbug chirped again.

“Bring her down to the lobby,” Blackstone instructed.

Meeting us there, he gave Artemis a polite nod.

“I’m pleased to meet you, Artemis. Astra, if the two of you could proceed to the Assembly Room; most of the rest are ahead of you.”

“No no no no no!” Artemis was muttering. “This isn’t happening! Do you know how long I’ve managed to stay under the radar?”

“Not as long as you think,” I whispered, “But thanks for coming.” I squeezed her hand as I pulled her along.





We stood around the Assembly Room table, Artemis looking very stiff in the present company. I wasn’t the only one who invited a guest to the party; Rush had brought Euphoria with him (and where had they been?). She looked much more confident in her place at the table.

Chakra informed us that, in deep tantric meditation, she’d gotten a flash of the hugely bad karmic event about to land on us. She’d fallen off her partner—her words, and I so didn’t want to know—hit the general alarm, and gotten Blackstone in the loop before she’d even dressed.

Atlas stepped in when she finished.

“So here’s what we know,” he said. “Our take-down of the Brotherhood and Sanguinary Boys hasn’t set too well with some folks. At least five of them missed the dance, being away on jobs or in jail, and since then they’ve gotten together. They also have more minions than we knew about.” (Yes, minions. I’d had no idea how cult-like hardcore supervillain culture had become. The Bees and I were going to talk.)

“Some of them are bending the ear of the press, and they’ve bought some pretty slick shysters who’re trying to claim that the deaths were due to excessive violence on our part. That’s the background.”

He tapped an e-pad and an overhead display of the Harris Theater popped up.

“Chakra foresaw a riot starting at the Freakzone concert, and our best guess is the leftover Brothers, Boys, and all their little friends have decided to go rampaging. It’s going to spill out of the Harris Theater, and an army of unhappy fans with a few dozen minions and a handful of villains mixed in are going to tear downtown Chicago apart. Right in the shadow of the Dome.”

I’d braced myself, but I still felt my face go white. The Bees and their dates were going to be in the middle of that. Villains and minions and rioters aside, there were going to be a lot of people guilty of no more than questionable taste and bad judgment in the crowd.

“Can we shut it down?” I still felt under a cloud, but I had to ask.

“Nope. Precognitive visions aren’t legally recognized so we can’t show cause. Best we can do is alert the CPD that Bad Things are about to happen, which we’ve done. Word from us should mean something, but the new chief doesn’t like us very much—reckons we upstage his boys in uniform too often.”

Ajax snorted and Blackstone shook his head as Atlas continued. “So I don’t know how much attention they’ll pay at the top, and it’s got to go down through the proper channels. The concert’s in progress now anyway—if we tried to shut it down we might just spark the riot. We can’t try and bottle it up, either. The Harris Theater is underground and they’ll be swarming up the lobby stairs; try and keep them in, gravity’ll kill dozens. Same for the tunnel to the parking lot; bottle them up as close-packed as they’ll be, there’ll be tramplings for certain and folks won’t think too kindly of us. There’s no keeping this horse from bustin’ loose.”

“So we’re going to let it out of the chute but keep it in the corral.”





Ten minutes later I stood on top of the Harris Theater, Atlas and Artemis beside me, looking down at Randolph Street. Low clouds glowed with reflected city light, giving the night a weird, silvered quality.

The plan seemed simple enough, really. Nimbus, The Harlequin, and Ajax stood ready below us inside the Millennium Park Garage; any rioters that came out there would be funneled right into Nimbus, and she could strobe-blind the entire crowd as often as necessary. It’s hard to rampage when you’re blind or covering your eyes, and Quin and Ajax could probably handle anyone not affected. Blackstone waited with Rush and Euphoria on Upper Randolph just west of us; he’d conjured up several lines of police cars with troopers to the east and west of the theater, as well as in the turnaround. If we could herd the crowd away from Randolph, turn it south and back into Millennium Park, it would take them time to run east or west out of the park and they’d be thinning out and getting more tired all the way. With real police and lots more capes pouring in from around the city once Dispatch got the all-points bulletin out, it could all end well. The three of us on the roof were the mobile reserve.

I shivered reflexively in the November air though the cold didn’t bother me. It sounded like a good scratch-plan, but the idea of trying to ‘corral the herd’ bothered me. The herd would be a thousand rioters. I felt better for the items Ajax had slipped me, but this was still going to be bad and I tried not to think about the Bees, down in there somewhere.

“Artemis,” Atlas said, making me jump.

“Boss.” She saluted.

He smiled. “For tonight, yes. I want you to do me a favor.”

He waived at the street.

“There’s going to be close to a thousand pissed-off fans busting out the doors below us, but they’re not the problem; the villains and minions are the problem. The villains’ll bring their powers and the minions’ll be armed. They’ll pose the worst threat to the police as they come in, and we may not be able to sort them out beforehand since a lot of the fans are dressed in villainwear for the after-concert parties.

“So if you can identify the villains or their bad boys, I want you to shoot them.”

Speechless, I must have made some noise because he looked my way and smiled.

“Only a little, of course. In the legs maybe; you can’t raise much of a ruckus if you’re trying not to bleed out.”

Artemis nodded.

“That won’t be a problem,” she said softly.

Atlas started to say something else, then cocked his head, obviously listening to someone on his earbug.

“Here they come!” Rush called over the Dispatch link as the lobby doors burst open. The sound of so many voices raised in anger, harsh with rage, raised the hair on the back of my neck, triggered primal fears. There’s a reason why we have a specific word for the angry crowd: mob.

The emerging mob paused to mill and thicken as more pushed from behind. One breath. Two, and they tipped over into a rush straight down Randolph for Michigan Avenue—paying absolutely no attention to the “police barrier” in their way. Some threw bottles. Maybe five or six pulled pistols and started popping shots at the “police.”

None of them slowed down.

Then Blackstone’s illusory police squads vanished as the mob poured over his position—suddenly hidden from sight by a flowing black fog that drowned the light.

“Blackstone!” Atlas yelled, launching off the roof with me right behind him. We hit the mob and weren’t gentle.

Surrounded by screaming rioters, I couldn’t see any of our guys through the weird fog. Then I hit a pocket of dazed and very happy fans and saw Euphoria. She lay on the ground, but the guys who’d downed her sat or sprawled around her, blissed out.

Beyond her a man in a long coat pointed a gun at a figure on the ground.

I launched myself, knowing I’d be too late, but Artemis misted in behind him and fired. He went down screaming and clutching his leg, and then I was there, kneeling beside Blackstone.

His eyes were open, tracking, but his scalp bled freely. Probably a thrown bottle.

I carefully scooped him up. Where the hell was Rush? A blur and repeated sharp zaps answered that question; somewhere in the fog he danced through the mob, lashing out with his taser gloves as he went. Beside me, Artemis tossed the fallen minion’s pistol back toward the theater and misted again as I leaped into the air and out of the fog.

“Astra! Group A!” Atlas called out. “Has Blackstone been located?”

“Sorry! I’m getting him out now!”

“Thank God. Get back here quick.”

I laid Blackstone down on the theater roof and quickly checked him over. The old gentleman stiffened and focused on me as I felt my way around the gash on his head.

“I’m fine, dear girl,” he whispered. “Chakra is with me, if a little preoccupied at the moment, so run along.”

I checked his eyes again. His wide pupils matched and I sighed, relieved. “I’ll be back,” I promised, wrapping him in one of the emergency blankets from the gear we’d flown in with us before letting him send me away.

“Atlas!” I called, stepping off the building as Dispatch connected us again. Now that I’d had a moment to think, I felt stupid. “I know what the fog is! Freakshow’s drummer is kind of a particle controller—his name’s Blackout, and he uses it for stage effects!”

“Do you know what he looks like?”

“Tall, thin, bald and pasty white! Probably in black! Artemis’ ugly brother!”

I dropped back down to where I’d left Euphoria. The mob had swept past, leaving the poor fools she’d buzzed, the leg-shot guy, and a trail of tased rioters. I could hear the rest smashing their way down Randolph towards Michigan Avenue, still under the fog.

I found Euphoria struggling to get out from under one of her limp and happy victims and helped her up. Her eyes were wide.

“Shit!” She gasped. “Where were you?”

I ignored that. “Can you handle what’s left here?”

She looked around and nodded. “What happened?”

“I have no idea. If any heroes or police come this way send them west.”

And I flew to catch up with the fight.

Now I blessed Ajax’s foresight. Neither the Sentinels nor the other CAIs were equipped or trained to handle mobs of normal people. Why not? Our job was emergency aid and handling supervillains; we didn’t use our powers on norms unless firearms or other means of death are in play. More specifically, we were not to be used by the government—city, state, or national—against ordinary citizens. That was the deal.

Which had left us unprepared for tonight. But not completely.

Atlas had obviously put some thought into it, because he’d handed me several thick spools of tape on the way out with some quick instructions. He called it glue-tape, and it was duct-tape on steroids, the non-stick side coated with some kind of substance that reacted to the sticky side once the “sticky” was exposed to air when you peeled it.

Wrap the tape around somebody and it bonds tight as if melted together. Knives and patience can cut it, but most people don’t carry knives.

So now I was going to have some fun.





I flew into the fog and visibility dropped close to zero. Even with my enhanced vision, I couldn’t see more than fifteen or twenty feet. Pounding north along Michigan Avenue, the rioters danced and capered like madmen, throwing improvised firebombs, overturning cars and breaking windows. They ignored the evening diners and theater-goers caught on the street unless they bumped right into them, concentrating on gleeful destruction.

Since even I couldn’t see far in the black I could only find them by their noise. Fortunately they liked to bunch up; I began dropping on clumps of rioters.

Ziiiiiiiip.

Grab a leg, tape it to someone else’s leg, bind arms to sides or legs, a few to heads. A few seconds work reduced five rioters to a stuck cluster incapable of going anywhere until someone cut them out. I flew down on group after group as bystanders ran for cover in the black fog, breaking up knots of rioters who ran into victims by accident.

The repeated snap of Rush’s tasers told me he was keeping busy, but I had no idea what was happening to anyone else and I wasn’t going to call out—we all had our situations to handle and anyone who needed me could get me through Dispatch. Whenever I heard gunshots I wondered if it was minions or Artemis.

Presently I heard police sirens from all directions and sighed; Chicago’s finest, responding at last. The black fog began to blow away—probably someone had found Blackout—and I saw capes coming in as the more mobile CAI members arrived.

We were getting it under control.

Then through a break in the thinning fog I saw a pack of rioters screaming curses and flipping a taxi. I almost called out their names; Dane and the Bees were howling with the rest of the pack.

What the hell?

Before I could do anything, someone big and heavy landed on me and tried to twist my head off. I dropped and rolled us both into a parked car. Its alarm wailed a protest, but he didn’t let go and long claws scraped across my face.

He hadn’t had claws before.

I panicked. Elbow-punching backward, I broke something and he fell off me. Rolling to my feet I found myself staring down at Freakshow, Chicago’s very own villain-rapper celebrity.

It had to be him; his breakthrough had given him total control over his own body and he could morph into any animal form he wanted, even mixing them up. During his act he usually morphed into a kind of toothy, scaly half-snake thing or a lionman, both shapes carefully styled to look nasty and cool for the audience (I’d seen pictures). Now he morphed without thinking, pulling out every fearful image evolution had engraved on our hind-brains, the things we made our nightmares out of.

His broken arm knit itself as I watched, and he looked up at me with deeply crazy eyes. I stepped back.

I know, I know—near invulnerability, right?

The snarling, spitting, slavering monstrosity screamed and pounced.

Ziiiiip. Ziiip, zip. Zip.

The snarling, spitting, slavering monstrosity rolled on the street till I taped it to a handy fire hydrant and howled till I taped its jaws shut and damn near mummified its head (carefully leaving its nostrils clear). It morphed in disgusting waves, but more layers of tape defeated it. As I turned to go after the Bees it went limp, and turned back into a he.

And every rioter on the street… stopped. The fight was over.











Chapter Twenty Five

Attack one foe to win another.
Kill with a borrowed sword.
One tree falls for another.


From Thirty Six Stratagems.





We’d been played, and it didn’t take long to understand how though why had us beat. The rioters were quickly rounded up, a fairly easy job since they’d remained freaky-cohesive for a mob. Ambulances and fire trucks filled the street, victims were found, treated, taken away, fires put out. It would take longer to clean up all the broken glass. Michigan Avenue sparkled dangerously under the streetlights.

Atlas pulled us together and we all (except Artemis, who hung around as mist nobody noticed) made our reports for the police. Then we headed back to the Dome. Nobody said much; we’d been beaten and we knew it. Atlas called all of us except Blackstone back to the Assembly Room.

He looked us over as we slumped around the table, a far less pretty team than had left earlier that night.

“To bring everyone up to date,” he began, “Group B in the garage was successful. Blind steers are still blind, and the mob never made it up the ramps. A few torched cars and broken windows, but easily dealt with.

“Up on the street now, there we got outplayed. Did anyone notice anything peculiar before they got away from us?”

“They didn’t stop,” I volunteered. “They saw Blackstone’s police lines, but didn’t stop. They should have at least slowed down.”

I saw nods around the table.

“Another fact,” Atlas added. “Nobody stayed in the theater. Not one. The entire audience, the band, the technicians, and the staff took part in the rampage. And then there’s the way it ended.”

More nods, and Ajax swore.

“Yup,” Atlas agreed with him. “Just before they came out to play, Chakra told me she felt someone playing with them. Villains, minions, fans, crew, some kind of mentalist used the focus of the concert to drive them all to a frenzy and then guided the explosion; that’s why, beginning to end, they stayed together.

“What stopped it?” Ajax looked grim.

“I did,” Chakra said, her voice thin, washed out.”I fought a psychic battle with the person responsible. I don’t think I would have won if he hadn’t been spreading himself so thin. Or I might not have won at all; he may have simply accomplished his goal and left.”

“He.” Ajax made it a question.

“He.”

“Mind control. Well, shit,” Rush swore.

Silence fell around the table. Mentalists of various types were common enough since the Event. Even with Barlow’s Guide I had a hard time keeping them straight. But not many were capable of outright mind-control—and nobody had ever heard of a mentalist capable of sweeping up whole crowds. Just the thought terrified me.

“Now it’s time for me to admit my mistake.” Atlas pressed on. “I’ve always drawn a hard line on heroes being used against civilians—and that hasn’t changed—but we should have had a game plan prepared anyway, and the next time we have to try riot control we will. We’re going to develop equipment and tactics so that when this happens again we’ll be able to shut it down fast. I don’t suppose anyone has considered that our new nemesis went easy on us. The mob focused on property damage. A few bystanders got attacked, but our puppeteer could have just as easily painted Michigan Avenue in blood tonight. Or made them all turn on each other in the theater. This was a demonstration, not an attack, and we need to be prepared for the next one.”

On that cheerful note the meeting broke up, but Chakra intercepted Artemis and me on our way out. Blackstone wanted to see us.





We found him resting in one of the infirmary beds, out of his tux for the first time since I’d met him, face pale beneath the bandages swathing his head. Chakra took his hand.

“Dear ladies,” he greeted us. “How good of you to come visit an old man.”

His eyes crinkled at the corners.

“Do not fear for disturbing my rest. Chakra and Dr. Beth are keeping me awake for awhile in any case.” He tapped his bandage. “Precaution, you know.”

Then he sobered. “And now to business.”

“Artemis.” He waved her forward. “You doubtless have reservations, and perhaps wonder if Astra outed you. Not a bit. When not working my magic I am the intelligence specialist of the team, and I have been aware of you from police reports and other sources for some time. I kept an eye on her research when several of the queries she made through the Dome’s network raised red flags. Following the breadcrumbs she inadvertently left, I was able to pull together the story of your origin. May I say, my dear, that I am very sorry for your losses.”

He stopped to give her a chance to comment, and went on when she didn’t.

“I am certain you think it intolerably rude of me. Please consider, part of our purpose is to protect those not empowered as we are from abuse by our kind. It is both a good deed and good sense to do so, and I must candidly say that your methods do not bear the closest scrutiny. The police ignore you only because you terrorize the right people, and your tactics, while sometimes harsh, have stopped short of murder.”

“It is time to come in from the cold, however. Indeed, you have no choice, and here we owe you an apology.”

“Why?” Artemis asked, her voice chill.

“Because you were seen by dozens tonight, and people are dead. None by your hand, of course, but you left holes in a few deserving fellows this evening. Which means the police must take notice, and they despise mysteries forced to their official attention. And here I must pause and thank you for my life; I am in your debt. We must do what we can. It is probable that the DSA will become involved as well.”

The Department of Superhuman Affairs. She almost misted away on the spot.

“As to what happens next, I believe that the police do not need to know too much. We have the resources to help you create a new life for yourself, if you wish, and I would like to offer you a job.

She started to speak and he shook his head, wincing.

“At least consider it. Despite Chakra’s help, I am getting too old for fieldwork. Tonight I was a hindrance, not an asset. My best uses are strategic now, but this will leave a hole in our field lineup. You did very good work tonight, and I think you may also have a talent for my line of work. After all you certainly did a good job staying out of sight for many years.”

He frowned.

“Indeed, I would ask you in any case; I believe the game has changed tonight. We will need all the help that we can get.”





It’s no fun when you drop the ball. If we hadn’t gotten Chakra’s premonition of the rampage and had simply flown out and done our best once it kicked off, all would have been well image-wise. But we’d seen it coming and still failed to shut it down at the start. The media was not kind. The riot had killed three—a Somali taxi driver and his fare—and injured lots more, and it was our fault. The fact that the plan should have worked, and we still stopped half of the rioters cold, got us no credit.

Like the rest of the audience, Dane and the Bees recovered with complete memories of the riot but no idea why they had done any of it beyond wanting to smash the world. Other than bruises and scratches, none of them were badly hurt—thank you God—but Julie stopped talking to me for awhile and Annabeth cried a lot. Memories of clubbing an unlucky pedestrian, Megan told me. And loving it.

I knew all about shame, and the need to blame someone else.

But as bad as the media reaction got, the legal outcome was so much worse.

The Brotherhood and Sanguinary Boys’ lawyers immediately moved for a dismissal of all charges on grounds of mind control. They pointed out that the supervillains and minions arrested were no more culpable than the fans who took part in the rampage, and asserted that the Clocktower Fight the other gang members had been arrested for was an equally manipulated event, a “peace conference” pushed out of control. In their motion they claimed that the same unknown enemy had controlled both events, with the intent of destroying both supervillain gangs.

And the DA’s office agreed!

In their defense, I could understand why. Under the circumstances, state prosecutors would have found it impossible to get convictions. The media already called the unknown villain Psijack, and local analysts speculated endlessly on his motive for trying to take down the Brothers and Sanguinaries. Political pundits used the riot to ramp up their call to absorb the Sentinels and CAI teams into the Chicago Police Department, despite the fact that we’d been the first-responders.

So both supervillain gangs were back on the streets, though a few of their minions had to cop to weapons charges. Atlas looked half-ready to just kill them all and be done with it. Chakra started teaching us mental exercises that would, hopefully, allow us to notice if our own minds were being psychically tampered with. Blackstone got out of bed and buried himself in research and investigations. And Kayle’s DSA boys came to town.

The Kayle Conspiracy is the flavor-of-the-decade for all serious conspiracy theorists. Believers point out that, though not a particularly adroit politician before the Event, during his term and a half as the President John Kayle couldn’t seem to put a political foot wrong. Pundits nicknamed him President Infallible. And Touches Clouds, the successor he nominated and shepherded through a successful election campaign, appointed him the Director of the Department of Superhuman Affairs—a Black Box agency for most conspiracy geeks. They call him The Director, and consider him Washington’s secret puppet-master and the source of all evil.

And his evil minion was pissing me off.





“Ms. Astra,” Veritas said, looming over me, “I’ve read the team report, and I’m asking you again, how did Artemis become involved that night?”

Veritas, a walking lie-detector, had an annoyingly calm voice that sometimes changed intensity but never pitch. He could even hear taped lies or lies told over the phone. His power was cosmic; he could read lies. I wondered if he spent idle moments highlighting campaign speeches. He conducted the interviews in the room where Dr. Mendel psychoanalyzed me and Lieutenant Dahmer tried to recruit me.

“Perhaps I should remind you” he continued, head cocked, hands on hips, “the Federal Government has no legal jurisdiction in this case. My sole purpose here is to learn whether or not I should recommend that the local authorities look into specific aspects of last week’s events.”

He was right—the DSA often involved itself in local superhuman-on-normal crimes, but only to ascertain if the superhuman in question was fairly represented, or, more often, if the local authorities needed help in their inquiries. That would change if the bill federalizing all superhuman crimes passed.

“We were together when the call came in,” I said. “It sounded like we could use the help.”

“And Atlas agreed to allow a known vigilante into a mission? He usually runs a tighter ship.”

“It worked out, and she wasn’t the only help we got that night.”

“Yes, but the other help was a certified CAI member. Artemis was the help who put bullets in seven people, four of them ‘normals.’”

I didn’t say anything.

“Ms. Astra, did Atlas give her any instructions before the riot began?”

Don’t lie, he can taste it.

To prove it he’d started the interview with “What color is your underwear?”
And called me on it me when I fibbed. The jerk.

“He said if she encountered any villains or armed minions mixed with the costumed fans she should shoot to wound.”

“And is that all?”

“Yes. And if she’d wanted them dead they would have been.”

“Of that I have no doubt. Thank you.”

The others got the same treatment of course. Normally serene Chakra came out of her interview looking ready to chew glass and spit nails. Our own lawyers were asking most of the same questions, preparing for the civil lawsuits they predicted were about to fall on us.

The good news was Artemis said yes, and the team accepted her on Blackstone’s recommendation. The one thing Atlas insisted on was a change of sidearms; as Ajax had said, superheroes don’t use guns, so he found her some ahead-of-the-art electrolaser pistols, elasers. Like tasers they stunned with electricity, but they used low-powered lasers to ionize a path for the current instead of wires. Very Star Trek.

We immediately moved her into the Dome, panda poster and all (much more secure during the day), and started the process of quietly but legally bringing her back from the dead and giving her a new public identity. Veritas surprised me by helping. He provided the CPD with the recording of his interrogation session with her—in which he carefully went over her account of her parent’s deaths, making it clear she hadn’t conspired in their murder (a valid question since she’d essentially been in hiding the whole time). The CPD accepted Veritas’ affirmation of her account, freeing her of any cloud of suspicion.

So now she joined my sessions in the practice range, popping away with her new elasers while I mastered the use of my holdouts. My ability to bury a throwing disk in the wall impressed her (I was still working on restraint). We dealt with the fallout of the Freakzone Riot as best we could, and help came from an unexpected source: Mom. The media storm still building, the invitations arrived the week after the riot. So we all went to the ball.
















PART FIVE

Chapter Twenty Six

The Faith Corrigan Foundation’s annual Christmas Ball has a special treat in store for us this year.
While celebrated heroes have been on the guest list many times in the past, this year the Sentinels are the guests of honor. In the face of public and media criticism of their handling of the Freakshow Riot, the mistress of our festivities has thrown her support behind our city’s chief protectors. And since the team has not one but two new young members, their presence brings more excitement and glamour to what is already destined to be a brilliant night.

Let’s hope our hearts can stand it.



Terry Reinhold, City Watch





The Christmas Ball is always held in the second week of December in the grand ballroom at the Drake Hotel, the landmark hotel at the top of Miracle Mile. Companies and organizations donate large sums in order to have their Christmas trees line the front of the hotel, and even larger sums for the available spots inside. The best caterers provide food and drink at cost and service gratis—simply to be named on the program insures their business for the next year. Any state or city politician with a campaign coming up sells his soul beforehand to be on the guest list (I don’t think Mom makes them sign in blood). Any CEO, Hollywood star, or sports figure who calls Chicago his native city makes the annual pilgrimage. It’s a pretty big deal.

We arrived at the red carpet in our own ways. Atlas and I flew in together while Blackstone, Nimbus, and Rush simply “appeared” beside us. The others pulled up in a limo as we all assembled at the head of the carpet. Chicago finally saw its first snow, and tonight it fell thickly, making brilliant halos around the old ironwork street lamps. A group of Dickensian carolers held station at the door. Artemis looked stiff.

“Try not to be the Ghost of Christmas Future,” I whispered, leaning in. She smothered a laugh and glared at me, but relaxed. Sort of.

Cameras flashed as we walked the carpet and climbed the steps to the lobby. Every Christmas Mom turned most of the Drake’s event spaces, the Grand Ballroom, the Walton Room, the French Room, and the Gold Coast room, into a winter court where the glitterbugs of Chicago could flock to glitter for each other and the privileged public. I’d always loved watching them, and now I laughed.

I was a glitterbug. We all were

Atlas looked down at me with a raised eyebrow. I just smiled and shook my head and then we were through the ballroom doors and being announced.

We were dressed to impress. The Harlequin wore one of Andrew’s special creations, an ice-blue and white confection. She looked very Regency Christmas in breeches and knee socks and big buckled shoes, a festive waistcoat under a tightly tailored jacket, lace at her wrists and a cravat at her throat with a blue domino mask to match. Chakra dazzled in a crimson silk and gold-thread sari over a green midriff-baring choli. Atlas had stuck with his traditional uniform but at least it was a new and shiny one. Blackstone dressed in his usual elegant black tux and opera cape, a sprig of holly in his lapel. Ajax was bareheaded in a stylized version of his armor, and Rush wore a new red jumpsuit.

Andrew had sewn Artemis a night-black silk and velvet version of her costume, and I’d come in a formal creation he’d designed for me. A sapphire-blue one-piece made out of velvet, with a high neck and long arms over a tiny skirt and matching white silk cape, it reminded me of a figure skater’s costume. But as festively dressed as we all were, Atlas had us earbugged and at action stations.

If Psijack wanted another crowd to control for maximum effect, this could be it.

“Introducing the Sentinels!” Every head in the fantastically decorated chamber turned.

“Ladies and gentlemen, may I present the Sentinels!” The announcer took us in order of seniority. “Atlas! Blackstone! Ajax! Rush! Nimbus! Chakra! The Harlequin! Astra! And Artemis!” He could have been a drill sergeant, but at least he didn’t sound like a ringmaster. And now, in the center ring, the amazing… no.

No cameras flashed—the media didn’t get beyond the carpet. With some exceptions. I grinned, seeing Terry Reinhold in the crowd. Then we were being introduced to our hostess. Tall and elegant, Mom sparkled beautifully, but my fingers itched to adjust Dad’s bow tie. Tracy joined Rush, and Blackstone found his daughter and son-in-law. We made introductions all around, and then Mom began working her magic. She led us off in ones or twos to “see someone you have to meet,” pairing each of us conversationally with somebody important.

Her social intelligence was impeccable; Ajax and Nimbus stayed together, as did Chakra and Blackstone, while Atlas, Rush, and The Harlequin soloed. She teamed me with Artemis with a silently mouthed stick together for me. Like I had to be told.

Artemis and I found ourselves in a group that among others included Judge Thomas Halder, Alderman Alexander Stelmach, and Mrs. Lori. Thanks Mom.

Judge Halder was a very tall and thin African-American with a salt-and-pepper beard. Alderman Stelmach didn’t reach his heights but certainly beat him in mass. Neither looked particularly pleased to see us, so I fired the opening shot.

“Judge, alderman, it’s an honor to meet you both.”

Judge Halder frowned. “Likewise,” he said gravely. “I am especially pleased to meet your newest member.” He nodded to Artemis. “Although,” he continued in his careful, measured tones, “I am curious to know how a vigilante received city approval to join the team.”

I smiled sweetly.

“I’m sure you know how it works, your honor. Blackstone wanted her skill-set.” I smile at Artemis. “And she has promised to be good. With our city liaison reviewing every after-action report you can be sure that both of us will be.” (And wasn’t that a fun activity I’d never imagined when picturing the life of a superhero.)

“I understand that my ‘rules of engagement’ have changed, your honor,” Artemis said more seriously. “But most of what I did could be called private investigation work, anyway.”

“Most?” He swirled his eggnog. “Young lady, I will have you know that I take a rotation on the committee that reads those reports. I shall take even greater interest in them in the future. Our streets must be kept safe, but the law must be preserved.”

But now humor twinkled in the judge’s eye and Artemis caught it.

“I will keep that in mind, your honor.”

He smiled. “See that you do.”

“That’s all very well,” Alderman Stelmach cut in. “But what about really doing your jobs? We certainly pay you enough for it.”

I blinked at the direct cut, which earned another frown from the judge. Before I could think of a reply Mrs. Lori stepped in.

“And to what dereliction would you be referring, Brian?” she inquired pleasantly.

Thank you, Mrs. Lori.

“The Freakzone Riot, of course!” he barked. But now I was ready.

“Alderman, may I take your hand?”

He seemed leery at that, but could hardly back down. I took his large, warm hand in mine and made sure I had a firm but gentle grip.

“Now alderman, I can certainly restrain you, can’t I?” I said softly.

He tried to take back his hand, and of course it didn’t budge.

“But now Judge Halder next to you can do anything he wants, can’t he?” I asked before he could get vocally indignant. “If I must restrain you I can’t do much should he decide to leave with Mrs. Davis’ jewels, now can I?”

I let go of his hand and smiled up at him.

“I can stop a tank, alderman, but I can only stop one tank at a time and we faced a mob of more than fifteen hundred mind-controlled rioters with just our powers. The only teammate equipped with the power to safely deal with whole crowds without hurting anyone, did. The rest of us did what we could to protect bystanders until more heroes and Chicago’s Finest could arrive.

“And we are working with the police department to develop effective crowd-control techniques now, although we will never be called on to use them if the metropolitan police can be mobilized first.”

And so it went. Share some chitchat, politely respond to questions or criticism, move on. Mom made a continual round, smoothly breaking up groups that stayed together too long with the need to make introductions elsewhere, keeping us circulating while pursuing her own goals. I don’t know how she keeps an eye on everything at once, but I’m pretty sure it involves spies—perhaps among the catering staff. She also kept me clear of the laughing group that formed around the Bees. The Bees and I were good again, but all I needed to do was stand beside them and, costume enhancements or not, people would remark how much I looked like Hope.

Annabeth winked at me from behind Dane’s back on her way to the buffet.

I sighed. And smiled. I would smile all night.

One group Mom steered me into surprised me; Volt had decided to attend the Christmas Ball despite being a Chicago transplant to Hollywood who rarely came back. His dark curls and square-jawed profile were recognizable anywhere, even if he’d softened a bit, out of shape since his days as a silver screen superhero. A minor actor before his breakthrough during the Event, he’d leveraged his A-class powers into a brief but very successful Hollywood career before becoming the president of California’s new superhuman union and going into politics. He campaigned for increased unionization of superhuman workers, and was probably in town talking to his Chicago counterparts.

The Sentinels and the city’s CAIs had resisted unionization (I’d been surprised to learn we had a purely local and voluntary association instead), and I wondered if Volt took it personally. He rudely ignored us beyond our introductions, which showed lousy political instincts on his part. It certainly didn’t help him with the rest of the group—two of Mom’s biggest captive philanthropists and Don Christie, best-selling novelist and one of Chicago’s favorite sons.

Don gave me a wink of his own when we left, and I laughed. It was probably an invitation—a complete charmer, he always took rooms and never ended the night alone.





After an hour or so I felt confidant leaving Artemis alone (well, not alone; she’d formed a court of young men enthralled by her dark mystery).

Atlas offered me a cup of punch. 

“Should we warn them she bites?”

I accepted with a smile.

“Would they care?”

He looked around. “Since you are unsquired at the moment, would you do me the honor?”

Holding his hand out, he nodded to the dance floor. I laughed and curtseyed, passing my cup to a server.

One thing Mom does to keep the ball lively is employ a band with the orchestra—this year she snagged the Celtic band Blackmore’s Night—and bring in real ballroom dancers to add life to the floor.

Atlas surprised me with his skills; he tucked his cape around the arm holding my waist so that mine was the only cape billowing out in the spins as we twirled through a Viennese waltz, weaving our way through the other dancers. Eye-level with his chest, I was too small to make a good partner, but we received a lot of attention as we spun around the floor. When the waltz ended with a scattering of applause I let him steer me out onto a balcony, empty because it was freezing cold.

We felt fine of course; in fact I felt great.

“I think you’ve had too much eggnog,” Atlas observed, but his blue eyes sparkled and his sharp face softened with a smile.

“Hardly,” I laughed, twirling about the balcony. “Strictly virgin nog. Checking the perimeter, are we?”

I love the Christmas season. In our house the Christmas tree goes up right after Thanksgiving and stayed up till Epiphany, officially the last day of Christmastide. I’d missed that at the Dome. All the trees and lights and candles, Christmas music from the band and orchestra, and enough fresh pine boughs to make the ballroom smell like an alpine forest, combined to make me giddy.

Still twirling, I started humming The Twelve Days of Christmas. Atlas caught my wrist and pulled me over to the stone balustrade, on which he sat me.

“I think you need to stay out here for a few minutes,” he said.

I wiggled.  The short skirt didn’t completely cover my butt when I sat, and I felt the cold stone through my bottoms even if it didn’t affect me.

“I am not drunk. You think Mom would take the chance with a couple of dozen underage guests? The glasses are coded and the servers threatened with death. I’m just happy.”

“Very happy. I must say you’ve been amazing in there.”

“I’ve been helping Mom out at these events since my debut.”

He looked a little wistful.

“At that age I was doing the rodeo circuit.”

I giggled. “In what world is that fun?”

“Texas. To each his own, I reckon. Can I ask a personal question?”

“Of course,” I said graciously.

“We’ve been associating with your mother’s foundation for years, and though I don’t go to a lot of these shindigs I don’t remember ever seeing you there.”

“Oh.” I looked down.

He leaned on the balustrade beside me, watching the street as the snow fell silently.

“But tonight a Mrs. Lori—a frightening woman—told me how unusual it was for you not to be here tonight, that you’re your mother’s number one at this kind of thing.”

He sneaked a sideways look at me and his dimple appeared.

“Now, normally I have to fight off all the eligible women. At the very least they want to talk, more if I don’t have an obvious date, and I have a good memory for faces. So why don’t I remember yours?”

I realized I was sitting on my hands again and put them in my lap, where they played with the hem of my skirt.

I thought of playing it cool. Not everyone’s a fan.

Instead I gave him the truth.

“My best friend Shelly was an origin chaser.”

He straightened up. “Was?”

I looked away. “She died when I was fifteen trying to get her breakthrough. She became one of those statistics—you know, the one they usually list right next to the annual count of teen suicides? Sometimes I wonder how they keep the two separate.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I was kind of touchy about capes for a long time after that. Mom always knew the guest list, and if a supercelebrity was going to be there she let me leave before things started, or I’d manage from the back. The fact she doesn’t vet the list anymore is a huge deal for me, but you haven’t been around recently. Shame on you.”

He’d already used his I’m sorry on the topic and I didn’t want him to repeat it, so I gave a convincing smile. I’m very good at them.

“So can I ask you something?”

“Of course,” he mimicked me.

“Where does a cowboy baggage handler turned superhero learn how to dance?”

“From his ex-wife.”

“What—” Why not? He owed me now. “What happened to the two of you?”

“Didn’t you see it in the tabloids?”

“I don’t usually read the bottoms of birdcages.”

That earned me a laugh.

“I was young and stupid, a teen heartthrob, married before I could legally drink.” He smiled. “Jinny knocked me off my feet. Amazing, beautiful, glamorous—she married a superhero and got a working stiff, a cop with a cape. She never complained, and our connection launched her modeling and acting career. I didn’t mind when it took her to Hollywood. I did mind when she had an affair. Back home we think you should dance with the one that brung you.”

“Oh.”

He shrugged it aside. “We made it easy for each other—uncontested divorce, no juicy quotes for the press. The tabloid stories of binge-drinking, her serial affairs, all fairy tales; I think we’d realized we didn’t fit before she headed to LA.”

“Well, she taught you to dance pretty good before she left.”

“You should see my two-step.” His voice got softer and he leaned in.

“Some other time.” Dear God, were we flirting? Maybe I had gotten the wrong eggnog.

He seemed to realize it too. He stepped back.

“I think I’ll stay out here a few more minutes,” I said quickly. “You should go in and pay a little attention to Tracy. I saw Rush chatting up Olivia Sinclair when we slipped away.”

He winced. “We came here to put out brush fires, not start another one. You’ll be okay?”

“You’re asking someone who could dance naked at the North Pole?”

What did I just say?

His lip twitched. “Now that I’d pay to see. But I’ll go.” And he went.

Once he was out of sight I put my hot face in my hands. In the darkness out on the balcony nobody could see out the ballroom windows, and that was a good thing.

I am in so much trouble.

I wasn’t alone very long before the balcony door opened, and to my surprise Mrs. Lori stepped out.

“There you are dear,” she said. “Your mother has been looking for you. And do cease perching up there; you look like a child.”

I quickly hopped down.

“Have you been guarding the door?”

“Why ever would I do that?”

“Thank you for earlier with the alderman.”

Then my brain caught up with me. “My mother? I don’t know—”

“You really must stay away from the eggnog, dear; your mother puts much too much brandy in the bowl—indeed I suspect she raises the dosage as the night goes on. Few guests drive themselves home, in any case. Do you think I’m stupid?”

“No!”

“Then don’t insult my intelligence, Hope. I’ve known you since you were twelve; did you think a mask, a wig, and a little padding would fool me?”

“I suppose not. I don’t think I fooled Terry either. I’m the one who got him his invitation tonight, you know.”

“After reading his column?”

“Because of his column.” I grinned wickedly. “Now that he’s inside our charmed circle he’ll be nice—well, he wasn’t mean to begin with, just snarky—because he’ll want to come back next year.”

“You are your mother’s child. And how are you, my dear?”

I sighed. “Apparently I’m young and stupid. Which is to say, I’m in love.”

“Congratulations. Make sure you put a bridle on him—I understand since his divorce he’s become quite the stallion.”

“Mrs. Lori!” I covered my mouth and laughed. “Actually I’m not sure I even like him. We’re very different. He’s… hard.”

“Robert and I fought like cats and dogs over a great many things for forty three years. Let’s go inside, dear. These old bones don’t take Chicago winters like they used to.”

“Oh! I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be silly dear—I’m the one who came outside.” We reentered the ballroom together.

I stayed away from the eggnog.











Chapter Twenty Seven

Today President Touches Clouds gave a speech in Jerusalem commemorating the victims of the Caliphate War. In her speech she reaffirmed the United State’s support for Israeli occupation of the cleared West Bank, while at the same time reminding the NATO countries and Arab nations of their treaty obligations to continue to aid the displaced Palestinians in their absorption by Jordan, Syria, and the other former Caliphate states. The President of Iran released his own statement condemning US-Israeli genocide and imperialism.



December 18th, the Associated Press



Men have died, from time to time, and worms have eaten them. But not for love.



William Shakespeare, Twelfth Night





The ancient Greeks considered love a mental illness that led to suicide, homicide, betrayal, war, all sorts of fun. Whom the gods destroy they first make mad. Cupid used a bow and arrow for good reason, and just look at Paris and Helen and the Trojan War if you don’t believe me—they didn’t have a single love story that ended well. My AP Western Civ teacher loved giving us eye-openers like that to show how differently other people thought about stuff we take for granted, and it always seemed to me that the Greeks knew what they were talking about. To them Cupid would have been one of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, if he’d needed a horse.

At thirteen I made the mistake of confessing my undying love to a classmate. He’d had the bluest eyes and the curliest hair. That was the first time I heard the words you’re like my kid sister.

With the fairness of hindsight, his kid sister had been in my class, but all but one of my subsequent experiences were variations on the theme. The one time a boy, Eric, ever showed a real romantic interest in me it turned out he’d been trying to score big in the senior class’ Don Juan game (virgins were worth big points). Megan saved me from that mistake, and Dane beat the shit out of Eric.

So Cupid would drop me in my tracks every year or two, and I’d agonize between two horrible choices: let the object of my obsession know how I felt and get nicely, awkwardly, or brutally shot down, or keep my mouth shut while I went up in silent flames. In bed and hugging Superpooh, I did a late-night rewind and review of those moments on the balcony. They showed all the signs: lowered voices, opportunistic touching, close proximity, and playful, even sexy banter. And I’d responded, dammit! Why? Alright, nine years wasn’t that big a difference, and he was brave, sweet…and a divorced workaholic who threw his room key to the slut-of-the-week! How had I ever imagined he was cute!

He’s no Eric, my heart whispered as I stared at the ceiling. And he wasn’t. He wasn’t the perfect hero I’d had a tween-teen crush on, either. The man inside the muscle-suit was someone very different. What I felt was different—probably why Cupid had managed to ambush me. Probably. But I wasn’t one of his pretty and easy Atlas Girls either. And at the moment he was my teacher and mentor, and didn’t that just set off all sorts off alarm bells. I pictured Atlas and buried my face in Superpooh’s cape. I really should have seen it coming this time. I’d exhibited all the symptoms: the awkwardness, the impulsive playfulness, the over-sensitivity.

So what now?

 As I tossed and hugged my bear in the night I came to the sad conclusion that this could only be another Silent Flames occasion. Cupid had gut-shot me again and as the shock wore off it was starting to hurt like hell, but despite those moments at the ball it wasn’t in the cards. Atlas wasn’t Eric; he was no seducer of the innocent, but to him I was just a kid and if he found out how I felt I’d have to leave the state. I could live with it, at least until I finished my training. After that… maybe the Hollywood Knights would have me.

Pooh got a little soaked during the night.





As Samuel Johnson said, the prospect of hanging focuses the mind wonderfully (thank you AP English Lit). In my experience the certainty of hanging focuses my mind wonderfully—on something else. And I had plenty else to focus on. The ball had been a brilliant success; we’d schmoozed well, as Dad would say, and impressed the right people. But the Brothers and Boys still lurked out there, and we intended to do everything we could to change that. For now everything pretty much meant Artemis hunting by the light of the moon, planting bugs, listening in, misting through the night in search of incriminating activity or evidence, while Blackstone did whatever he does to try and get a handle on Psijack. Meanwhile we kept ourselves busy getting ready for the President’s arrival.





“Shit!” Rush swore as a freeze-foam can burst all over his hands. The stuff set to the consistency of air-permeable rubber in seconds and stuck to any reasonably smooth surface, so he wasn’t having fun.

I laughed and he gave me the finger. Or tried to—it was stuck.

“Just wait till one pops on you, A.” He always called Atlas ‘Big A,’ though not to his face, and he’d taken to calling me ‘A.’ At least I wasn’t ‘Little A.’

“You’re just shaking them up too hard,” I said. I gave mine a shake, popped the button on top, and aimed it away from me. It puked in a wide splatter cone on the training room floor, emptying over an impressive area in three seconds.

“Help me peel?” he asked.

I did. Freeze-foam—one of the crowd-control tools we were working on—presented no problems for someone with my strength, but it was incredibly sticky. Atlas also had us learning to use the kind of taser gauntlets Rush routinely wore. I practiced using spiderwire and glue-tape.

More than anything, we didn’t want ourselves associated with police tactics like tear gas and billy clubs, so Atlas had us looking for every nonviolent and painless means of mass-restraint we could lay our hands on. We were even considering adding a sonic-powered superhero to the team roster; some of them could cause fear, bliss, sleep, even blindness with sound waves. I thought Mr. Sandman looked promising, at least as a reservist.

“When I’m running I shake the stuff up,” Rush complained. “You just float about.” He had a point.

“So don’t use it. With your turn of speed, tasers and glue-tape can drop half a dozen guys a second, and you can do spiderwire pretty well.”

“Big A wants us checked out on everything,” he almost whined.

I sighed.
“Let me try something.”

Willis told me how to find what I was looking for, and I came back with a couple of freeze-foam cans wrapped in duct tape.

“Try these.” I showed him how to peel the tape back.

He ran around the room for a few seconds (watching him “rush” never failed to make me queasy), then grabbed one off his belt and popped the tape—which pulled on the button it had been restraining and blew the can on schedule. “Hey, thanks!”

“Dad says anything can be fixed with duct tape.”

My mind was elsewhere, though. Way back in September, the Teatime Anarchist had told me that he couldn’t time travel when holding anything larger than a breadbox. Or something like that. So what if I stuck him to the ground? Or glue-taped him to something? If DA had the same limitations then maybe I could capture him when he showed up. If he did; after so long, I’d begun to wonder if TA knew DA as well as he said he did.

My earbug chirped. “Atlas has requested that all Sentinels please report to the meeting room.”

Rush rolled his eyes. “What does the boss want now?”

I actually succumbed to the temptation to make a face behind his back as we left the room. Quin caught me and laughed. I really did hope the meeting wouldn’t take too long; I needed to study for my History 101 final.

We arrived after Atlas and Blackstone, but the others were right behind us—even Artemis, who’d begun cautiously settling in at the Dome. She didn’t have to sleep the whole day, just stay away from direct sunlight (it was like she had the worst case of porphyria in the world), and since the Dome had no windows her “safe” world had expanded hugely. And for a bonus, making appearances upstairs during the day lessened the likelihood of her being labeled a vampire. Not that we would have cared, but the idea of vampire-groupies made her want to hurl.

Ironically, of all of us living in the Dome she got along best with Willis; I’d even seen her make him smile. As she joined me on my side of the meeting room table, I decided we should get Andrew to design a “daysuit” for her.

Andrew had sent over some new designs in preparation for the Presidential Visit. Actually he’d sent Quin a new outfit along with one for me as cover. He made Quin a black and white reprise of the Christmas costume without the jacket, and of course it looked fabulous.

He made mine a sturdier version of my Christmas costume too; a high necked and long sleeved skirted one-piece, the same sapphire blue, but out of some kind of strong spandex weave instead of velvet. And he added the belt back in, held at my waist by belt loops.

I’d let Quin talk me into wearing it on the grounds that Andrew’s artistic sensibilities would be mortally insulted if I didn’t. Watching her pose in front of her mirror during our mutual fashion show, the thought had made me laugh; the man had no sensibilities, only strategies, and the way Quin acted I was pretty sure he was winning. Regardless, sartorially we were all ready for the President’s arrival on Tuesday. I wore my new costume now, not that our fearless leader noticed.

He waited until we all arrived before speaking.

“Thank you all for coming,” he said. “As you know, I have been unable to talk Jenny into postponing her visit. I don’t like it. The Secret Service doesn’t like it. But she’s the President and in her words, ‘My people would have kicked your white asses if we’d had enough ammunition, and I’m not going to be scared away from my city by some bogyman.’”

Laughter rolled around the table and he smiled dryly. “Pocahontas she’s not.”

President Jennifer Touches Clouds was half Lakota Sioux, as proud of her people as Chicago was of her. A Republican, when she ran for President she still won Illinois by a landslide. Even Mom voted for her.

Atlas banished the smile.

“We still haven’t heard from Psijack,” he continued. “And we have no knowledge of his motives, plans, or the extent of his abilities. For all we know he can turn any crowd into a rioting mob in an instant, although footage from the concert suggests that setting that many people off may take awhile. They may also have to be “primed” first.

“Until we know more we have to look at worst-case scenarios. Our brave President will be greeted at O’Hare by a crowd of school kids of all grades, teachers, even a marching band. If Psijack uses them we’ll have to be prepared to be very gentle. In this scenario the danger isn’t to the President, unless he uses a child-riot as cover for another attack. In any case we would handle it; the Secret Service isn’t trained in gentle means of dissuasion and their responsibility is to secure the President.”

“Aren’t we being a little paranoid?” Rush spoke up.

“Only if they’re not out to get us.”

I raised a hand.

“Astra?”

“The President’s detail has an exit plan in place, don’t they?”

“A good question, and the answer is yes—they don’t advertise it, but all of her detail members are superhumans. One manipulates force fields. Another can teleport with one or two passengers. Anywhere she goes they arrange a ‘jump zone,’ so while she’s with her detail she personally is reasonably safe. Others around her, not as much.”

“But what about her flight? She won’t have her detail with her then.”

“You’re right, but she’ll have us. You, I, and Blackstone will be flying with her. Blackstone?”

The older man cleared his throat.

“While I don’t like to exert myself levitating that far, I am quite up to a flight around Chicago. And I will be spinning an illusion that will show us all about thirty feet from our true location, so the casual sniper won’t have an opportunity to pick her off in the air. The Secret Service will also be putting a couple of unmarked helicopters in the air just in case. They are most unhappy since she will be leaving her detail’s safety umbrella.”

I nodded. The Secret Service hated having a principal who flew—although at least if Air Force One went down again all they’d have to do was push her out the hatch!

Atlas looked around the table. “Once she leaves O’Hare with us, her entourage will proceed to Lincoln Park High School. Her detail will split to control each landing zone along her route, and we’ll repeat the process throughout her stay.”

He made it sound routine, but his expression made his unhappiness obvious.

“The visibility will be good for us,” Quin interjected smoothly. “We need all the good press we can get after Freakzone.”

He nodded. “I still think it’s asking for trouble when we’re flying blind, but if it doesn’t blow up it should be good for us. And it’ll be good to see Jenny again. But we thought we had the riot handled—let’s all stay in the saddle this time.”

He touched his e-pad, lighting the table with a map of the city. “So now, if you’ll look at the scheduled stops, I want to time it so those of us not on the flying team are arranged as well as we can be. Ajax, I want you to…”











Chapter Twenty Eight

The American experience with post-Event wars in China and the Middle East proved conclusively where strategic power now lay: with superhumans and supersolder-backed military units. A conventional military simply cannot defend against superhuman forces, and the resulting geopolitical shifts have forced the US to redeploy its power abroad to a degree not seen since the end of the Cold War. In forging a new, if shaky, Pax Americana, we have not made many friends.



Prof. Charles Gibbons, The New Heroic Age





Air Force One touched down at O’Hare Tuesday morning, coming out of an orange sky. A brisk wind off Lake Michigan fluttered my cape (as short as it was, it wanted to go all over). Hail to the Chief rang in the air, provided by the talented Lincoln Park High School Marching Band. Cheers rose from the stiff and shivering crowd as the President and her entourage emerged and they caught sight of her at the top of the ramp.

With the exceptions of Artemis and Chakra (with us in spirit), we all stood at the foot of the stairs, more or less in formation, our breath puffing in the air. We might have been dressed in our best, but a bunch of innocent looking travel bags filled with the riot-control stuff Ajax had come up with waited in a row behind us. Standing at attention with a frown on his face, Atlas still looked yummy, darn it, and I tried to keep my eyes forward.

If anything broke during the presidential visit it would likely happen at one of her later scheduled stops; Dispatch sent us reports of protest groups forming up to play for the cameras all around the city. Flying out, we’d seen the protesters gathering outside the Dome, rallying to protest her administration’s support for our continued occupation of bases along Israel’s new borders and in China and what used to be North Korea. Signs reading Stop Supporting Israeli Imperialism! and Not our fight! were everywhere, along with Superheroes, not Supersoldiers! Since they’d have already worked themselves up, Blackstone posited a high risk that any of them could be turned into a flash-mob by Psijack. But no pressure.

President Touches Clouds reached the foot of the stairs amidst the strobe of camera flashes and waved to the banner-holding school kids. She loomed over most of her detail and staff and her copper complexion, sharply chiseled features, and waist length raven-black hair made you think of the warrior ancestors she was so proud of. She wore a dark red suit over a black blouse and her open collar exposed a wide choker, a rainbow of silver-set stones.

I couldn’t call her pretty, but when she smiled she dazzled.

“John,” she said, shaking Atlas’ hand while cameras flashed. “It’s good to see you.”

“Madame President—” he began, but she leaned in and pulled him into a quick hug while the audience cheered and whistled. Standing beside them I heard her chuckle.

“You were saying?”

Now he laughed, smiling broadly enough to show his dimples. “It’s good to see you too, Jenny.”

“Better.” She waved at the children again and advanced to the podium set up on the tarmac. The crowd noise immediately died, and she launched into a gracious speech thanking Chicago for the warm welcome.

I focused on the crowd, letting my eyes wander over faces.

Atlas’ instructions had been clear; look for expressions or body language that didn’t fit the moment. Kids, teachers, politicians, handlers—all seemed happy to be there, or bored, or cold. Mostly cold.

Out of the corner of my eye, one of the members of the presidential detail caught my attention. The shades made it hard to be sure, but I could swear it was Tom, keeper of the Dome’s portals, driver, and general security guard. Or Bob. But he’d gotten off the plane with the President. Did we and the Secret Service both get our people from Central Casting?

The President wound up her speech quickly, mindful of the cold and the children. She graciously accepted a Christmas bouquet, giving the blushing little grade-schooler a kiss in return, then straightened and stood back while the White House press secretary read off the visit itinerary.  Then she handed the bouquet off to the secretary while Atlas, Blackstone, and I stepped up beside her. Atlas followed some signal from the President and we took off, rising with sedate speed over the cheering crowd.

She waved, we didn’t, and I concentrated on looking trim and professional while keeping watch on my forward-left zones (Atlas had forward-right). At thirty feet up we angled to the left for a bit while Blackstone worked his magic, and then turned west for a long and climbing circuit of the city.

The President had a perfect flying form; body leaning at a wind-compensating angle into the direction of our flight, legs straight and feet pointed, hands at her sides.

“You’re looking well, John.” Her voice sounded so close I started, which in the air translated into a wobble. She laughed kindly.

“Fine air control,” she explained for my benefit. “I can shape sound waves in the air at close range. I’ve created a baffle-zone too, so from the ground even the most long-range eavesdropper isn’t getting a thing. And if you’re wondering, the reason I’m not shivering is because I’ve also stuck a thermal layer of air to my clothes and I’m quite toasty.”

“That’s amazing.”

“I get to dress as I like anyway, no matter the season. So how are the boys treating you?”

“I—” I didn’t know how to answer that, and she turned to look at Atlas.

“John, haven’t you taught this child the five standard answers to any question?”

 “She’s hardly a child and does very well on her own,” Atlas came to my defense. “I don’t think she knows how to respond to teasing from a head of state, Madam President, and the boys are treating her fine.”

“I am sorry, Astra,” she apologized good-naturedly. “But they are boys—even Blackstone who acts like everyone’s favorite uncle. And you’re both looking well,” she said to them. “I know why Blackstone is, but you look happier too, John. It’s been too long since I’ve been back.”

“Come again soon—but have them teleport you in next time. This is a damn fool stunt, and you know it Jenny.”

“Alright then, what are you doing about this Psijack nonsense?”

Blackstone entered the conversation. “Investigating, my dear. And with few leads to go on. I had thought…” he shrugged. “We all half-expected to immediately hear demands of the ‘give me fifty million dollars or I do it again’ sort. That is normally what we get after a pointless and destructive show of power. I also wondered if we might be seeing the emergence of a new supervillain mastermind, here to take over Chicago’s villain community. But with every asset we have listening, things appear to be business as usual. It is a puzzle.”

“Would you like some DSA help?”

“I think not. I really don’t see where more would be better in this instance; there’s only so much ground to go over, in any case. And while I prefer not to make optimistic statements, with the help of our newest member I am pursuing a promising lead.”

“And that’s all he’ll tell me about it,” Atlas added. “You just got back from China, so how goes the Great Game?”

She laughed.

“Like it’s ever interested you. I think we’re winning. Manchuria and Tibet are completely out of it, Beijing and Chongqing have agreed to declare an official ceasefire to go with the one that’s been in place the last two years, and they’ve both stopped claiming the smaller breakaway states. I’m pushing hard for a Chinese confederacy and I think the hardcore nationalists will eventually settle for that as the only way regain some unity and get us to leave. Tibet and Manchuria will probably want us to stay forever.”

“What does your national security advisor say?”

“The man walks into my office every day with a Proceed with Caution traffic sign nailed to his forehead.”

Atlas barked a laugh. “You’re hardly the cautious sort.”

“If you listen to my critics, I make enemies so I can eat their hearts and nail their scalps to the Oval Office wall.”

“That’s not necessarily a bad rep to have.”

“No, no it’s not. There won’t be another Caliphate War or China War so long as they recognize our strength and my complete willingness to use it. So I hold a peace pipe in one hand and a tomahawk in the other. One of those nice drop-forged military tomahawks of course. My ancestors conquered the Black Hills while yours were still fighting for their independence, and I don’t mind if they remember that.”

I kept my mouth shut and listened as we made a circuit of Chicago, a smaller one of the Loop, and then headed for the Dome. Until now international diplomacy hadn’t interested me any more than politics. But listening to them, I realized she manipulated her image as intentionally as the Sentinels did.

At the same time I could see how much she loved it up here, free in the air. Now she was mostly grounded, her gifts tucked away, and her obvious enjoyment of the flight and the “boys” company made me wonder why she’d ever left the team.

We landed outside the Dome, where Chicago’s finest stood ready to push back the crowd pushing up to the barriers. They weren’t in riot-gear, but two squads waited inside, ready to mobilize at the drop of a hat. Any hat. News crews filmed the waving signs and chanting groups as Touches Clouds waved with aplomb to supporters and protestors alike.

Once inside, the group broke up so that Atlas could take the President around to show off the base’s latest renovations before she met with us all for a buffet lunch in the Assembly Room (for which Willis performed Herculean feats). Then we headed back out to take her to Lincoln Park High School for her biggest speech. The largest audience for her trip would be there but the Secret Service was all over it. I took a close look at Bob while passing through the lobby, and decided we needed to talk. Or maybe I needed to talk to Blackstone. About a lot of things.











Chapter Twenty Nine

I can deal with the things I know and the things I know I don’t know. It’s the things I don’t know I don’t know that always bite me in the butt.



Astra, Notes From A Life





When Air Force One disappeared into the evening sky we all breathed a sigh of relief and stood down. Our days returned to normal, and I had another revelation to distract me. Bob was a superhuman! And he was Tom, I mean Tom and Bob were the same person. Sort of.

It was all very confusing. I’d read about Redux-type superhumans—any superhuman who duplicates himself—but there are lots of variations. Bob and Tom were periodic, permanent duplicators, a retired supersoldier codenamed Platoon. Blackstone got disturbingly vague on how they duplicated (did they bud, grow a Siamese twin, or what?), and how often, but he did tell me they shared a group mind. All of them know what one of them learns.

The helmeted guards that take shifts at the Dome’s main doors, Tony, and Bart, and Ralph?  Also them. Him. Whatever. So was Willis. I’d never have noticed, older, thinner, and talking with a dead-on Oxford accent like he did. When I asked him what that was all about he told me he enjoyed playing Alfred. Apparently both the Secret Service and the DSA employed lots of him as field agents—if one died the others instantly knew how, where, and who did it if their dead brother did.

Blackstone couldn’t tell me why Touches Clouds left the Sentinels though; apparently it came as a complete surprise to him. Her 180 degree change of direction from superheroine to politician had been a shock to the team.

I probably only wondered about it as a distraction from dwelling on Atlas. I’d more or less made up with my parents, and I could ponder the imponderable Dark Anarchist as a distraction for only so long.

Despite appearances I was a healthy adult female, and since the ball my dreams had headed in an adult direction. I could deal with my midnight fantasies even when they rocked me from my sleep, heart racing, but when they popped back up as daydreams they became embarrassing. One morning Chakra took a look at the “color of my chakras” and gave me a copy of her latest edition of Sacred Gates—not a book for the under eighteen. It should only be read if you have a willing partner or cold shower handy, and she thoughtfully included bookmarks and scribbled notations. I’d die before I admitted reading it, but at least it showed me one way to deal with the dreams. I also got better at acting cool, calm, and collected with Atlas around, when all I wanted to do was melt into a puddle.

Meanwhile my tried-and-true strategy for curing love-sickness—find a flaw in the object of my infatuation and then dwell on it—wasn’t working. Beyond the usual man-flaws I couldn’t find anything big enough to be a turnoff, and I even thought his man-flaws were adorable (yuck, right?).  So I was in my rooms trying to distract myself with licensing studies when I got another chance to practice my new be-cool skill. My earbug chirped and Dispatch summoned us all to the Assembly Room.





We arrived to find Atlas and Blackstone waiting for us. They made an interesting contrast—Atlas all caped and leather-suited sharp-jawed ruggedness (you could practically see the cowboy hat), Blackstone dapper as always in his tux and tails. I got there first, followed by Artemis. Andrew had jumped at the challenge, and she was testing his new daysuit design, a leather catsuit with lots of buckles and straps and a mask that completely covered her head under the hood. Somehow Andrew had kept it from looking like serious fetish-wear, but I found not being able to see her eyes disconcerting. I turned away to catch Atlas giving me an odd look.  The rest followed us in, Rush last of all.

“Thanks for coming, everyone,” Atlas said once Rush joined us. “I’m going to turn it over to Blackstone.”

“Thank you, my boy,” the older gentleman nodded. “I know that everyone here has been wondering about my investigations; I can now tell you I believe we know who Psijack is, what happened, and why.”

That got our attention.

He touched the pad he’d set in front of him and the table lit up with a face.

“This is Bradley Clark. He’s a freelance contract negotiator. He’s not on anyone’s radar, but he has been very successful. He has a reputation for always closing the deal.”

He looked at us all a little sheepishly.

“When Psijack refused to reemerge with demands or further attacks I had to reassess my initial assumptions. After some thought, I no longer believed that we face a new master supervillain trying to “muscle in” on Chicago territory. But in the absence of further activity, who benefited from the Freakzone Riot? After the Brotherhood and the Sanguinary Boys’ attorneys successfully argued mind control to secure their release, I began investigating their contacts and movements from the time of their client’s arrests. I also began looking for anomalies in the police reports of the event.

“With Artemis’ help,” he gave her a nod. “We have managed to discover a trail. On the seventeenth Mr. Clark, who lives in New York, flew into O’Hare and picked up a rental car at the airport. Mr. Clark stayed at the Palmer House, and during his stay he conducted no business that we are aware of, but his car was one of the vehicles destroyed by the rioters in the Millennium Park garage. This is, in fact, how we first picked up his end of the trail. No concert ticket had been purchased in his name or the name of his company, so why was his rental there? He reported it stolen, but it’s hardly the type of car that is usually boosted. Here we caught two breaks; hotel security cameras identify him as the driver when the car left the hotel parking lot, and the rental company’s GPS record shows that he drove it directly from the Palmer House to the concert.”

He paused to see if we had any questions. Nobody did.

“Reading its GPS memory further back showed two trips to the south side of Chicago, to places with no tourist value, or business value to someone in his line of work. Here Artemis took the lead, quietly showing his picture around the area. She found several witnesses to a meeting between our friend Mr. Clark, a pair of Brotherhood attorneys, and an unidentified third man. Here we had another stroke of good fortune; the meeting took place in Dennehy’s Pub, a location Artemis had previously wired for observation. She checked her cameras and mikes and found the meeting. Unfortunately it took place out of pickup range, but she got several good pictures of all of them.”

Blackstone brought them up on the table.

I stopped breathing. One of the four was the Teatime Anarchist.

“It is my belief,” Blackstone continued, “that Mr. Clark is at least some sort of projective empath, and that the firm hired him to stage the Freakzone Riot specifically so that malicious mind control could be used as a defense for their clients. We then went back to the theater and reviewed all of its security tapes to see if we could find him in the crowd either before or during the riot.”

“I don’t think you’d find him during the riot,” I spoke up without thinking, my mind scattered.

“Oh?” Blackstone turned towards me.

“Unless he had to stay with them,” I said awkwardly. “I mean, he could have more safely waited until the mob stormed out, taking us away from the theater. Then walked out a service door?”

Blackstone smiled and I flushed, realizing I was the little girl who got a gold star for spelling “bee” correctly.

“That is a very good thought, and we reviewed all the recordings, not just the ones from the public areas. He left by a side door. The camera there was conveniently broken and on a repair list, but we caught him on a security camera from the back of the Millennium Park Bicycle Station.”

“So what can we prove and what does it mean?” Ajax asked.

Blackstone smiled more widely.

“Everything, my boy. I have spoken with Legal Eagle and he has set the gears in motion. Our evidence and conclusions are being organized by the investigating officers for submission to a warrant judge. The important points are these: Mr. Clark can be charged for fraud regarding the vehicle, and the charges will rest on his recorded presence at the theater, the evidence for which will also show that he was the only occupant of the theater not influenced by Psijack, which makes him the chief suspect, which will allow detectives to follow the same trail of breadcrumbs that we did, secure testimonies to the meetings with the attorneys, and so forth. Proving Mr. Clark is Psijack is the key, of course, but Chakra engaged in psychic battle with him and knows his ‘psychic scent.’ His abilities can be verified by DSA psychics, at which point questioning by someone like Veritas is warranted. While psychic evidence does not hold a great deal of weight at trial, it is more than enough for the issuance of further warrants for his financial records, residence, and so forth.

“Once it is proven that Mr. Clark is Psijack the mind-control argument falls apart; at the very least Mr. Clark was quite provably in New York when the Brotherhood and Sanguinary Boys had their little rumble. If we are lucky we will be able to pin the entire Psijack plot on them through their attorneys. The only loose end we have is the ‘fourth man,’ whom I can only assume to be an expediter of some kind. Doubtless the gang lawyers will give him up as part of their plea.”

“And that,” Atlas concluded, grinning evilly, “brings it back to us. Legal Eagle is helping the District Attorney prepare the warrant applications, and the police are nailing down every lead and piece of evidence they can bring without actively questioning anybody to give to the warrant judge. Because both gangs are flight risks and considered very dangerous, the DA is going to request warrants for the whole lot to be served simultaneously with warrants for the attorneys and Mr. Clark. We will saddle up to serve the general warrants.

A murmur of grim approval went around the table, but I just stared at the image of the fourth man, the Anarchist. Instead of sharing the excitement, I tried to breathe normally.
















PART SIX

Chapter Thirty

If you want to avoid hurting somebody, convince them that fighting you is a Bad Idea. This is hard to do in the heat of the moment, especially if you look like a perky high school cheerleader, so it’s best to make the threat credible beforehand through your reputation. Failing that, go for Shock and Awe. If it works, great, if it doesn’t you’re halfway done anyway.



Astra, Notes From A Life





How stupid was I? Really? I tried to imagine myself explaining. The Teatime Anarchist dropped by a couple of times. He said he didn’t do it and I believed him.

But it didn’t make sense. The Psijack thing had DA written all over it. If I’d been that gullible, if DA was completely made up, why had TA recruited me at all? To catch himself? Was he crazy? Not just Anything For The Cause crazy, but complete loony-tunes?

But crazy, not crazy, it hadn’t all been lies—I was stone-cold positive he was a time traveler.

And could I be certain the guy Artemis caught on video was him? Il Dopio wasn’t the only shapeshifter around. Freakshow could have done it. Why escaped me, but I couldn’t see whys in any of it. I finally decided this was what Shelly used to call an NMI—Need More Information—moment. If I found out I’d been wrong… I’d faced the music before, though imagining what Atlas would say made me want to cry. One way or another, it was time for me to set a trap of my own.

I made a call, then went online and placed the Lonely Hearts ad.





Chicago saw its first big snowstorm just before Christmas, and I “came home.” To cover for my continued training and patrolling schedule, Mom and Dad bought a small condo in Boyd Tower—the residential tower sitting atop the parking garage entrance to the Dome—and moved me right in. Officially they’d bought it a gift to make up for my missing fall semester, and it made sense in its wildly extravagant way. I’d be physically attending UofC next semester and it was lots closer to the campus.

I thought it was the latest move in our ongoing fight over my impending career decisions (my training period ended in February). I just didn’t know what kind of move it was.

The Bees loved the place.

Anticipating a media-push once the re-arrests hit the news, Quin set up a bunch of marketing and media meetings for me and Artemis. We approved our plushies and talked to the writers for Sentinels, both the show and the comic; the studio wanted to write us in as quickly as possible. Sentinels is mostly an action oriented police-procedural kind of series, light on the drama, but I found it horribly embarrassing. Who wants to sit down and talk about how other people should see you? I can’t think of anything more narcissistic, other than having my own plushie. But Quin insisted, saying Atlas wanted to make sure the way they wrote me didn’t make me want to crawl into a hole.

And I discovered what Santa had brought me this year; Artemis was becoming a real friend, even kind of a big sister, one who shared the new side of my life. Reestablishing her life, she’d opted for a second, true secret identity—which meant Jacky and I were able to team up with the Bees for the all-important mission of last-minute Christmas shopping.

And as an early present, the general warrants finally came through. We got the green light to serve them two days before Christmas.

After some thought, Atlas decided to share the glory on this one; he brought in all the Chicago CAIs and handed off three or four targets to each. The Brotherhood and Sanguinary Boys pretty much claimed all of Chicago, so it seemed only fair. Blackstone doled out the targets, based on their power-sets and the powers fielded by the CAI teams. We kept most of the A-class villains for ourselves, but there were plenty of B and C-class targets to go around.

Thanks to Blackstone, Artemis, and the CPD vice squad, we had their movements dialed to precision and went out to serve all the warrants at once. We meticulously planned the operation, observers verified locations beforehand, contacts in the phone companies stood ready to shut down every known cell number when the action started, and the special paddywagons stood by where necessary.

They gave me Brick. They weren’t going to, but I told Atlas I wanted him.





“It looks quiet down there.”

“Yes it does.” I’d gotten so used to Artemis misting in without a whisper I didn’t even turn around.

My infrared vision showed me our four targets, in the middle of a floating poker game in a backroom at Dennehy’s Pub. That was okay; the officers waiting on us had warrants for that too.

I was only there for Brick. The other three were B and C-class Sanguinary Boys: Vacuum, an aerokinetic who could suck the air right out of your lungs, Lighter, a standard pyrokinetic who preferred vodka as a starter, and The Surgeon, a slicer with extendable razor-sharp nails and a taste for pain. We’d read their files: nothing proven, nothing pretty. Minions sat drinking or played darts outside in the bar, but the police stood ready to swoop in and collect any that made it out the front. My palms were slick, and I focused on my breathing as anticipation spiked my bloodstream with adrenaline. We only waited for the word.

“All heroes, this is Atlas. Gully Washer is go, repeat we are go.”

Artemis drew her elasers.

“Hope?”

“Hmm?”

“You’re an annoying Pollyanna, and I’m glad you came and found me.”

“Sure, get mushy now.”

We got.

We had no-knock warrants, so we didn’t knock. My heart raced, anticipation spiking my blood with adrenaline. I’d already mapped the wood-frame wall by its heat patterns and I went straight in, my own battering ram, spraying bits of wood and plaster around the room. I knocked Brick out of his chair and into the sturdier brick wall behind him before the pieces finished bouncing.

I grabbed his throat as he fell towards me. Behind me snap snap snaps marked Artemis’ attack as she danced in and out of the mist. A cigarette lighter bounced off the wall beside me and a miniature tornado filled the room with money and chips before it died.

“You are all under arrest! Resistance will be met with further force!” I put as much authority as I could into my soprano.

Brick bellowed, brought his arms up to break my grip. I let him, stepping back and turning aside to sweep his legs.

Everyone’s taller than me. Ajax thinks I like to shorten them.

Brick collapsed with a grunt and I landed on him. Rolling him on top of me and pushing with my legs, I launched him into the ceiling. Plaster rained down as he comically stuck there for a moment, and when he came down I gave him a two-handed open palm thrust to knock him into the wall again. I paid only enough attention to make sure I didn’t bounce him into one of the other players. They’d scattered behind me, the reason I liked the wall—a clear target I could throw Brick at. At least till I broke it, which I did with the second hit.

Brick went through the wall in a rain of his namesake.

Well, rats.

I jumped through the hole after him and into the rapidly clearing bar. They’d heard the fighting and when I came through most did the smart thing and made for the doors, but a few actually started shooting. It stung, like getting shot by rubber bands, and I ignored them. Putting a foot on Brick’s left arm, I ground my right knee into his back, put his right arm in a lock, and pushed like I was trying to fly us both through the floor beneath us. The wood floor groaned, and I leaned down.

“Brick?” I said in a conversational voice. “You know what to do.”

He did.

I was only shaking a little this time, and managed to hide it as the police moved in around me and Brick to pack everybody up. They’d come in the front as soon as they heard gunshots, and I pulled Brick back into the card room so we could have them all in one place until the paddywagon pulled around back. I’d have to tell Atlas I hadn’t used the door. Either door.

Artemis put hoods over Vacuum and Lighter before the police came in the back. Their files said they pretty much couldn’t use their powers on what they couldn’t see. Cutter wore chainmail mittens with his cuffs. I sat Brick down in one of the unbroken chairs. He had to sit sideways because of the titanium thumb cuffs.

“Ma’am?”

Sergeant Donahue stepped in the back door.

“Yes sergeant?” I said politely.

“The paddywagon’s here. We’ve cleaned up the front.”

I grinned. “You don’t have to tell me, sergeant. Yours, not mine.”

He actually blushed, an impressive sight on a red haired South Side Irish boy.

“No ma’am, you’re right.” He nodded to us both. “Thank you. Right this way.”





We watched from the roof again as the paddywagons pulled away. Artemis sat on the ledge and pulled her feet up.

“I was never around for the other arrests, you know? Where I’d drop a tip? This is much more fun.”

I agreed. “I just wish I wasn’t so scared.”

She threw back her head and laughed. “Really? I couldn’t tell by watching!”

“Atlas taught me that. If you have to fight, do it hard and get it over with. Less chance of getting hurt. And I didn’t really hurt Brick that much. It was more a win by intimidation.”

She propped her chin on a knee, pondering something. The shadow of her hood hid her face.

Finally she sighed. “Men give you the most interesting gifts.”

“Excuse me?”

“Like how you told me that Andrew is chasing Quin with designer costumes? My job with Blackstone means we talk, a lot, about the team and everything related. Did you know that Atlas pushed to bring you on the team? Not just to train you—he could have done that easily enough without making you a member.”

“And the whole sidekick thing?” She laughed. “Which must be embarrassing at times but is a helluva career booster. His idea. Says possessive, doesn’t it?”

“I didn’t—”

“Blackstone sold him on my joining by telling him you wanted me here too,” she pressed on. “And he’s turned celibate since you joined—they hardly ever see him at The Fortress anymore. And tonight? Ajax thought you’d been too shaken by your first fight with Brick and didn’t want you to go it alone. You asked for it and got it. You remind me of one of my old high school BFFs. So smart, but when it came to boys sooo dumb.”

I sat on the ledge.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about. It’s happened before—guys see me as this little girl they need to protect. My dad, my brothers, my friend’s boyfriends… Half the reason I played field hockey was to show them all I didn’t need it. It didn’t work.”

“Protect?” Her voice dripped sarcasm. “I don’t see anybody protecting you.”

I rolled my eyes. “You know what I mean. They know what Brick can do. If they’d thought it was really an even fight do you think they would have let me near him again on my own? And nobody else in that room could have hurt me.”

“You might be right there—big shock, you’re still a rookie.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“Well, I gave it my best shot.” She unfolded and stood on the edge. “If you won’t listen don’t hate me later for saying I told you so!”

She misted away before I could respond, which hardly seemed fair.











Chapter Thirty One

Secret identities sound cool, but are a pain in the butt to maintain. Most of the time the problem isn’t being recognized in costume—it’s being tripped up in your civilian life. Even the comic books recognized this; it’s the reason Clark Kent was a reporter and Bruce Wayne was a gazillionaire. In the real world most heroes with secret identities wind up spending almost all their time in costume anyway, with no private life, no time for a nine-to-five job. And if you’re a career hero, unless you make a special effort you hang with other capes, on the job and off.



Astra, Notes From A Life





The day after the Great Supervillain Roundup I got a text message from the Anarchist: TA-12-27-2000. Since we were into the 21st century I took the message to mean he would drop by two days after Christmas at 8:00 pm (2000 hours in military time). I made the one call I needed to, and then all I could do was wait.

Artemis denied inheriting any vamp-related phobias from her “sire,” but according to legend vampires can’t enter a home without an invitation. So she got one. Mom cheated by extending the invitation in person while visiting the Dome the day before Christmas.

Never. Had. A. Chance.

On Christmas Eve, I rounded up Jacky and the Bees for one last foray into the wilds of Macy’s. We’d been web-camming almost nightly, and they’d hit it off with Jacky so fast I wondered if secret handshakes were involved. There’s something about a shared cheerleader past.

We ate desserts under the Christmas tree in the Walnut Room (Jacky had the hot chocolate), and then carried away our loot to join my family for Midnight Mass at St. Chris. Father Nolan added some modern songs to the mix this year, and the youth band did One King, Blessed is the Child, and Some Children See Him. It was beautiful, and after the service I introduced him to Jacky. He took her hand and said something wonderful sounding in Latin, bless the man.

Mom wouldn’t hear of Jacky not spending the night, and we shared my bed since all the boys were home and Aaron and Josh had brought their families. Our house was big, but not that big. Christmas morning began happy and loud (one niece and two nephews so far, and now, apparently, a beagle). By the way you can photograph a vampire and it’s very hard for a fiend of the night to look all dark and tragic getting a tongue-bath from a beagle puppy.

We left before sunrise on the excuse that we had other people to see. Mom loaded Artemis down with Christmas cake (not being in on the whole liquid diet thing), called the kids out to “say goodbye to Aunt Hope and Aunt Jacky,” and let us go with hugs and kisses all around. I nearly laughed at Artemis’ panicked look.

We drove back to the Dome in silence.

Atlas and I spent the rest of the morning seeing those other people—kids waiting for us to make “deliveries for Santa” at a half-dozen children’s shelters. The story was we’d met him on his flight and offered to help. Atlas bounced kids on his knee, answered endless questions, ho ho ho’d a lot, and his smiles were real. I couldn’t take my eyes off him and he kept catching me.

Once back at the Dome I put on jeans and a sweatshirt, went to play Santa Claus for our team, and found Artemis with Chakra, Blackstone, Atlas, and Quin preparing Christmas dinner with Willis in the kitchen. Blackstone was an amazing cook, serving up honey-glazed ham, yams, stuffing, cranberry sauce, and the fluffiest rolls imaginable while Bing Crosby and Burl Ives sang in the background. It almost made up for not being home. The evening ended with a Christmas Movie marathon, but afterward I changed back into costume and took a flight.

The lights of Chicago spread below me in beautiful cross-hatch patterns under the full moon, looking like a geometric field of stars beneath my feet. Three thousand feet up, I took off my mask and earbug and clipped both to my belt. A sudden drop in temperature had put a lot of ice crystals in the upper atmosphere, and a brilliant halo ringed the moon. Commuter planes roared quietly by far below. It was a beautiful Christmas night.

The night sky had become my sanctuary.

Then I realized I wasn’t alone: Atlas had come up to join me. He’d changed back into uniform too, minus the mask.

He floated up beside me.

“Come here often?” he asked.

I started giggling and covered my mouth. A pickup line! Here!

His lips twitched.

“Artemis told me you’re up here all the time these days,” he confessed with a smile.

“Where do you go?” I asked.

“I like the mountains, so I have a cabin in the Rockies. I can only fly there on my off-duty days, but I’m probably there two or three weeks a year. Less, recently.”

“That sounds nice.” A city girl, I’d loved summer camp because of all the stars I couldn’t see in town.

We were both quiet and then he turned to face me.

“Hope,” he said. “We haven’t really talked since the Christmas Ball, but I’m not blind and if I was Chakra would have laughed the stupid out of me long ago. Now isn’t—”

“No!” I said desperately, feeling the blood roaring into my cheeks even as my heart dropped into my feet. Please no. I shook my head in denial.

“It’s not like that! I’m just—”

“Hope—”

“You really don’t have to say anything! It’ll pass, really it—”

He grabbed my shoulders.

“Hope, shut up.”

“Shut up? What are we, ten?”

“No, thank God. I was going to say that now is not the right time. But I know how you feel about… hell, half the team does—Chakra had words with me. So it’s only fair for me to tell you where I’m at, too.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I… dammit. You’re necessary to me. Lord that sounds stupid, but—”

“I—” I must have looked like a stunned fish. He stopped and laughed, but not like anything was funny.

“Yup. Got me that way too. All I thought I had to do was keep you out of trouble.” His hands dropped to my arms as he looked at me, and I couldn’t look away.

“But.  Wh—what do we do?”

“Not a damn thing,” he said, his voice rough. “Like I said, it’s not the right time. Not for anything. We’re not through with your training, and you need to know what you want. I need you to know what you want. You can have it all, but I’m still… fixing things that need to be fixed. Plenty of time.”

I nodded convulsively. Time, oh yes. But when he let go I panicked. He went stiff as a board when I wrapped my arms around his neck. I hid my face, mortified, but his hands came up, sliding up my arms to gently pull me away. His smile was gone and I couldn’t read him at all.

And he kissed me. A chaste kiss, but not quick, and his breath stroked my cheek when he pulled away, resting his forehead against mine.

Panic had flown, and now I fought the absurd urge to start giggling again. 

He lifted his head, back to watching me, but his mouth had softened and his eyes were bright. We hung there beneath the moon, only breathing for what seemed forever, the only other sound the swelling and fading roar of jet engines far below.

He dropped his hands, letting us drift apart.

“I do come here often,” I whispered. I couldn’t get any strength into my voice, and I didn’t know what to do with my hands.

“Then I won’t,” he said. “Time.”

I nodded, because he was right.

He let me go, and I felt as cold as I really should have been up there as he sank out of sight, leaving me alone again under the moon.

But the cold went away as I breathed, and the haloed moon looked down and I… laughed, dancing through the air in its clean pale light.
















PART SEVEN

Chapter Thirty Two

We define ourselves as much by what we oppose as what we approve, what we won’t do as what we will do. Each choice we make forecloses other choices, while making still more choices necessary. Life is a decision-tree we climb half blind.



Astra, Notes From A Life





I went back home Christmas Night.

I needed to be where I wouldn’t accidentally run into Atlas for a little while. When it had been a hopeless love I’d had it under control. Mostly. Now just thinking about his kiss I felt the flush down to my navel, and it scared me as much as it thrilled me. I needed time before I could face him, or anyone else at the Dome. Fortunately I’d actually scheduled the entire block from Christmas to New Years as catch-up time, and since it seemed more than one of them had been playing matchmaker, they could all wait.

And I wanted to spend a little more time with my parents before the twenty-seventh. I had no idea what would happen then.

I got to see Aaron and Josh and their families off the next day. Aaron slung little Katie over his shoulder so she waved at us behind his back. Cindy, who was really nice, had Marcus in one hand and Snoopy’s leash in the other. Josh and Michelle practically had to drag Anthony away, screaming over leaving his grandma. Even Toby headed back to his on-campus apartment to study.

“So when are you going to tell them, dear?” Mom asked, putting an arm around me as we walked back inside. After I stomped on the Cancer Scare idea we’d decided I’d been offered a chance to study abroad freshman quarter, staying with Aunt Rachel in Rhone. The Sentinels had even helped provide the details to make the thin story work.

 I sighed, resting my head on her shoulder. “How about never? Dad certainly took his time.”

“I told each of your brothers when they graduated from high school,” he said. “And I’m not sure it’s the same.”

“It’s exactly the same. I have three overprotective brothers. Even Toby. It’s probably a good thing I never had a real boyfriend. Can you imagine what they’d say now?”

“I think you underestimate them, dear,” Mom disagreed.

“So they’re more evolved than Dad. But they’d worry a lot. Aaron and Josh have their own families to worry about—they don’t need to worry about their little sis.”

Dad just smiled, letting the more evolved dig pass. We carefully didn’t talk about it, but he still hoped to have less to worry about soon.

“And they’d be right to worry,” he said. “You’ve always been too… contained about things. When you got sick and almost, well, all those doctors and tests and the surgery, and never a peep from you. The same when—well, you know.”

“I know Dad.” I hugged him with my free arm. “And I promise if it gets to be too much you’ll know. But now,” I pulled away from both of them. “I’ve got to show you what we can do with Jacky’s present!”

Artemis had presented us with a big box on Christmas morning. Opening it, we’d found it filled with bags of gourmet coffee beans and ingredients and a handwritten recipe journal. Mom’s kitchen had everything else, and I sat them down to enjoy a Jacky Creation; fancy coffee with English cream, cinnamon, and shaved German chocolate. We talked for hours, about the team, about my experiences, my meeting the President… 

Not a word about my ultimate plans or the things I most wanted to talk to them about. The Anarchist. Atlas. Especially Atlas; every time my mind wandered there I felt all woogy, doing the happy-dance inside one moment, the next wanting to run screaming. It was making me dizzy. Ever-perceptive, Mom caught the mood swings that had nothing to do with the conversation, but she didn’t pry.





The next night found me ready.

When the Anarchist popped into my room I was sitting cross-legged on my bed in a University tank top and sleeping shorts, with The Fall of Rome open in my lap.

“Hello Hope.”

Smiling, I closed the book and stood, picking up the picture and a holiday-wrapped can. I handed him the picture, and when he took it I grabbed his wrist and popped the can of freeze foam, discharging it in a pile on his feet.

“What—” He tried to pull back, and, I’m sure, jump out of time. But I was bigger than a breadbox. When the freeze foam set I released his wrist and searched him, relieving him of his zap-gun and the other items in his coat pockets.

Through all that he didn’t say a word. Finished, I stooped down and retrieved the picture he’d dropped.

“Now,” I said, handing it back to him. “Tell me about that picture.” My voice shook.

He looked at me like I’d morphed into the nightmare I’d fought on Michigan Avenue, then at the picture, the camera-shot of him and the Brotherhood’s lawyers. He went pale.

“Hope,” he said. “This isn’t what it—”

“Is it you?”

“No, and yes—”

“People died in that riot and you set it up! Like people died in the bombing. Innocent people, and if you did one you did the other so convince me my eyes are lying or I’m taking you in!”

He was silent for a long moment. I tried to control my breathing.

“Do you remember the story of Schrodinger’s Cat?”

I blinked. “What?”

“Existing in a state of superposition until someone opens the box? In a way it’s two cats, one alive the other dead?”

“Yes?”

“I’m the only physical time traveler I’m aware of, and I’d have noticed anyone else. But I’m Schrodinger’s Cat. My breakthrough created two of me, in an ongoing state of superposition. His ‘privileged present’ is a microsecond behind mine. It’s all very quantum.”

“You’re saying that he’s not you, he’s your evil twin?”

“No, he’s me, too. Just the me that came from a different choice.”

“How is that possible? He blows people up! Or you do!”

“We’re connected because we’re the same person. Just bisected temporally. I always know when he’s close in time, operating in the present, and he can feel me too. If one of us dies our states will become too divergent, the superposition will collapse, and I’m pretty sure we’ll both be dead. Do you remember what I told you about my trip to the future? The totalitarian future I set out to change?”

“Yes.”

“That was a lie. I’ve been much further. The farthest we traveled together was 2102, and the farthest I’ve been able to travel since has been around 2150. After that the probabilities expand too far for any one future to be sufficiently ‘likely’ for me to lock onto—it took me years of practice to be able to get that far, and its variants are where most of my gadgets come from.”

“This isn’t helping.”

He talked faster.

“We both saw the future, and we saw a good one—by the end of the twenty-first century the world is a pretty amazing place. But we studied the future history too. The human race goes through a lot of pain getting there, and we thought we saw ways we could make it easier. Introduce future technology earlier, alert politicians to the kind of diplomatic errors that led to megadeath events like WWII, I’m sure you can see what I mean.

“Have you ever had an argument with someone where you could have gone either way, and you went the way you did because the other guy argued against it? I argued for gradual mitigation. He argued for direct intervention. We fought, and went our separate ways.

“Artemis’ electrolasers? The freeze foam you just used? Spinoffs of patents I mined from the future. In some areas—especially medical science—technology is now ten years ahead of where it would have been, and the divergence is accelerating.

“But then why—”

“Because the future shifted radically. While I’d been exploring the far future he’d been exploiting next year, making long-shot investments he knew would pay out quick to build up millions. He used his wealth to assemble an organization, used blackmail from scandals that would have come out in the future to gain influence. He redirected the evolution of politics in this country till he’d got us on track for the possible future police state he was working toward. The story about the first bombing? My first attempt to track him from one of his direct interventions.”

“Why does he want a police state?”

“Because he doesn’t want the next few decades to hurt as much. And if he gets his way they won’t. But it won’t be a free future.”

He looked sad.

“Since our split, both of us have grown more extreme in the lengths we’ll go to in order to achieve our particular goals for humanity. I created the Teatime Anarchist in my first bid to ‘take back the future’ and he subverted the symbol. I knew the first time he used a bomb in my name that he’d gone too far to turn back, no matter the cost. So I’ve been mining the future and planning the end game I described to you. This has to stop.”

He held the picture out to me. “Sorry about the riot.”

I took it. “What was he trying to accomplish?”

“By shutting down the gangs, you made a strong statement for local enforcement and did a lot to weaken the supervillain subculture. You helped people—voters especially—sleep easier.  He tried to change that by engineering the riot to undo your victory.  Scared people are more likely to embrace extreme measures.”

Now he smiled. “But you brought Artemis aboard, and she discovered the critical evidence needed to put the conspiracy together. Tracking down Psijack and re-arresting most of Chicago’s current crop of supervillains, you reversed his win. You saved the day.”

“That’s not why I—is that what you meant about my standing in the way of his plans for the future?”

“No. At least not specifically. Let’s say that you’re a catalyst for changes, some much bigger than this. Since Christmas was two days ago I assume you and Atlas have grown closer?”

I blushed hotly. “How—oh. Future history?”

He nodded. “Atlas has been burning out. It happens to policemen who spend their career in a rough precinct; the abrasion the soul takes from dealing with bad people, the little compromises year after year. Before the change that brought you as Astra into the timeline he was becoming more and more ruthless. It wasn’t going to end well.”

 “I—you’re saying I…”

“Re-inspired him, I suppose. Became the voice of his earlier idealism. There is no certainty to this, but you’ve changed his path wherever it may lead in the future.”

“Because of Christmas?”

“No, because of the fight you had in October. And Christmas. And later. A man must be worthy of the woman he loves, after all. His autobiography is fascinating.”

“I don’t want to know!”

But I did. Badly. What would Christmas lead to? The Anarchist could tell me, or at least he could tell me what would likely happen. Just thinking about what I wanted to happen made me flush to my toes. But I’d been distracted, and the time had come for part two.

He paled when I picked up my cell phone.

“I’m not calling to take you in,” I said. “But I was wrong before to simply trust you—I don’t have the right to trust you without some kind of proof.”

I pointed the phone at him. “So here’s what we’re going to do. I’m going to make a call on speaker. You are going to keep quiet while I talk. Then I’m going to ask you three questions, which you will answer yes or no. Got it?”

He nodded, watching me carefully.

I hit speed dial and got two rings, then a calm, even voice.

“Hello?” He’d been waiting for my call.

“Good evening, Veritas, and thank you for agreeing to this.”

“I’m happy to be of service.”

“Okay then, I’m here with my guest. Are you ready?”

A dry laugh. “Of course. You may proceed.”

I took a breath and stepped close, holding the phone up so Veritas could hear us on the speaker setting.”

Are you responsible for any of the bombings claimed by the Teatime Anarchist?”

He looked at the phone in my hand, then focused on me.

“No.”

“Are you responsible for the Freakzone Riot?”

“No.”

“Is everything else you told me tonight true?”

“Yes.”

“Veritas?”

“All three statements are true. Am I ever going to hear what this is about?”

“Probably not. I’m sorry.”

“As I warned you before, I will have to file a report of this interview. You are confident that this will create no troubles for you down the road?”

“Since I just interviewed an innocent man, I don’t see how it could.”

He laughed again. “A point. Until next time, then.”

“Thank you. And happy New Year.”

“The same.” He hung up.

The Anarchist shook his head.

“Veritas?”

“The man who sees all lies.” I shut the phone and sighed, relieved beyond words. “I won’t apologize for tricking you. I wanted to trust you but I couldn’t. Not with people dying.”

He considered me for another moment, and nodded. He even smiled a little.

“I understand. But I think it’s time for me to go. You can always place another personal.”

“Yes, but will you come?”

The smile widened. “Oh yes.”

The freeze foam ruined the carpet.











Chapter Thirty Three

Natural disasters are the place where Atlas-types really shine. Not in prevention; this isn’t the comics and we can’t stop forest fires, tidal waves, and tornadoes with our breath like Superman. But getting in fast when speed and strength counts means victims saved. For someone like me there’s no personal danger involved—I’m tougher than anything nature can dish out—but it’s still the hardest part of my job. No matter how fast we respond, we can’t save everybody.



Astra, Notes from a Life





“All Sentinels to the Assembly Room! All Sentinels to the Assembly Room!”

The raw urgency of the call lifted me out of my chair, Artemis right behind me.  I’d  hoped staying away until New Year’s would give me enough time to calm down and regain some cool on the subject of a certain beloved man, but Artemis had taken one look at me New Year’s morning and delivered her promised “I told you so.”  The call caught us over one of her creations.

We beat everyone but Atlas.  He gave me a look that lasted less than a second on his otherwise frozen face as he continued to listen to his earbug. The rest piled in behind us, Rush, ironically, the last to arrive.

He waited till we were all at the table to speak.

“Five minutes ago an earthquake hit southern California, and it’s the Big One folks. Reports are still coming in and FEMA is activating all superhuman reserve assets as they get clearance from the state governors, but we’re moving now. Nimbus, you’re reporting to the Hollywood Knights since you can be there in seconds. Get coordinates from the City Room and go find Rook—he’ll plug you into their response plan. Go.”

Nimbus nodded and flashed away.

“The rest of you grab your mission kits; they’re prepping our jet at O’Hare. The CAI Disaster List and reserve Sentinels will be right behind us. Five minutes, people. Go.”

We got. Five minutes later we met at the roof bay and those of us who could fly carried those who couldn’t. Artemis wore her daysuit, but she couldn’t safely turn to mist in daylight.

We don’t have a team jet, despite what the TV series says. We operate out of Chicago much, so instead we contract with a private jet company; they get a nice fee to make sure that one of the jets in their fleet is always available, able to be stocked and fueled in minutes. Ten minutes after arriving at O’Hare we were wheels-up and headed for LA.

But Atlas and I arrived far ahead of the jet.

I’ve been clocked at 640 miles per hour, but as Dr. Beth had said, humans aren’t naturally streamlined for aerodynamics, At that speed I spend a lot of my energy just fighting the air. Atlas wanted us there faster, so he took us up above 15,000 feet where the air was thin.

“Here’s what we’re going to do,” he said. “You can’t go much faster than the jet, but we need to be there now. So you’re going to hang onto me.”

He pointed at his ankles. “Grab on and aim like you’re doing target practice.”

I did, and felt my arms try to come off at the shoulders as we broke the sound barrier. The Prandtl-Glauer singularity, the compressed sphere of cloud vapor that rode the shockwave of our passage, wrapped around us as we flew. I could only hold on—if I lost my grip and slipped out of the zone Atlas’ speed created I’d tumble out of the sky, smacked by unbroken air at more than twice the velocity I could deal with. Later I learned we broke mach two.

Even then it took us an hour to reach LA. Dispatch streamed an info-dump over my earbug on the way; seismic stations were reporting in so we had a sketch of the unfolding disaster.

California sat on the San Andreas Fault, a major fault line in the Pacific’s Ring of Fire, and Californians often joked about the coming Big One. Well, it came. Horribly worse, it hadn’t just come, it had been triggered. The slip in the fault had been kicked off by an “imposed shock-event.” Fancy talk for someone did this. Their best guess was a beyond- A-class terrakinetic.

Dispatch relayed the timeline of the event with clinical detachment as we flew.

At 6:23 am Pacific Time seismic stations caught the “earth-shock,” followed by the first rupture in the fault near Bombay Beach, north of the Salton Sea. The rupture traveled north along the fault at two miles per second, past LA and Lancaster, nearly reaching Bakersfield. The quake peaked at 9.0 on the Richter Scale—an order of magnitude stronger than anything California had been expecting or planning for, and the released tectonic tension snapping along the fault slid the ground on both sides more than a hundred feet.

Dispatch put it into perspective. The earthquake that leveled and burned most of San Francisco in 1906 weighed in at 8.0. It pounded the City By The Bay with 1,000 megatons, one gigaton, of ground-shaking force. (The largest nuclear bomb ever tested delivered about 50 megatons, so imagine firing off 20 of those firecrackers underground.) This one released 32 gigatons of force, thirty-two times more force than the San Francisco Earthquake.  California is full of fault lines, and the rupture of the San Andreas Fault triggered quakes the length of the state and as far inland as Las Vegas; fortunately, the secondary quakes didn’t rise above the level of cracking pavement and breaking windows. San Francisco came through almost undamaged.

As we flew, Dispatch sorted and passed damage reported by the nationwide response system. The high amplitude ground waves radiating out from the fault had flattened Palm Springs; the walls of the Coachella Valley, directing the waves, turned its sediment basin into bouncing jello and hardly a building remained standing. San Diego, San Bernardino, Anaheim, LA, and other cities built on sedimentary plains got pounded nearly as hard. Earthquake preparedness is a big thing in California, and its buildings, bridges, and roads had been designed to take a lot, but they hadn’t been designed to take this.

To make the situation worse, the San Andreas Fault was a strike-slip fault; the 100 feet or so of lateral slippage created a disaster in itself, severing interstate freeways 10, 15, and 5 along with the Pacific Rail lines. It cut water conveyance tunnels, pipes, aqueducts, power transmission towers, even telecommunications cables. Water, power, transportation, the lifeblood of cities, no longer flowed.

And the broken cities burned.

An old college buddy of Dad’s teaches at USD and just about every spring we escape to sunny San Diego, so I’d visited the land of palm trees, backyard pools, and endless beaches. Paradise on Earth.

Flying into LA, it looked more like Paradise Lost.

We went subsonic on LA’s outskirts. Falling buildings had reduced downtown LA to rubble. Beneath winter storm-clouds, fires burned in its shattered core and smoke climbed out of a cloud of dust that covered everything for miles in the chill morning light. It was the Ashland overpass taken to the next level of awfulness. 

The one piece of good fortune in the disaster was its timing; on New Year’s morning the 200,000 commuters that normally drove into LA to work mostly stayed home with their families. But lots of high-rise apartments hadn’t made it through the quake, and aftershocks threatened the surviving towers. Fallen overpasses, burst pipes, fractured pavement, and downed power lines blocked the roads.

We’d have been at a loss where to begin, but FEMA’s Urban Search and Rescue Division directed us through Dispatch to the LA Children’s Hospital on Sunset and Hollywood. Its taller wing had come down along with parts of the medical centers next to it, and emergency workers reported fire.

Landing by the fallen building, we found a hydrokinetic villain who frantically introduced himself as Riptide. Around him water condensed from nothing into twin spouts that cascaded through the wreckage in waves. As hospital workers and volunteers cleared around him, he fought to smother the fire without drowning anyone trapped beneath it, keeping it away from the 40-bed Newborn and Infant Critical Care unit.

Already there, Nimbus directed the work, searching out buried pockets of survivors, her photonic form able to go anywhere light could penetrate. Atlas and I followed her in using our own enhanced senses, pushing aside fallen walls and twisted framework, opening crawlspaces and digging into the ruin under her direction.

We dug for hours in the haze. Dust settled into everything, caked everything, turned into mud. The workers around me hacked and spat black gobs, wrapping their faces in damp bandage-gauze to keep from choking on it as we dug. Each body we found was a tragedy deferred till later, each living victim we recovered a win very briefly celebrated. No one worked harder than Atlas, clearing rubble through aftershocks that buried us more than once.

The rest of the team came in a couple hours behind us, and Chakra used her psychic powers to locate pockets even Nimbus couldn’t find. Blackstone teleported down to them whenever we found room. Artemis, down in the dark, misted through the rubble and brought the smallest children back with her to the edge of daylight. Ajax joined in the digging, and Rush and Quin turned out to be licensed EMTs. We combed the wreckage till nightfall, doing days worth of search and rescue work in hours.

Dead or alive, we took them to the emergency camp set up in nearby Barnsdall Park where surviving staff did what they could for the injured with scavenged supplies. We laid the dead in rows, wrapping them with cut garbage bags. Atlas’ face was stone, and the part of my mind not occupied with the tasks of the moment filled with the prayer from that Monday in Chicago.

God, look after your newest angels. Be with the ones who morn them now.

It became my litany for grief.











Chapter Thirty Four

If the advent of superhumans has hugely increased the power of non-government groups to make war, it has also significantly impacted humanity’s ability to respond to disaster. In the California Earthquake, nearly 300 emergency-capable superhumans reached the stricken cities of Southern California in the first day. In contrast it took the US Marines three days to begin significant operations, centered around the emergency base that became Fort Whittier. It took five days for the USS Nimitz and its carrier fleet to reach LA Harbor. Superhumans have become the first-responders in cases of natural disaster.



Dr. Benjamin Svengal, World Health Organization Report





The storm finally broke that evening, washing away the dust as we worked through the night and into the next day. More CAI superhumans with emergency-appropriate powers arrived in the morning, and I found myself directing a put-up team of CAIs from all over the country. Riptide had come to the hospital New Year’s morning to see his nephew (who’d come through without a scratch), and he became the assigned waterman for our zone as soon as the disaster coordinators learned about him. Once he wasn’t needed for fires anymore, he purified and stored thousands of gallons of runoff in hours.

“My peeps can look after themselves, you know?” he said when I asked him about it. “My sister got trapped at Mom’s in San Diego. I’m going to stick around in case Carlos needs me, and I might as well pitch in if I’m here.”

He seemed almost embarrassed. With his shiny tattooed head, mustache, soul patch, and the blue t-shirt with a spray-painted Pisces symbol that he wore under a long canvas coat, he looked like what he was: a supervillain gangbanger. But he worked as hard as anybody and we needed him.

I half-expected to see Dad assigned to our scratch-built Search and Rescue teams, but because of his experience FEMA assigned him to work with Mr. Ludlow—recently out of rehab—and other members of The Crew. They got to work clearing roads and replacing fallen bridges and overpasses with temporary patches as soon as they landed.

Taking Dad’s advice, I categorized the capes on my team as cutters, lifters, and seekers, amazed at what powers were useful. One woman, Entropy, sped up the decay of inorganic compounds; we used her to weaken fallen wall sections so volunteer diggers could easily break them up. Vector, a gravity controller, lowered the local gravity so they could lift huge chunks away as easily as I could.

At sunset on day two we stood down and they directed our teams to a nearby Motel 6 they’d commandeered as a rest-center for out-of-town heroes like us. We were filthy and had no running water, but Riptide joined us, pulling water from the air to fill all the containers we could find so at least we got to rinse and wipe down. A neighboring supermarket opened its aisles for us.

Atlas and I flew to the airport and brought back our field gear pallets, which included a satellite uplink. We turned on the news to learn that the governor of California had asked for all possible help within minutes of the quake, President Touches Clouds had declared a national state of emergency, FEMA was on the move, and hundreds of superhumans from around the US were converging on California if not already here.

I’d been focused on our part of the crisis, but now all I could do was stare helplessly at the pictures of devastation. LA and San Diego looked like they’d been carpet-bombed—in some places no building taller than five stories stayed standing. Commentators estimated the official death-toll as thirty thousand and rising. And the shattered state faced a humanitarian crisis.

There are four parts to emergency management: mitigation, preparedness, response, and recovery. In the case of an earthquake, mitigation includes things like structural requirements for building and road safety—lack of mitigation engineering is the biggest reason why earthquakes in third-world countries kill far more people. The California State Government had planned for a major one for years now, but all their mitigation planning had been assuming an 8.2 strength quake, 4 gigatons tops. A 9.0 was far stronger than anybody had considered using as a reasonable risk factor, so lots of buildings that should have ridden it out, didn’t. Bridges hadn’t been built or strengthened to take it. Only the day and time had kept the immediate death-toll from skyrocketing into six digits.

Preparedness failed for the same reason; the stockpiles of emergency supplies and the number of trained and equipped emergency specialists weren’t nearly up to handling a catastrophe this big. Southern California had become a rolling humanitarian disaster waiting to get bigger. 

Nobody had much to say so we headed for our rooms. Without a word, Atlas took my hand and led me into his. I started to protest when I realized what he’d done.

“Hush up,” he said, stripping the dust-laden cover off the bed and pushing me down to sit on the edge while he pulled off my boots. “This is hardly the place and certainly not the time for anything, but you’re not going to want to be alone tonight. Trust me.”

Tired as I was, I simply nodded and removed my gloves, belt, mask, and wig, and ran my fingers through my relatively clean hair. He reached up and detached my cape, then pushed me down to stretch out and spooned in behind me.

I wondered if I was his teddy bear tonight, but I was out before he stopped moving.





Sometime in the night I dreamed of rows of trash-bag covered children and jerked awake, nearly paralyzed by a horrible realization. There was only one way the quake could have come without warning. Holding tight to the arm around me I forced myself to stop shaking, willing myself to breathe normally.

If the Anarchist had known it was coming he would have warned someone or stopped the person responsible. I had to believe that. If the quake really was caused by an unbelievably powerful terrakinetic then it would have been easy for him to spot it from the future, to prevent it from ever happening. So his twin must have intervened. Made it happen when it hadn’t happened before. I wanted to be sick.

I even understood why DA had done it—the Anarchist had said his nemesis was losing the political fight, that he didn’t have enough popular support for the kind of regulations and control he needed to build.

But not anymore, not after this.

After this people would be scared, angry, vengeful. How could any amount of good deeds make up for thousands dead? And politicians calling for registration, monitoring, restrictions, would seem so reasonable. That it made sense if someone was willing to kill thousands simply made it more horrible. All those little bodies.

I realized I was silently crying when Atlas’ arm tightened.

“Are you alright?” he whispered. When I shook my head he turned me about so the spooning became a mutual embrace. He held me together, kept me from flying into a million pieces, and I squeezed my eyes shut, burrowing in as his human warmth drew me out of myself. When I finally relaxed he adjusted us so I was comfortable, his breath stirring my hair.

“Go to sleep,” he whispered, and I nodded. I had work in front of me, but when we got home I would place another ad. The Anarchist was right; it had to stop. There had to be something more I could do.

In Atlas’ arms, my new resolution was enough to take me back to sleep.











Chapter Thirty Five

In any large-scale disaster, the majority of fatalities often happen after the initial killing event. Tsunamis, typhoons, and earthquakes, especially, can completely disrupt the systems which sustain populations. Homes only keep enough food to last a few days, local stores can be stripped as quickly, and if power—therefore refrigeration—is lost, the local food supply shrinks immediately. In these situations the first priority, once immediate rescue efforts are largely complete, is to restore these systems as rapidly as possible.



Emergency Response, Systems and Procedures, 2004.





With the death-toll reaching 38,000 by day three, naturally the trauma of the quake created more breakthroughs. Most got to work wherever they could pitch in, but not all of the new breakthroughs wanted to help.

One of them tried to kill me.

Dispatch had switched Atlas and me to flying pallets of food, water, and fuel to the new camps and distribution centers springing up everywhere, and the jet of superheated plasma caught me on our eighth supply run from Whittier Base. I screamed as my supposedly fire-resistant uniform went up in flames. Touched by the stream of disassociated ions, the fuel pallet I carried over my head exploded, throwing me down. I cratered the residential street, pieces of burning pallet raining down around me.

Stunned, I lifted my head and saw the shooter.

His rage-contorted face glowed and waves of plasma rolled off him, making him look like a devil sprung from the Pit, and I got only as far as my knees before his next shot tumbled me down the street. His third shot blew me into someone’s home where the street turned and I ran out of pavement. I heard Atlas shouting, felt the fire on every inch of my skin.

What did I do to him?

His anger felt personal, and I dazedly thought that if only I could talk to him, he would stop. Instead I ran. Not far—just through the house and into the back yard, where I found the feature I prayed for: a family pool, the great California accessory. Thank you God, it had been covered for the winter but not drained. I went through the cover like it was tissue.

Surfacing, I finally paid attention to the yelling in my earbug, miraculously intact under my scorched mask. “Astra! Dammit, are you alright!”

I inhaled with lungs that felt fragile.

“I’m here! I mean—” Deeper breath. “I’m okay, I think.”

The burning dimmed, became ignorable, and I lifted myself out of the pool and flew over the house. In the street, I found Atlas had dropped his own pallet somewhere to directly engage my attacker. He grappled the burning man, standing inside his glowing and pulsating corona. His hands around his neck, he choked him at arm’s length.

As I landed beside them, stumbling, the shooter slumped and his plasma sheath disappeared. Atlas dropped him on the charred grass. Just like that, it was over.





The infirmary at Restormel proved every bit as good as the Dome’s, with its own resident doctor of superhuman medicine. I wondered just how much the Hollywood Knights really used her skills. Dr. Carlson helped me peel out of my burned costume—parts were melted to my skin—and checked me over inch by inch, even sticking a camera down my throat between cups of ick. It’ll help restore you, she said.

I was too shell-shocked for my iatrophobia to even twinge.

She ran a gloved finger over the dark red patch just to the right of my belly button.

“How does that feel?”

I twitched, inhaling.

“Like a bad sunburn. It hurt worse a few minutes ago.”

“Your nerves are returning to their normal sensitivity. You can feel intense heat, but burning attacks need to work very hard to actually raise your body’s temperature—even at the skin. If your attacker had had more time, well, it could have been bad.”

She snapped the gloves off.

“As it is, your skin, throat, and lungs got baked a bit but you’re recuperative powers are already taking care of it. By tomorrow you should be fine.” She handed me a blue cotton jumpsuit (I’d come to realize the jumpsuit was standard hero-wear for capes who trashed their outfits). I gingerly pulled it on and rolled up the legs and sleeves while she dictated into a recorder. “Send your man in,” she said when I finished dressing.

I stepped out into the hall to find Atlas waiting. He looked me over, the stiffness going out of him.

“Are you alright?”

I nodded, a lump rising in my raw throat.

“She said it’s your turn.”

I jerked my head at the door, not looking at him.

The plasma-user had turned up the heat when Atlas grabbed him, and it showed. Atlas didn’t wear gloves, but the sleeves of his leather jumpsuit were burned away and his hands glistened bright red. So did his face. He’d actually taken more hot plasma than I had, but he refused to be treated first. I held the door so he wouldn’t have to touch it, and he went through it with a last look at me. Once the door closed I put my back to the wall and slid down it. Sitting on my heels, I rested my forehead on my knees and concentrated on not losing it.

I’d almost died. If I’d been alone I might have.

Rook had dropped what he’d been doing and scrambled with a wagon and a police unit as soon as we called the incident in (he flew them in himself). Waiting for them, keeping a careful watch on plasma-guy, we’d talked to a couple of neighbors. And to his hysterical domestic partner.

Plasma-guy wasn’t a villain. He was Bryce Walters, a divorced chemical engineer. He’d been given full custody of his son, Bryce Junior, but the boy had been at his mom’s for the Christmas season, in Anaheim. He’d allowed him to stay over for New Years. Bryce’s mom lived in a high-rise.

I wiped my eyes. Cell-service restored, a state emergency worker had called this morning to tell Bryce his son was dead. His partner, Toni, said he’d listened to the message, repeated it to her, then stopped talking. Stopped doing anything until, hours later, he looked out the bay windows and saw us flying overhead. Then he exploded, literally as well as verbally. I’d seen the melted hole in their front windows, the scorched footprints across their lawn to the street.

The guy was a vegetarian, a pacifist, a member of Greenpeace. And the sight of superhumans, swanning across the sky, while his son was dead in an earthquake one of them had caused, triggered his rage-fueled breakthrough. He’d shot me down, tried to kill me, because I’d been closest.

Bryce woke up before Rook arrived with restraints, but Atlas simply put his foot down—literally. He’d calmly informed Mr. Walters that, if he tried to get up, or ignited again, he would put his boot through his neck. The threat hadn’t been needed; Bryce was a beaten man. He hadn’t said a word, hadn’t even looked at Toni when Rook arrived and they sedated him, locked him in restraints, and took him away. Rook said they’d take him to the Block, California’s superhuman lockup, for processing and detainment until trial. I wished he could just go home.

I want to go home.

By the time Dr. Carlson finished with Atlas I was back upright and steady, even smiling for their benefit. She called me back in, handed him a big tube of something, and waved us on our way; a waiting room full of normal patients waited for her and she’d put them on hold to check us out so we could go back to work.

Fortunately for us, our away-gear always included spare costumes; Rush brought them to us at Restormel. The tube contained a gel for us to slather on after showering, which we did before changing (it smelled like peach, and I smiled inside at the thought of a fruity-smelling Atlas). I felt naked without my mask and intensely grateful to be back in costume. I also felt horribly exposed up in the air, but we got back on the job. The whole episode took little more than an hour. And it changed everything.











Chapter Thirty Six

With great power comes great responsibility.


Stan Lee, Marvel Comics



With great power comes great perks.


Seven, the Hollywood Knights





On day four, Dispatch stood us down for a half-day. The restored and expanded runways at LAX airport and the new ones at Whittier Base, just south of downtown LA, were landing megatons of food and supplies every hour. The reopened freeways brought in convoys of stuffed trucks sent by Deseret Industries, the Salvation Army, and other non-government organizations too far back in the airlift queue. Rescue work had slowed as the trapped had been dug out, and the camps were now well organized. So Seven called to invite us all to dinner. After three days of meal bars and canned food, we welcomed the invitation.

Restormel had weathered the quake easily, and with the mobile military hospitals now up and running it was no longer an emergency center. A tall, white, circular building faced with stone and suggesting a medieval keep, it stood watch over LA from a perch in the Hollywood Hills. With its own power generators, it shone like a beacon against the darkened neighborhoods surrounding it.

Landing on the crenellated roof, we found Seven waiting for us by the flag poles. Seeing his tie and dinner jacket made me glad I’d worn my skirted costume. He gave me a smile.

“Glad you guys could make it,” he greeted us. “Right this way.”

He led us through the roof gardens (kept by Ceres) and down the outside stairs to the lower penthouse deck. The Knights’ meeting room filled half the penthouse level, huge windows giving a panoramic view of the city. Tall hedgerow dining chairs had replaced normal conference chairs around their huge Round Table, and goldware table settings gleamed under an amazing crystal chandelier. The whole team waited for us, uniforms spotless and pressed, as impressive as the room.

“Attention, Knights,” Rook said as we entered. His team quieted, turning to face us, and he lifted his glass. “I give you the Sentinels, long may they stand ready.” The others lifted glasses kept ready at hand, repeating the toast.

“That’s hardly fair when we’re not armed yet,” Atlas said.

“You can fire a return volley later. Let’s eat.” He led the way to the table, where I saw that place cards had been set out for us.

They seated me between Seven and Maui as the servers—two guards in security uniforms—brought out the first dish: a flavorful cream of mushroom. An identically uniformed sommelier (who looked suspiciously like Willis) poured the wine. Sparkling grape juice for me. The formal welcome and setup put me in mind of an officer’s mess, reminding me that Rook was former Army and that, like the Sentinels, the Hollywood Knights were state militia members. Atlas sat across from me, between Ceres and Fire Lily.

Seven formally introduced me to Maui, a dark skinned, hawk-featured man with short black hair and swirling tattoos covering the right side of his face. The patterns of his layered green and black spandex bodysuit echoed his tattoos, and he wore a hook-shaped bone carving at his throat under his open collar. Even in our colorful crowd he looked exotic.

Turning to talk to Artemis on his own left, Seven let Maui carry the soup-course conversation. I promptly asked him why he’d named himself after an island.

“The island is named for me,” he corrected me.  “Or rather for my patron. Many Maori believe that superhumans are awakened gods, wairua. Because I can shapeshift, can even take on and put off new powers as needed, back in New Zealand they called me Maui after one of the gods of our old creation myths. Me, I’m a Mormon, but I accept the name as an honor and a warning.”

“A warning?”

He nodded.

“Maui wrestled with the sun to make the day longer. He made the north and south islands of New Zealand. He brought fire to man. And he died trying to bring us immortality. A good object lesson, don’t you think?”

“Ouch.”

He chuckled at my exaggerated wince and we shared smiles, having succeeded at being mutually charming.

“So, what kind of shapeshifter are you?” I asked.

“Any kind.” He leaned in. “Want to see a trick?”

When I cautiously nodded the tattoos on his face flowed from right to left, then ran down his neck to disappear under his bodysuit collar. He winked at my surprised laugh. After that we talked about hometowns. I told him about Chicago and he told me about Auckland.

On social autopilot, I had time to think and look around, and I smiled to myself; all nine of the Hollywood Knights were what could only be called Beautiful People. All of them had the kinds of bodies only good genes and personal trainers could make, and faces cosmetic dermatologists (in some cases plastic surgeons) had lavished their skills on. With the GQ-dressing exception of Seven, their costumes were designed by the Andrews of the west coast. I felt flattered Rook had even hinted that I could fit in with this team, even if he’d done it to needle Atlas.

Who sat across the table, entertaining and being enthusiastically entertained by both his beautiful partners.

The servers replaced the soup with a macrobiotic salad dressed with a raisins, walnuts, and a wonderful honeyed dressing. They thoughtfully provided varieties of sorbets and flavored ices for Artemis. I switched conversation partners so Maui could talk to Chakra.

“How are you feeling?” Seven asked.

“Overwhelmed.” I looked at my plate. “I know everything here is just really well prepared stock or came from your pantry, and nobody’s starving yet, but it feels like we’re eating dinner on the Titanic. Or fiddling while Rome burns.”

Standing behind me, ‘Willis’ cleared his throat. “Wine, ma’am? It’s Italian.”

I choked. “Rat,” I whispered while Seven snorted into his napkin.

“Union rules,” he said once he could speak again. “Seriously. Even in emergency situations we can only work so many hours before being required to break.”

“You’re kidding.”

“I wish. But we deal with more big disasters than you do. We’re busy every fire season keeping half the state from going up in flames, and we’re one of the first-response teams for any ocean-related disasters around the Pacific Rim. So unless the peril is mortal we’re required to do downtime. I’ll pass your compliments to our chef—he’s used to working with anything in the field, so tonight is nothing.”

I sighed, but our local coordinators had required us to take the evening off, too. Otherwise we ‘d be scab labor, I supposed, so I couldn’t argue. Still, it felt very wrong somehow.

“But what I meant,” Seven clarified, “was how are you feeling after yesterday.”

“Oh. Good as new, really.” None of the other Knights had been here when we’d come in to be treated yesterday, but obviously Rook filled them in. I faked a smile, playing with my salad. “It’s like a five-day old sunburn: only a memory. What’s going to happen to Mr. Walters?”

He studied me.

“They’ve rated Mr. Walters a class-A energy projector. Since you can’t disarm a superhuman, that means they’ll keep him in the Box until they’re confident he won’t try and randomly fry anyone else or they can suppress or counter his power. His lawyer will probably try and plead temporary insanity at trial, but that doesn’t fly well when you’re permanently armed and dangerous. It might be true, but it’s beside the point. The best he’ll probably get is a guilty plea on attempted murder and seven to fifteen.”

“Oh,” I repeated. “Is there any way—I mean…”

“Astra, he tried to kill you.”

I shrugged helplessly, sipping my grape juice to loosen my throat.

“He’s not a supervillain.”

“He wasn’t two days ago,” Seven gently disagreed. “Who knows what he is now?”

He kept studying me, and I looked away. This Seven had been invisible at the convention.

“I read your public file when I got back, and I’ve kept up,” he said quietly. “Breakthrough in a bombing with fatalities, just last fall. You’ve been in four fights before yesterday’s—if you call an ambush a fight. And this.” He waived at the city outside the windows. “You’ve seen more serious action in three months than we saw all last year. Are you holding up?”

I looked down at my salad. “This dressing is amazing. Honestly? Sometimes it’s horrible. And sometimes it’s just too woogy for words. Like yesterday.”

“How do you deal with it?”

“I don’t know.” I gave him a smile. “I just do. Sometimes I don’t. But I’m lucky; I’ve got family and friends behind me. It’s… scary sometimes, but what else could I be doing with it? How about you?”

He shrugged. “We train for it, but the Hollywood Knights is less of a fighting team than the Sentinels—we’re one of the best emergency response teams around, but we spend most of our time making movies and doing appearances.”

“What? You don’t fight a new master-villain every year? I suppose you’ve never been seduced by the slinky lady villain either? And turned her in a double-play?”

Now he laughed. “Witch. You just described half of our movies.”

I kept the alternating conversations light through the main and dessert courses. Atlas did manage to get in a toast to our hosts. Watching Fire Lily in her red-flamed leather corset make a play for him, I realized something and got a glow that wasn’t from the wine I hadn’t drunk: I trusted him. Something loosened inside at the thought. I knew how I felt, and, as inexplicable as his attraction to me was—and from Christmas to New Year’s I’d wondered, agonized over, how much of it was simple protectiveness—the careful way he’d treated me, then and now in LA, told me everything I needed to know. I knew what I wanted now.

Seven watched me watch Atlas, and I blushed when he raised an eyebrow and his glass in a silent toast of his own.

“Timing is everything,” he said with a grin, making me blush hotter. “And I’m not always lucky.”

We made an early night of it, returning to the hotel to get some rest before going back on the job. For the second night in a row I dreamed of burning and falling, woke up to find Atlas’ arms around me, and went back to sleep.
















PART EIGHT

Chapter Thirty Seven

Come to me in my dreams, and then
By day I shall be well again!
For then the night will more than pay
The hopeless longing of the day.


Matthew Arnold





Loaded trucks filled the cleared and reconnected roadways, but we kept busy flying power generators and atmospheric water generators to the camps, as well as food pallets and other heavy equipment that would seriously slow traffic if hauled on wheels. It would be weeks before most places regained full power and water.

On the afternoon of day seven they stood us down again. Not that there wasn’t a lot left to do, but after a week on far too few hours of sleep, recovery coordinators ordered our whole team to take two full days. But we’d done it; between the efforts of superhuman responders from all the states—from around the world, even—and the material and labor poured into California by the federal and state governments and private institutions, we’d beat the disaster curve. The tragedy wouldn’t escalate.

Blackstone and Chakra promptly disappeared together. Nimbus left to attend a performance of the Strasbourg Philharmonic Orchestra (yes, in Strasbourg). Quin said something about hitting Las Vegas with Rush, Artemis went to bed to rest up for a night out, and Ajax buried himself in his room to call family and work on a paper. I noticed that none of them asked Atlas or me what we were planning.

Left alone in the Motel 6 lobby, he pulled me into a hug, arms under my cape so I wouldn’t just slide out. I sighed against him, floated up a bit so he didn’t have to stoop, and planted a long kiss. He didn’t resist, and pulling back I put my hands against his chest and looked up at his sweet, tired face.

“John—” I squeaked. I swallowed and tried again. “John, how serious were you when you said I could have it all?”

He smiled.

“Well, it’s rushing the gate to follow the first kiss with a marriage proposal, but where I come from if a man’s sweet on a woman and she’s sweet on him they don’t lollygag about.”

“Lollygag?” I laughed, light headed. Yes!

“One of those words us old-timers use. I reckon even if I have to wait I’ll get a few good years with you before general decrepitude sets in.”

“Stop that.” I slapped his leather-clad chest. “You’re twenty seven, not two hundred.” Winding my arms around his neck, I resumed kissing between words. “How do… you feel… about… a spring wedding?” His arms went tight, and he slid his hands up to grip my shoulders and pull me away, breaking the wonderful suction.

“Hope…”

“Don’t,” I said, keeping the smile on. “If you’re sure, I’m sure. If we’re sure, then soon. Very soon.”

He studied me for a long minute.

“Fair enough.” But he frowned. “I’m not mint condition. Tossed by my first, and since then—”

I put a hand to his mouth. “Stop. I know all about your fan club and I’ll bet Chakra could tell me a story.”

“And it’s not a problem?”

“It is,” I said honestly. “As you Texans say ‘done is done,’ but if you stray I’ll cry and cry and break your legs.”

“I love you too,” he said, pulling me close again. “But we’ve got time. Your family—”

“Will try and talk me out of marrying an older, non-Catholic divorcee,” I finished with a sigh. “Dad will try and kill you. Then Mom will want to plan the biggest wedding in Chicago history. I’ll have to out myself for it, but for you I’ll make the sacrifice.”

I leaned back so I could see his eyes.

“And we don’t have time,” I said. “Not really. I almost died.” He started to shake his head and I grabbed it in both hands, framing his face.

“You saved me. You’ll always be there to save me. But if—if—then they’ll bury Hope Chandler.”

His changeable blue eyes looked back at me and I held my breath. Then he laughed, and kissed me so hard my toes curled in my boots.

“I accept your proposal, ma’am. And for now, what would you say to three nights at my cabin? Strictly hands-off.”

I sighed, giddy with relief. “Not completely hands-off. But yes, please.”

That beautiful smile widened. “Done, then. Can you saddle up and meet me back here in one hour?”

I pulled myself up for another quick kiss, then ran for it.

My kit had one last fresh skirted costume. I washed thoroughly but fast, almost too giddy to function, before throwing it on and packing necessities for both of us. Then I stopped. I had nothing to wear for this. I don’t go crazy, but I like wearing nice things and all I had were my costumes. Atlas—John—certainly had a closet full of his own things at the cabin. I almost wept in frustration, then forced myself to think.

We were on Hollywood Boulevard. Sure it had been wrecked, but there hadn’t been any looting. My family had played tourist in LA a couple of times, and I remembered a Forever 21 in the Hollywood and Highland shopping center attached to the Chinese Theater.

It took me two minutes to reach the center, amazingly still standing though not open for business, and I persuaded a security guard to let me into its glass-strewn hallways. In the store I found an insanely dedicated manager who probably wasn’t supposed to be there, and promptly dumped my situation on her. A godsend, Kathy even got me into the Victoria Secret across the hall (run by her friend). Fifteen minutes of questions, suggestions, IOUs for her and VS, and an autograph later I headed back with filled bags. Getting back with a few minutes to spare, I finished packing and made it out front before Atlas returned. My hand in his, we took off, racing to beat the sunset.





Atlas’ “cabin” lay tucked in the Bear River Mountains in Utah, and we reached it well before nightfall. More a log mansion than a cabin, it sat surrounded by pine and aspen and covered in snow. Landing us at the steps to the wrap-around porch, John took my bag from me and swung me up in his arms. I laughed as he carried me through the door.

He set me on my feet in the entryway. The inside was all polished wood and wood furniture, Indian rugs and western art, with lights on and a fire already burning in the living room. Apparently the resourceful man had the whole place computerized.

“I keep a good pantry and freezer for sudden visits,” he said softly, not letting me go. “So I can whip us up some dinner in an hour. But first, say the words.”

“What?”

“I’ve said it, but you haven’t yet.”

I stared up at him. The man was right, I hadn’t. I said the words to my parents and sibs all the time, long distance if need be, but I’d never said them to the dear man patiently holding me. How had that happened?

I laughed, then tried to look serious.

“I love you.” It was so easy.

“Say it again.”

“I love you.”

“One more time.”

I wrapped my arms around his neck.

“I love you,” I whispered.

And he kissed me.

It took awhile for him to get to the kitchen.

Upstairs I unpacked quickly, then stripped down and showered again, pulled on my new underwear, and laid out the rest of the loot from my expedition. Brushing my hair back, I looked at myself in the mirror, tried to imagine what he saw, and sighed. He sure didn’t see an Atlas-Girl. I was too small, and though my muscle-tone helped my legs and butt, the best I could say for my chest was it wasn’t flat. At least I had a good face: wide forehead, big blue eyes, nice nose and good cheekbones, lips almost lush. Good skin. My severely bobbed hairstyle gave me a little more maturity than I would have had. I shook my head. Enough.

I sighed again and turned away to pull on new stretch-denim jeans and a white cashmere sweater. Casual pull-ons went on my feet, and then I went downstairs to discover that John hadn’t been kidding about dinner.

He’d microwave-thawed some steaks and stood grilling them over a fancy range, and I smelled baking potatoes. He looked absolutely ridiculous moving around the kitchen in his uniform—like a knight in shining armor playing golf. His eyes lit when he saw me, and the look in them made the tension inside me wind tighter.

“If you stay where I can see you dinner might not get done,” he said.

“No touchy then,” I said. “I’m hungry. What can I do to help?”

“Can you do the salad? I started some pasta and the other fixings are in the fridge and the cabinet on the left. I’ll get upstairs and change.”

I saluted and got to work and he came back down in a minute, dressed like the cowboy he was. Finding some extra-virgin olive oil, balsamic vinegar, and minced garlic, I mixed up a dressing and made up small bowls of sun-dried tomatoes and other ingredients to sprinkle on. A slate-topped work table over wood cabinets filled the kitchen’s center space, so we had to move around each other as we pulled everything together.

We finished and set the table in time to sit and watch an extravagant winter sunset through the cabin’s big bay windows. The deliciously done and seasoned steaks, flaky potatoes topped with butter, chives, and sour cream, and my modest pasta salad made a perfect meal. John brought out a full-bodied Napa Valley Cabernet to go with the food, and I sipped a little.

We sat at corners from each other and ate and watched the sun drop into purple mountains, a good thing because, delicious as it had all turned out, I found I couldn’t look at him and eat at the same time. Passing dishes and condiments brought our hands into proximity all through the meal, and we talked quietly about the mountains, what my family did for vacations, the ranch in Texas his parents and younger brother still worked, little things. The meal done, he had me sit on the couch in front of the fireplace while he put the dishes in the sink—I’d have insisted on helping, but by that point I was afraid of dropping anything I touched. Then he grabbed a horse-blanket, took my hand, and led me outside.

The elevated porch in back of the cabin held rough wood furniture with deep but weatherproof cushions. He pulled the weather-covers off and dropped onto the outdoor couch, patting the cushion beside him. When I self-consciously sat, he turned me so my back rested against his chest. Sighing, I tucked my legs up and snuggled in. He kissed the top of my head and whispered “Look.”

I did, and laughed. “You’re always giving me the stars.”

With the cabin’s outside lights off and no towns for miles, the stars twinkled in the winter night even more brightly than they did high over Chicago. The thoughtful man had even ordered a meteor shower, and I started wishing on every falling star I saw. Every wish was the same.

I don’t know when I fell asleep. We didn’t even need the blanket, really, since both of us could laugh at arctic temperatures. I woke up sometime deep in the night, and realized he’d stretched us out so his legs were up and I was using him as a mattress. Kissing him on impulse, I flushed when he chuckled, obviously wide awake. Thinking about our position, my flush got hotter.

“It doesn’t bother you?” I whispered. “Waiting till the wedding?”

The chuckle turned into a growl.

“I want to make love to you so bad I can’t stand it,” He said, but his arms tightened as I tried to sit up. “And I’m not the least bit tempted.” A kiss, and he pushed my hair out of my eyes. “Waiting is a small price for not pushing the woman I love into something she’ll regret.”

“Oh.” I touched my Saint Agnes medal, worn around my neck since I turned sixteen, and almost wondered if I’d really regret it. My suddenly racing heart told me I clearly found myself in what Father Nolan sternly called a proximate occasion of sin.

The chuckle returned, with more kisses. “Promise me you’re not considering it, or we’re getting off this couch right now.”

I hid my burning face in his neck.

“A little,” I giggled, “and no we don’t have to move. I’ll be good. Promise.”

He relaxed, obviously relieved not to have to go completely against nature and kick me out of our impromptu love-nest. I sighed, settling in and looking up at the stars.

“Can I ask you something?”

“If you must.” Laughter rumbled in his chest.

“So…” I whispered, “to misquote Shakespeare, ‘I pray thee now, when did you first suffer love for me?’”

He was quiet for a long moment, and then he kissed my hair.

“Honestly? When you threw up.”

“What?” I tried to sit up and his arm tightened again.

“Most capes,” he continued seriously, “go through months of training before they ever go out into the field and encounter a situation like you did that first day. And there you were, all prim and proper like we were at a society luncheon. You held it together for so long afterwards I’d begun to wonder if you had a single nerve in your body.”

He played with the ends of my hair, stroked my neck with the back of a hand, and I shivered.

“You only lost it once you were safe and nothing needed to be done. Even then you pulled it back together so fast… I thought you’d be useless for days. You look fragile, but you’re one of the strongest women I’ve ever met. I wanted to dry your eyes and kiss you senseless so bad my teeth hurt. And all I could do was pass you a water bottle.” A thumb moved over my cheek, wiping away the ghosts of tears.

“Oh,” I said stupidly. “I—oh.” My blush returned, turned into a rush of warmth.

“One of the strongest?” I asked to distract myself.

“Well, there’s my mother…  Oww!”

“Rat,” I laughed, bringing my fist down on his chest again.

He grabbed my wrist. “So you’re one of those girls, are you? Best I know now.” I sat up to swing with my free hand and he grabbed it too, pulling me back down.

“So be fair.” He whispered in my ear, making me shiver again. “How did you put it? ‘When did you first suffer love for me?’”

I wiggled in closer, ducking my head down.

“When I was ten,” I confessed against the shield of his chest.

Now it was his turn to be confused and I let it out with a rush.

“Shelly and I played superhero and dreamed about teamups, and I always said it was Volt or Burnout, but looking at your pictures made me feel…just, warm and safe. Volt went off to Hollywood and Burnout had his own band, but you were always up there, protecting us. I imagined being Mrs. Atlas.”

I finally dared to look up.

“When Shelly died I did a good job of forgetting about it. Until the ball. Then it came back bigger and all grown up. Superpooh wears your cape.”

“My God,” he groaned softly. Both arms went around me and, released, mine slid around his neck. It seemed to be where they belonged. The growl came back, a low, thrilling rumble in my ear.

“It’s time to shut up now,” he said. “Or we’re going to separate rooms.”

I laughed gaily, snuggling close, and fell asleep before he did.











Chapter Thirty Eight

In the aftermath of the Event the United States found itself putting out fires all around the world. The Caliphate, founded on the strength of superhuman fanatics and their followers, tried to annihilate Israel. China blew up into a popular insurrection and a three-way civil war. Mexico fought, and is still fighting, a war with its superhuman narco-warlords and their private armies. Nearly a decade later, we have troops in Trans-Jordan, the Chinese States, and even northern Mexico, and are hated by fanatics who want to re-found Communist China, re-recreate the Caliphate, or establish Aztlan—after destroying the American invaders and the popularly elected governments trying to preserve law and order that we have propped up.

And since they cannot defeat us militarily, they pursue other options.



Professor
Charles Gibbons, The New Heroic Age





We weren’t due back until the third morning, so John showed me all around his cabin and property. We explored miles of pine and high aspen meadows, even a spring-fed waterfall and mountain lake, now a wonderland of ice. We built a snowman, threw really big snowballs, ate candlelight dinners, talked and kissed and snuggled a lot, but didn’t share a couch for the night again (he firmly steered me upstairs to the guest room each night). It felt like our mountain nested inside a snow globe, a late Christmas present only now unwrapped. Early on the third morning we packed and flew back to our labors.

There we learned President Touches Clouds was flying in to Whittier Base.

Critics in the media wondered where she’d been all this time, but as her press secretary said, she and her entourage would have simply gotten in the way for a photo-opportunity (which didn’t mean that she hadn’t practically lived in the situation room those first few days).

The Army gave her a supersoldier escort, including, I saw on TV, Lieutenant Dahmer—the Atlas-type Army ranger and recruiter who flew out to speak to me in Chicago. They accompanied her by air to disaster camps, supply depots, and temporary bases around South California as she met and talked with everyone she could.

Through it all, speculation about who had triggered the quake and what to do about it filled the news channels. The biggest topic of debate was the proper response. Some people talked about a comprehensive federal registration system and close monitoring of superhumans with potentially catastrophic powers, but others called for the internment of anyone with “powers of mass destruction” whose politics or history seemed questionable. There were no serious anti-superhuman protests yet, with so many capes visibly working hard to aid the recovery, but Blackstone said it was only a matter of time.

Atlas and I went with Riptide to LAX to see his nephew off. A bed in a children’s hospital in Salt Lake City waited for little Carlos, and Riptide planned to join him there once they didn’t need him to bring the camps water. While we were gone he’d learned his sister and mother had died when their apartment building collapsed, leaving him the boy’s only family north of the border.

Dad decided to head home the same day; there would be work here for super-strong heroes for months to come, but he needed to get back to the office and plenty of others remained. We managed to find a screened lounge area, empty after a recent departure, and I put all my strength into the hug—in his Iron Jack form he could take it.

“Oomph,” he said.

“Wuss.” I dropped my head to his broad shoulder. Sighed.

“Your mother says you’ve been light on your texting. Anything for me to tell her?”

“Lots for me to tell everybody. Dad…”

“Ajax tells me you could certify any day now.”

“Yes, but—” I raised my head. Smiled. “You guys are talking again?”

He shrugged massively.

“Past few days. Your mother and I are very proud of you.”

“Whatever I decide?”

He rapped my forehead with a knuckle.

“There was never any question of that. We’ve always only wanted you safe. Safe as you can be in this world, anyway. Whatever you decide, we won’t fight you.”

I laughed. “Pinky-swear?” He did.

A bunch of the Chicago CAI capes went back with Dad, and FEMA slated us to go home the next week as more and more army reservists and national guardsmen poured into the state to replace our powers with numbers and equipment. Things were coming together.

Then The Ring hit us.





The alarm caught me and Atlas sharing a canned meal in his room.

“All teams! All teams! Whittier Base is under attack! Repeat, Whittier Base is under attack!”

I paled; the President was still there, due to fly out in the morning. Out of our chairs and into the hall before the alert died, we ran into Riptide. He’d been given an earbug of his own for the duration.

The rest except for Chakra—probably already on the floor of her room in lotus position and chanting mantras to prepare—piled into the hall. At a signal from Atlas, Rush headed down and the rest of us headed for the roof two flights up. Nimbus disappeared, flashing ahead. Rush had liberated a motorcycle; racing through a time-frozen world, he’d get there long before any of us except Nimbus. On the roof we loaded up, Atlas gripping Ajax’ armor while Quin climbed on my shoulders. Riptide grabbed Atlas’s arm.

“I’m in this fight,” he said.

Atlas didn’t hesitate. “Need a ride?”

“Hardly.” He grinned, and transformed into a spout of water before our eyes, leaping up and away. That got a blink; he’d been holding out on us. Artemis misted and flew, but neither she nor Riptide could keep up with us.

We flew south through the night, towards the rolling explosions. Looking ahead I could see the skeletal tail of a cargo plane sticking from a shattered prefab building, and half the base seemed engulfed in flames. Strobing flashes lit the low clouds and the staccato of automatics, the ripping fire of machine guns, beat our ears.

We flew low as our earbugs chattered, spelling out casualties and hot-spots. Then the chatter died, jammed. We landed by the fence at the north edge of the burning camp to find Blackstone and Rush waiting for us. Nimbus had already gone in, and her photonic lances lit the smoke.

“The President was staying in the south barracks!” Atlas yelled over the explosions. Fireballs lit up the night and it sounded like ground-zero at a fireworks plant. “What are we facing?”

“At least thirty superhuman Johnnies, all types!” Rush yelled back. “We’re down to a handful of supersoldiers, bits of a division, plus the President’s detail!” He shook his head.

“They landed a freakin’ plane on the camp! Don’t know why, but her guys didn’t get her away—she’s in the open on the south side of the base, and her detail’s got a shield around her. There are dead Johnies everywhere, but some giant dude is eating our side for breakfast. The rest of the bad guys have formed an outside perimeter while the big guy finishes the job.”

Atlas nodded as the others flew in. He gave me an unreadable look.

“No other teams are close yet, but we can’t wait,” he said. “So, Ajax and Riptide, Artemis and Blackstone, Rush and Quin, me and Astra. Stay together and fight for the center; our mission is to extract the President at all costs. Havoc protocols.” Blackstone waved and his cane disappeared, replaced by pistols. He passed two to Artemis, who dumped her elasers, then one each to Quin and Rush, and finally conjured one for himself. Spare clips followed.

I watched them load up, focused on my breathing, tried not to think. Havoc protocols meant deadly force. Stop them, stop them hard. I crossed myself. Hail Mary, full of grace…

Atlas took one last look around, then nodded sharply.

“Johnny’s called the dance and it’s a barn-burner. Let’s make ourselves troublesome. “

Artemis misted away and Blackstone ‘ported in quick hops as far ahead as he could see. Rush grabbed Quin and disappeared. Ajax leaped forward in long bounds, Riptide a moving cloud of spray beside him. Atlas and I simply threw ourselves over the fence and into the smoke.

And directly in front and moving with me I saw the Anarchist—or a ghostly image of him. “Do what he says!” the phantom called to me, as clear as if he were right beside me or speaking through my dead earbug.

 And he was gone.

I almost fell out of the air, but Atlas didn’t twitch. He hadn’t seen anything, and I shook my head.

We flew into madness.
















PART NINE

Chapter Thirty Nine

I dreamed and in my dream I found Aladdin’s lamp of old, and the fearful djinn I released bowed to me and asked what my heart desired. Fame, riches, power and palaces, the most beautiful women in the world? And I said to the djinn, I wish to be a sword in Allah’s hands, to smite the unbelievers, to bring sorrow to the House of War that they may weep knowing that God is great. And the djinn laughed, and burst forth brighter than the sun that blinds to look upon, and revealed himself to be an angel of unspeakable beauty. And he breathed upon me, breath with the scents of Paradise, so that when I awoke I found I had become the Sword of the Faith.



Seif-al-Din (Sword of the Faith).





I can’t tell the difference between a Palestinian and a Persian, let alone a Syrian and an Egyptian, but I know jihadists when I see them. Heads swathed completely in black cloth over military fatigues? Good clue. So are the screams of Allah Akbar!—God is great. But I also heard cries of Mexico Libre! and something Chinese.

Seeing their positions, Atlas dropped lower and accelerated, grabbing a tipped Humvee to carry before him and shouting to me. Right: unknown enemies, unknown capabilities, assume they can hurt you. I tucked in behind him.

AK-47s chattered and energy discharges burned the air, and then a shout from a throat as big as the world shredded our improvised shield. Atlas simply dropped the rest of it and followed it down as Riptide coalesced from flying spray and fell on them like the world’s biggest water balloon. To our right Ajax bounded through the fight and kept going, Nimbus popping in and firing her photonic lances ahead of us to clear a path. Each shot burned down a screaming invader.

Then the shout struck again, not so ear-shattering since it wasn’t pointed at me. The wall of the brick building behind Nimbus exploded into dust. Nimbus disintegrated.

I screamed and saw a head turn toward me, an uncovered mouth open. Then I fell.  Unshielded, the shout went beyond sound to flay my skin as my muscles tried to liquefy. Looking up from the dirt I saw red and realized that my eyes were bleeding. The shouter drew another breath.

I threw myself at him, catching him in mid-inhalation. He folded over me, bones snapping like I’d smacked into a bundle of dry twigs, and bounced back and into a jeep to slide limply to the ground like a puppet whose strings had been cut. Acid rose in my throat, nausea fighting the singing in my blood, but I kept going.

Atlas finished his group by throwing a truck through their position, following it in. He flew ahead of me as electric and plasma bolts reached out from behind us among the storm of bullets. We broke through the ring into a calm space occupied only by dead and dying, and found the center.

Blasted and burning vehicles littered the shattered compound. A smoky light illuminated dead and moving bodies and shattered buildings. It looked like a scene from hell.

Ajax and Blackstone had beaten us. Blackstone, already hit, sat propped against the glowing dome that covered Touches Clouds and her protector, firing away with calm precision. His mouth moved as if he were talking to somebody.

Ajax had engaged the giant. I recognized him from media-coverage of the Caliphate War: Seif-al-Din, the great Islamo-fascist martyr. Martyrs were supposed to stay dead.

The Sword of The Faith stood ten feet tall, the shadows of enormous angel wings rising from his back. His skin glowed in undulating spots of bright and dim light, looking like the surface of the sun. Towering over Ajax, he swung a burning sword bigger than I was. Each impact shook the air.

Somehow Ajax stood up to him, though the ground jumped with the shock of each hit he took on his ringing maul. Seif-al-Din so far outreached him he didn’t even try and strike back. Around them lay broken defenders and attackers while others fought on, ignored by the two locked titans.

Then Ajax went down, maul shattered, the great flaming sword in his chest. Beyond screaming, my breath punched out of me.

“Engage anyone but The Sword!” Atlas yelled at me before launching himself to strike Seif-al-Din from behind with a sound like cannons. The Sword of The Faith staggered but didn’t fall, and he turned.  

I darted in, ignoring friendly fire to grab a fallen flag pole, and swung it like a baseball bat at a group using a Humvee as a shield. They went down with the exception of an Ajax-type who bounced off the armored transport and came at me, only to get burned down by a bolt of energy from out of the smoke.

Then I felt Chakra, like a fragrant wind in my head, channeling Blackstone’s thoughts to me. Astra! Get the President now! I’ll give you cover!

Looking back I saw the force field flicker, and understood.

Dropping the pole, I shot in as the barrier died. Grabbing the President and the sagging agent with her in one-shoulder fireman carries, I went up, trusting Blackstone to cover us with his illusions as he had over Chicago.

Below I heard a scream of rage, Seif-al-Din bellowing his fury. Enemy fire burned and shook the air around us as I rose in an arc to the west. Breaking through the smoke, I dropped low and accelerated, desperate to get out of range before Blackstone’s protection failed.

And through my link with Chakra I could feel Blackstone dying. I could almost see it, the gallant old gentleman emptying his pistol even as he bled out, fighting to stay, to shield us long enough to make our escape.

Stay with me! I begged. I need to know what’s happening!

Somehow he did as I flew through the night, almost at ground level now, then at wave level till my target loomed ahead of me: the USS Nimitz, in port with her carrier group and hospital ships. As it grew in front of me I saw the titanic struggle behind me through Blackstone’s eyes.  Somehow Atlas had disarmed the burning colossus and kept him from following me, but he struck at Atlas again and again while Riptide pulled water from ruptured pipes to fountain into obscuring clouds of steam off of his blazing form. Between the steam clouds and Atlas’ fleetness few hits landed, but the ones that did fell with the impact of exploding hammers as I flew onward.

Flashing over the water, frantically calling ahead as my earbug connection came back up, I pulled into a wrenching climb to bring myself to the carrier’s flight deck. Dropping my passengers flat on the deck, I stood between them and the stunned sailors as I shouted out who we were. Finally sure we weren’t going to receive defensive fire, I stepped away, launching myself skyward before the President could climb to her feet.





Do what he says! The Anarchist’s specter had warned me.

How? I didn’t know and didn’t care. Atlas had told me to engage anybody but The Sword, and somehow I knew exactly what had happened; in one of the Anarchist’s probable futures I’d fought Seif-al-Din, and died.

But Atlas was dying now.

I climbed straight up while the battle raged below me. Even as more heroes from the surrounding city poured into Whittier Base, the Hollywood Knights among them, I watched Atlas through Blackstone’s eyes as he fought on under Seif-al-Din’s blows.

Atlas was America’s strongest superhuman; I could flip a tank, but he could throw one. In our sparring matches he’d always restrained himself from using his full strength, but he could smash bunkers. But Seif-al-Din was stronger. Two war-gods locked in combat, their blows landed with explosive force that shook the earth and air. Atlas moved faster, but his hits only rocked his colossal opponent while Seif-al-Din’s hits hammered him. Still he held his own until the shining giant broke his arm.

I saw him, felt him scream.

Hitting the clouds, I turned.

Chakra, I cried with my soul. Guide me in!

Feeling her understanding and grim acceptance, I dove. Far below me The Sword of the Faith grappled Atlas in a killing embrace.

On the flight to LA I’d had to hold onto John, not capable of half his speed. Now I threw myself down, falling faster than I’d ever flown. The halo orb of vapor formed behind me to bless my passage as I broke the sound barrier. Fighting to hold myself on target, I fell from the sky like God’s own wrath.

Mass is armor, Atlas said. If you hit something and don’t break it, it will break you.

A missile is used only once. But once is enough.

Below me Seif-al-Din threw Atlas down, shaking the base, and stomped on his chest. The impact shattered the concrete beneath them. The giant bent and retrieved his sword.

I fought through a long turn to come in at a shallow angle, the shockwave of my passage shattering windows into glittering shards along my path. I couldn’t see through the smoke with my own eyes, but Chakra’s vision guided me in. Fists forward, head tucked, back arched in perfect form, I struck Seif-al-Din as he raised his flaring blade.

The world disappeared in exploding agony, and the force of my strike drove us through two buildings and a vehicle pool. Anyone in our way simply died. When my vision cleared I raised my head. Through the fog of pain I could barely see Seif-al-Din as the shining giant lurched to his feet, reaching for me.

But by some miracle his flaming sword lay by my hand.

I scrambled for it, fingers slippery with blood, shattered bones screaming. Gripping the blade like a ram, I launched myself as if I intended to fly to the rising moon. All my power behind the fatal point, it plunged into that enormous chest and I took the shock on my own broken body.

Seif-al-Din swayed backward, like a tree caught in a killing wind, and fell with me atop him as I screamed and pushed. The force of our impact nailed the sword into the ground beneath him, pinning him to the shattered pavement. He stared up at me, unbelieving. His hands scrabbled at me as I crouched atop him, then released.

He was dead.

It felt like I was breathing knives. I’d been broken in too many places to count, but the pain was far away as I flew back to the center of camp.

Atlas lay where Seif-al-Din had thrown him down. He wasn’t breathing, but before I could do more than kneel beside him I felt Chakra move between us, saw the bloom of energy I’d experienced once before myself. He opened his eyes, spat blood.

“I told you to stay away from him,” he rasped.

“Shhh, shhh,” I whispered, smoothing his blood and grime-matted hair. “You’re going to be alright. I saved you.”

“That’s great,” he said. “Now shut up,”

I sniffed. “What are we, ten? Mom warned me about you love-‘em-and-leave-‘em guys years ago, but I swear if you leave me now I’m going to kill you.”

He laughed weakly. Smiled. “At least I got to the love-‘em part. I’m sorry. Now shut up and c’mere.”

His good hand stripped off my mask, drawing my face down to his, and I surrendered.

Taking his head in my hands, I kissed him. A touch first, then more firm as my tears fell on his battered face. I could feel him going, his life draining from his body like wine from a cracked glass, but my kisses never stopped until his eyes closed and his hand fell away.











Chapter Forty

St. Michael, defender of man, stand with us in the day of battle.
St. Jude, giver of hope, be with us in our desperate hour.
St. Christopher, bearer of burdens, lift us when we fall.


Unattributed prayer for heroes.





Medics appeared out of the smoke and dropped into our little crater in the next minute, tried to pull him away from me.

“Ma’am, ma’am!” one medic, Corporal Circher from his name tag, said. “You’ve got to let us take him!”

He tried to shake me, pleading, almost crying. I nodded. They had to try.

I let go and they pulled him from my arms, laid him out on a stretcher and strapped him down. In moments they were gone. Looking around I saw other stretcher teams moving through the smoke. As I watched, a team strapped Blackstone in and trotted away.

Then Seven dropped into the crater beside me. The two auto-pistols he carried didn’t go with his dinner jacket, now beyond dry cleaning. I thought about pointing that out, but decided he had to already know.

“Astra,” he said. “It’s all over but the kicking! Every cape in the city is here, and just about all the Johnnies are dead or can’t fight any more. A few are even surrendering. You got the President out?”

I nodded.

“The Nimitz,” I whispered. “She’s on the Nimitz.”

He hunkered down beside me. “Are you alright? That was a hell of a hit! Medic!”

Another young soldier came scrambling over. He checked my pulse before looking into my eyes.

“Shit! Ross!” he yelled. “We’ve got another one!”

Seven grabbed his arm. “Does she need anything? What does she need?”

“Another stretcher,” he said, laying me down. “But if we don’t—”

Seven yelled again and a stretcher team came out of nowhere, along with a third corporal who leaned over me. His hand came down and I was gone too.





Hell is war.

Atlas and I fought back to back, Ajax, Blackstone, and Nimbus fighting beside us until the shining giant rose to scatter us all. Endless screaming hoards threw themselves at us, descended on us, crawling, leaping, flying across a blasted city landscape where shattered buildings burned beneath fire-lit clouds.

We died, and they died with us. Bleeding, burned, broken, we stood up to fight again.

Ajax crawled up the sword that impaled him, tore at the blackened and cinder-burnt giant raging unstoppably among us. Atlas, crushed underfoot, shattered the giant’s legs only to be crushed again when it fell on him. Blackstone emptied his pistol into swarms of gibbering attackers while he bled out through horrible wounds. Nimbus, scorching the earth with stone-blasting light, exploded again and again. Only the staggering colossus couldn’t die, not even once. And he screamed without end, immolated by his own fire while Satan laughed. It would go on forever.

Hope!

I knew that voice, but she couldn’t be here. It hadn’t been suicide.

Hope! Stop fighting! Fly!

How could I—it would be a betrayal.

Then I felt a soft hand on my forehead. So bring them with you.

And I did, gathering them in somehow. We rose above the scorched and wasted plane of shattered cities, up through red clouds that rained blood and screamed at us. Breaking through, I found myself floating beneath the stars, the full moon overhead shining on a pearl-bright sea of clouds.

And I knew I was dreaming. I was alone but, really, I had been before and that was okay for now. The pain felt far away.





Opening my eyes I wished I hadn’t; if they’d given me drugs they weren’t doing a thing for me now. The whining hitch in my breath attracted attention, and a young medic turned to me. Corporal Circher.

“I’d recognize that haircut anywhere,” I whispered. He chuckled. He had only a scrim of hay-colored fuzz.

“Before you ask,” he said, “you’ve been out for five days. You were hemorrhaging into your skull and everywhere else, and Corporal Ross dropped you into stasis just in time. You can thank Chakra here for your recovery.”

“Don’t give me all the credit.” Chakra appeared at the foot of my bed. She looked terrible, face lined and hair lusterless.

“How bad was I?” I tried to get a little more strength into my voice.  

She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes.

“You managed to fracture just about every bone in your body and rupture nearly everything else. Stopping the internal bleeding was just the beginning—Ross would bring you up a bit so I could pump you full of kundalini energy, then he’d drop you right back down. A gifted psychic surgeon here worked on your insides while you were down.”

“Thank you.” I fought to keep my eyes open. “Blackstone?”

She took my hand and squeezed it gently.

“He’s going to be fine.”
She swallowed.
“Did you know he’s ex-Marines? Retired because he didn’t want a desk job after busting up his knee years before the Event. He should have gotten out of the field ages ago but he… He’ll be fine.”

“Everybody else?”

“The Harlequin, Rush, and Artemis came through it without a scratch. Riptide took a hit but he’ll be fine too—maybe a few dashing scars.

“Atlas…”

She shook her head, tears welling up.

“They tried. I tried. He was too broken, even worse than you.”

I closed my eyes. I’d already known, and the look in her eyes almost broke me down. But I’d been here before.

Not yet.

She squeezed my hand again, bent and kissed my forehead. Her power moved through me in a warm wave, carrying me away from the pain.

“Go back to sleep,” she whispered, and I did.





Hope.

I opened my eyes.

The ward was quiet, even to my super hearing. A dimmed lamp lit the room and machines beeped quietly to themselves. Shelly sat dangling her legs at the edge of my bed, wearing a denim miniskirt and a black T-shirt with white print that read “I killed myself origin chasing and all I got was this stupid T-shirt.”

“Hey,” she said.

“Oh great,” I whispered. “I broke my brain after all. It’s good to see you anyway.”

She grinned, the ear-to-ear grin that spelled adventure or trouble.  Flipping her hair out of her face, she blew a couple of wild red strands out of her eyes.

“Why didn’t you tell me you had the hots for Atlas? Sure I wanted him, but I’d have settled for Burnout.”

I sighed. “You came back to haunt me just to tell me that?”

She swung her feet and hunched forward over her hands, resting her chin on her shoulder to look down at me.

“No silly, I came around to tell you everything’s going to be alright. So have a little faith.”





I opened my eyes.

The ward was quiet, even to my super hearing. A dimmed lamp lit the room and machines beeped quietly to themselves. Nobody sat at the foot of my bed.











Chapter Forty One

And on our developing story, fresh details are emerging regarding the terrorist attack on the President at Whittier Base. Tragically, Atlas, Ajax, and Nimbus are confirmed dead, while Astra remains in critical condition. Every night since the attack, mourners and well-wishers have been gathering for candlelight vigils outside the Dome, and impromptu memorials of flowers, lights, placards, and other offerings have been left at its doors. So far there have been thirty-eight confirmed superhuman fatalities among the soldiers at the base, the President’s security detail, and the fast-responding superheroes who entered the fight. A still undisclosed number of regular Army soldiers also gave their lives defending the President.



Chicago News at Five





The next day they gave me a full-body scan with a portable rig they simply wheeled into my room. I still felt like I’d been beaten all over with baseball bats, but I could think straight and they decided that between Chakra, the surgeon, and my own super-healing abilities I could get out of bed. Listening to the news, I finally learned just what had happened.

The Ring dumped a manifesto on ViewTube right after the attack, declaring themselves a coalition of superhumans from different terrorist and nationalist groups dedicated to striking back at America. The Big One and the President’s trip had put President Touches Clouds in the middle of the largest concentration of American supersoldiers in one place, ever, creating an irresistible target-of-opportunity for their debut.

They launched their attack from Mexico, taking advantage of the amazing supply airlift to hijack a cargo plane. One of them “ghosted” the plane so it came in invisible to radar. They bailed out as they closed on the base, their fliers supplying airlift like we did, while a Phantom-type superhuman flew the plane, loaded with explosives, into the ground. The impact and explosion flattened the barracks, killing hundreds of completely unprepared soldiers and supersoldiers. Before the stunned survivors could mount a coherent defense, the Ring was on them.

Whittier Base had hosted two thousand soldiers and ten eight-man supersoldier squads. Caught completely unprepared and blown halfway to hell by an explosive-loaded cargo plane and a rain of armed superhumans, they still managed to rally and put themselves between President Touches Clouds and the Ring. Nearly eight hundred soldiers and fifty supersoldiers fell that night, most in the initial fireball. We were getting the credit for saving the President, but she’d survived only because of the men who’d made a wall of their own bodies.

Before everything else, I forced myself to call home and discovered that Artemis had kept the parents and the Bees in the loop. I had no idea of the proper phone etiquette for a “Hi, I almost died but I’m feeling much better now” call, but Mom tried very hard not to cry. I did too, so I kept it brief. I couldn’t talk to them about John, couldn’t think about him yet, if I was going to hold it together.

Quin brought me a fresh uniform and I got dressed so I could move around the medical ward. My bathroom had only a small mirror, but even with the clean costume I knew I looked pretty bad; fading black, purple, and yellow blotches covered most of my skin, and I’d lost weight with all the fuel my body had been burning in the accelerated rebuild. I felt like I looked: hollow inside.

I turned to the door. They’d told me Blackstone was recovering nicely with Chakra’s help, and his managing physician agreed to let me see him. I wanted to go home so bad I could taste it, but we weren’t leaving Whittier Base until we could take him with us. Quin had an interview set up for me with Peter Harris, a war correspondent who’d been following S1, the Blue Eagles, the supersoldier squad hardest hit in the attack. Apparently the news media was prepared to storm the base to hear from the heroes who’d saved the President, and Quin settled on Mr. Harris as a solution.

Putting my hand on the latch, I found myself wondering if they’d let me see John. Not a good idea—





I sat up, covered with bits of concrete and wall plaster. Sirens blared and I could hear shouting through a big hole in my hospital room wall.

Did I do that?

Climbing to my feet I checked myself over: no new damage that I could see, but I was a mess and my head felt funny. I brushed off my cape and leaned out through the hole to wave to the soldiers on the grounds. A familiar supersoldier landed in front of me.

“Ma’am,” he said. “Are you alright?”

“Yes Lieutenant Dahmer, thank you. What happened?”

My erstwhile recruiter took off his beret and ran his hand through his red buzz-cut, peering beyond me into my room. A squad formed up in the yard behind him.

“You don’t know, ma’am? Something hit your building exactly—” he looked at his fancy watch “—one minute and eleven seconds ago, at thirteen twenty-seven hours.”

I looked at the ground. Most of the mess was in my room, so obviously the explosion had blown inwards. “I’m sorry, lieutenant, but I don’t remember anything…” Then what he’d said sank in and I nearly sat back down on the rubble-strewn floor.

“Did you say it’s one thirty?”

He looked puzzled. “Yes ma’am. You’re not hurt?”

I shook my head. I’d dressed to leave the room at eight.

They secured the scene in minutes, although there was nothing to secure. The wall had exploded inward for no reason they could see. I’d woken covered in dust but unharmed, with no explanation for why I’d found myself on the floor with no memory of the morning.

But I had a terrible suspicion.

They finished checking me out and asking questions, and moved me to another room. Before I washed up and changed I called Artemis. They’d quartered the rest of the team just across the base in the temporary barracks, so she knocked and poked her head in the door as I toweled my hair.

“I hear you’re trashing rooms now.” She closed the door before putting her hood back and peeling off her daysuit mask in the windowless room.

I startled her with a hug. “Thanks for calling home for me.”

“Hey, I’m happy to—your family’s great, and I’m so sorry. What’s going on?”

I sat on the bed with a sigh. I felt… disconnected.

“I’m hoping you can tell me. When we first met, you told me you could do some kind of mind trick to make me forget our conversation. Were you kidding?”

She pulled up the chair by the bed. “Hardly. I use it all the time on my ‘dates’ so they don’t remember their donation. Why?”

“I’m missing the last five hours with no trauma to account for it. The orderlies said I returned to my room to get some rest about ten minutes before the explosion, and nobody else went in or out. And—  Somebody I met told me he could erase whatever memories he wanted to. Can you recover memories?”

“I’ve… never tried.” She looked doubtful. “I don’t really understand how my vampire powers interact with other stuff.”

I took a deep breath. “Can you try for me? I think… I think I know what happened. At least part of it. And if I’m right it’s really important that I remember.”

She shook her head. “You don’t want me to do that. Really. The truth is that I wasn’t serious back there on the club roof. I hadn’t planned on doing anything unless you totally freaked out, which you didn’t.”

“So why don’t I want it?”

She looked uncomfortable. “For it to work I have to bite you.”

“Oh. I guess that’s out since biting me would be like biting an armored car.”

“No, I could. It’s just it’s very… intimate.”

Now I was sidetracked.

“But how? Your teeth are normal, aren’t they? I mean, they’re sharp but—”

Artemis laughed humorlessly.

“Hope, even the pointiest teeth wouldn’t do what a vampire needs them to do; they’d have to be as sharp as hypodermic needles to cleanly pierce a vein—and forget about closing the holes neatly afterward so my date doesn’t bleed all over the place.”

“So how do you do it?”

“Dr. Beth thinks that I have a limited ability with psychic surgery. I mentally ‘drill’ where my teeth make contact and I heal the holes afterward the same way. All that’s left are two little red bumps and a faint hickey.”

“Oh.” Psychic surgery seemed to work on me just fine, so she could probably do it. “If it takes a bite to help me remember, I really don’t mind.” Good thing Quin had brought me my skirted costume with its high collar today (it covered more bruised skin).

“You really don’t know what you’re asking,” Artemis disagreed, running her hands through her hair. “When I bite somebody I take away their will. Just long enough to get the job done, but it’s still… I don’t want to do it to you.”

“But why?”

“Because you’ll remember afterward since that’s the whole point!”

“Is it awful?”

“No! It’s…”

Oh. “It’s sexual?”

“Yes. No. Sort of. If I didn’t make my dates forget afterward I’d be really popular.” She looked uncomfortable, as if admitting a dirty secret. “Even with their memories scrubbed they leave happy.”

I pulled my feet up to hug my legs, resting my forehead on my knees as I tried to think. Finally I raised my head.

“I think I understand. But I really need to know. I can’t tell you why, but I think finding out could…” What? I had no way to explain.

Seconds ticked by as she looked back at me. Then she sighed, surrendering.

“Okay,” she agreed. “But you’ve got to promise not to hold it against me.” She looked wretched and I felt awful. I’d never asked her about that part of her life; so long as she didn’t hurt anybody feeding I hadn’t wanted to know. Maybe I’d thought it would make her too strange.

“So what do we do?” I asked.

“You don’t need to do anything.”

She sat on the bed beside me so I had to look across my shoulder at her. I released my legs to sit up straight, suddenly self-conscious.

You’re just going to let a vampire bite you—no need to be shy.

Opening my collar, she took my chin in a cool hand. I let out a shaky breath.

This was Artemis, and I could do this. I had to do this.

“Relax,” she said, “I don’t bite.”

I started to giggle.

“Better.” She smiled and I realized how close her face was to mine—definitely inside the intimacy zone. I could see my breath stirring her hair, and her eyes were fascinating pools of star-speckled night. They grew as I stared into them. The giggles went away as I grew hyper-aware of my heartbeat and pulse. As I heated up her hand felt even cooler, a shivery sensation, a delicious contrast. Her eyes expanded until they were all I could see, the touch of her cool hand all I could think about.

Then her head dipped down, her guiding hand moving to the side of my head and the other to my shoulder, and she kissed my neck. I froze and exploded.

I didn’t gasp—I couldn’t move, not even to breathe. Any motion would have been involuntary anyway; I didn’t want to move, didn’t think of it, didn’t think at all. It wasn’t sexual, but my entire body seemed to glow and hot liquid light poured from my neck. A hallucination, surely? My time sense went away so that when she lifted her head and her eyes filled my universe again it could have been a second, a minute, an hour later.

Remember.

The word vibrated across my skin, echoing in my bones.

Remember.

A command, it twined itself around my resurfacing thoughts, becoming an impulse, an action as natural as my next breath.

Remember.

And I did, with a strange and fractured clarity, as if the entire morning had been a picture in stained glass and someone had taken a hammer to it. Fragments of unconnected scenes rose and evaporated as I looked at them, leaving only memories of memories, like bits of a movie.

Blackstone, gracious as always but looking pale and sad.

Hallways, chatter, questions and answers with Peter Harris.

The Anarchist, standing unsummoned in my room. Yelling. The explosion. A familiar, queasy-making blur.

A name that beat at my heart. Shelly.

I found myself head down over my knees, looking at the floor and breathing like I’d just run a pre-breakthrough mile.

“The Teatime Anarchist?” Artemis stood beside me, staring. I must have said something aloud.

I nodded. “I can explain,” I said weakly.

“Nobody knows what he looks like, who he is, and he was here?”

She looked stunned, but not the way she should have been. She… oh, no.

I raised my head. “What do you know about him?” I asked.

She stared at the wall for a long moment, and when she turned she didn’t see me.

“Oh God,” she said. “I…”

“Jacky, you’re scaring me.”

And she was. I’d never seen her not in control, even when she’d been completely furious. Now she looked like she was staring into the Pit. I forced myself to unbend and stand, grabbing her arms.

“Deep breaths,” I said.

She laughed painfully. I did too when I remembered who I was talking to.

I pulled her over till her legs hit the bed, sat beside her and took her hand, not saying anything. Finally she closed her eyes, hard, like someone deliberately erasing an image from their mind. Filling her lungs and looking away, she spoke in a dead voice.

“Remember what I said about my psychopathic maker? The monster turned me. Not just into a knock-off vampire. He turned me into his slave. I loved him. The way you felt just now? Blood controls, and if I’d told you to love me instead of to remember you would have, at least for a few minutes. Enough of that, it’s permanent. I didn’t care what he’d done to my family. I’d have done it myself if they’d still been alive and he’d asked me to. He called me his little blood-slave and I licked his boots when he pointed at them. He was going to make sisters for me to share him with, and I was happy to hear that. I wanted everybody to love my master. I was his dog.”

Her grip tightened. If I’d been normal she’d have broken bones.

“One night while he was out a stranger appeared in our “crypt.” He really appeared, out of nowhere, like Blackstone can. He wore a funny looking long coat and a gray nylon mask, a fancy version of the pantyhose masks you see bank robbers wear in the movies. He pointed something at me, and I was me again.

Her mouth twisted.

“I threw up my last drink and couldn’t stop gagging. I wanted to die so bad, if I’d been able to make myself move I’d have staked myself on whatever I could find. When I was in control again he told me my beloved maker was going to use me to help him make a whole clan of vampires—that the city would burn on a night when we rose, that hundreds would die while he, my sisters, and I went somewhere else to do it again. Then he handed me a stake. He told me I had to live, and he’d be in touch.”

She finally turned so I could see her face. It was a death-mask.

“You know what I did then.” She laughed and I shivered.

“I don’t know if I believe in God, but I pray there’s a hell for my darling master to scream in till the sun goes out. I went back home. I wanted to lie down in the stripped room my mom had died in and let the sun rise through the window in the morning, burn the house down around my ashes.”

I couldn’t look at her dead face anymore, so I put my head against her shoulder. She flinched, then relaxed.

“But he found you again, didn’t he?” I asked.

I felt her nod.

“He told me who he was and said I could make something good out of what had happened to me. That I could balance the scales a little. He gave me money to get myself set up, initial contacts, he even picked my codename. Sometimes he’d show up with information for me to work on, leads I could develop and pass on to the police. He tipped me off about the villain fight and told me I should make real contact with you.”

I started, raising my head.

“That night at The Fortress?”

“I don’t know if he intended for me to tell you everything, but when you spotted my… differences, well, I figured ‘why the hell not?’ I didn’t expect you to stalk me though.”

I giggled, then got serious. “How did you feel about the bombings?”

“He told me a copycat read his manifesto and stole his name. I believed him—a mad bomber doesn’t go around saving vampires from themselves. I was working for him when I ran into you at the convention, too. I wish I could have told you about him.”

“Well, since we both kept our secrets…”

I told her everything I knew. She was stunned to learn I’d seen his face and she’d accidentally fingered him—well, the twin she’d known nothing about. I only held back the beacon I’d swallowed and the Anarchist’s plan to trap his other half. Obviously the reverse had occurred. I felt sick remembering how.

“So he was here,” she said when I finished. “Why, if you didn’t call for him? And the wall exploded. What happened?”

I swallowed. “It was Rush.” I tried to pull the pieces together.

“The Anarchist told me his twin helped trigger the earthquake, that he manipulated a borderline psychotic A-class terrakinetic, a guy who, before he’d interfered, would have snapped a couple of years from now, tried and failed to destroy San Francisco. Rush appeared when the wall blew in. He stunned him, stunned me. Future stuff I suppose—he had a ‘phaser set on stun,’ like TA used on me the first time. Then he must have locked up my memory of the last few hours with another gadget.  At ten-to-one speed he had plenty of time to stun both of us and go back over the wall into Hypertime with the Anarchist before the bits of wall stopped bouncing. No trace.”

Artemis swore and I nodded.

“He has to be working for the other one. The wrong Anarchist just won.”

I really felt sick, right down in my still-healing guts. Now nobody could stop DA from playing any game he wanted with our future.

We couldn’t do anything. Atlas, Nimbus, and Ajax were dead, Blackstone incapacitated, Rush a traitor. The active team was down to a worn-out mystic, a bouncy acrobat, a vampire, and half-healed me.

And who could we tell that a supposed terrorist was actually a good guy, that he’d been captured by one of our own working for the real master villain? Rook… Probably Rook could be trusted, but just as possibly the Hollywood Knights had been penetrated as well. For one second I considered calling Veritas and the DSA. But tell them I’d been working with a terrorist on the DSA’s Most-Wanted Dead or Alive list? And that he was really a nice guy in need of rescue? Veritas would have to believe that I believed—but would anyone think it was true?

Artemis finally told me to get some rest while she thought about it, and I agreed. Left alone, I sank down on the bed, put my hands over my eyes.

Bits of TA’s revelations kept bubbling up in my head. The attack on Whittier Base had been an unexpected bonus for DA—The Ring would have made their attempt a few months down the road anyway, an attack on the White House. He’d been planning on intervening to short-stop it, but the earthquake and the hole it blew in national security gave them an early opening they had to take. He hadn’t seen them coming for the same reason he hadn’t foreseen the quake.

I remembered that much, dragging pieces of memory together. And how sorry he’d been. It felt very weird. Some memories felt like they’d happened years ago, others felt five minutes old. They all felt incomplete.

And a piece of memory kept poking at me, unattached to the rest of the explanation TA had given me. Just one word, in his voice, and the feeling of my world turning over.

Shelly. Shelly. Why? He knew my life story, but he couldn’t change any of it any more than he could have gone back and saved Jacky’s parents or prevented the earthquake once it happened.

But.

Even with everything else, I kept circling back. I finally assumed the lotus position in the middle of the bed, tried to meditate the way Chakra’s book called for (the way that didn’t require a partner, anyway). Focusing on my breathing, holding the memory gently, I tried to distance myself from it, peek around its edges.

“Shelly.” I tested her name, saying it like a mantra.

“Hi,” she said. I screamed and fell backwards off the bed.
















PART TEN

Chapter Forty Two

You can’t cheat death, but sometimes you get encores.



Astra Interview, 2017





My best friend, dead for three years, was standing by the door. She looked as real as life, with flying red hair, freckles, faded jeans, and the same black t-shirt she’d worn in my dream the night before, under a checkered flannel shirt with the cuffs rolled up.

“Jeez Hope,” she said, rolling her eyes. “You’re one of the strongest people in the world now—how can you still be so jumpy?”

I pulled myself up, ignoring the too-true comment, and walked over to stand in front of her. She watched, cross-eyed, as I poked her in the forehead. Which wasn’t there. She was an illusion.

“If I ever find out who’s doing this I’m going to break the bone of their choice.” My voice shook.

She sighed.

“Too late, his double already grabbed him. We don’t have time, so let’s get this out of the way.” She flipped her hair back, tucking strands behind her ears.

“I’m Shelly but I’m not. The Anarchist has been planning his end-game for years, and he figured there was a good chance that both of them would get taken out. He wanted to leave some kind of guide to past secrets and future ifs and might-be’s—even some way of predicting the likelihood of coming stuff without him—so he put together a database on a 22nd century quantum computer to leave behind as a resource.”

She held up a hand and ticked off points on her fingers.

“Fact: the brain is a biological quantum computer. The mind is a quantum field generated by the brain. Fact: the science-guys never managed to create a sentient artificial intelligence in the future.” She unfocused her eyes, as if quoting from memory. “‘True sentience emerges organically, as part of the whole evolved organism.’

“But, fact: a living mind can be copied through its quantum field, run as a dual system until the original mind stops functioning. The mirroring mind stays around as a ‘ghost system.’ Think of it as identical twins, or the Anarchist; once they were the same person, then they weren’t.

“Fact: when you showed up, the Anarchist looked into your futures and decided that you should be the keeper of the system, and it would be easiest if it was a ghost system of either you or someone you trusted.

“Fact: he figured having a new, spectral you
around would be just too woogy for words, duh. So he went back in time and dropped a neural net bioseed in my soda instead of yours. By the time I took my first and last flight, my quantum mirror was up and running and I’d been doing my thinking with two brains for years.

“So when First Me kissed the sidewalk and her quantum field dissipated, became one with the universe, reincarnated, got a harp and wings, take your pick, Second Me stuck around. The Anarchist brought me back to the present and plugged me in. Got it?”

I sat with a plop when my legs hit the bed. It was Shelly; whenever she’d wanted to talk me into some stupid stunt she always started by burying me in facts and then dodging while I tried to pick at them.

“Last night,” I whispered.

She rolled her eyes again. “I snuck into your cerebellum, duh. When he found out, he locked me out—I couldn’t come back until you called my name. I’ve been waiting for hours.”

“But how?”

She grinned. “How many times did Momma Corrigan tell us not to take candy from strangers? Other than Halloween, of course. That pill he gave you was more than a beacon. It was also a bioseed for a neural receiver—part of it went to your brain to grow and attach itself to your ocular and aural nerves and other bits. It’s not telepathy, really; it just lets me appear like this so only you can see and hear me—he used it himself to give you that warning when you were flying into the fight before. It took awhile to grow, which is why he only used it then.”

The floating ghostly Anarchist I’d seen. I’d just shrugged it off as fancy future-tech, and it had been. Shelly walked up to lean over me, hands resting on knees.

“I can’t affect your thoughts,” she said. “Just your senses. Like this.” When she ran a finger down my nose I felt it and scrambled back. Rolling her eyes again she sat beside me.

“I’m sorry, Hope,” she said quietly. “I really, really am.”

She looked forlorn. “I must have been bug-nuts crazy to jump. I just got so impatient. When I splatted the Anarchist explained that I was still me and we had to go, but I wanted so bad to stay and try and make it up to you. But he can’t change the past, only work in it.”

I couldn’t believe it. Everything she said seemed in line with the Anarchist I knew, but Too Good To Be True was far too mild a statement for it. Between the shocks of wild hope and fear I felt like the top of my head was going to fly off.

But Shelly had lost everything, not just her best friend. What could I say? You left me alone? Don’t do it again? I forgive you? She had that without asking.

“Have you told your mom yet?”

She shook her head.

“How can I? I can only interact with people electronically or through neural reception. Can you imagine what would happen if I called her up or sent her an email? I hurt her so bad she had to move out of the neighborhood, leave all her friends behind. I think about it every day, but what would I say?”

I realized I’d reached for her hand.

“You’ve got to tell her. I’ll help, I promise.”

She nodded and took a deep breath. “Okay. So let’s talk about next.”

And just like that we’d moved on to another topic. Like always.

“Right,” I said, trying to think. “The Anarchist’s support network. There’s got to be lots more than just you and Artemis and me. Can you reach them?”

“Easy peezy. Why?”

“Because if the Dark Anarchist interrogates his twin he’ll learn all about his network.”

Shelly shook her head.

“You’re forgetting about their quantum superimposition thingy; you know those stories about identical twins feeling each other’s pain? I’ll bet his evil twin won’t hurt him. Well, maybe not.” She looked young and uncertain and I suddenly realized that she was still fifteen. She’d always been the leader, but now I had three big years of experience on her. I was the grownup in the situation.

“If only we could mount a rescue,” I said, frustrated. “But they could be anywhere in time now.”

Wait, that’s not right. Something he’d said…

“Shelly, does DA’s power work the same way?”

She nodded.

“Then he can’t have taken the Anarchist out of the present, can he? He can’t take anything nearly as large as a person with him! That’s why he sent Rush instead of popping in himself!”

“But I can’t hear him anymore,” Shelly said plaintively. “It feels like it always does when he goes traveling.”

“But he could simply be shielded, couldn’t he?”

“I suppose…”

I jumped up and circled the room, picking things up and putting them down as I thought.

The Anarchist was still (probably) in the present, which meant we could mount a rescue if only we knew where he was. He was shielded so we couldn’t find him, but…

I made the decision that just about finished us all; grabbing my earbug, I called Artemis.











Chapter Forty Three

I love a well-planned mission, and a lot of the actions we take part in are planned—or at least come with chapters of procedures and training specific to the situation. But sometimes the need for an action comes at you cold, no preparation, no precedence, no protocols. Then you can only act from your gut and explain yourself later. If you survive to explain.



Astra Interview, 2023





Artemis brought the laptop from her gear. Her daysuit goggles included a fancy Heads Up Display like Ajax’ helmet, and Shelly hacked both goggles and earbug to project an image and talk to her. I was very grateful not to have to try and convince her I’d acquired an invisible but very real friend, and kept the introductions short. Artemis didn’t have much problem believing that the Anarchist had left us a backup. She’d been Blackstone’s apprentice for only a month, but apparently he was big on contingency planning.

“Absolutely,” she answered my question. “I can access our internal security—most of it anyway. The really sensitive stuff I’d need Blackstone for.”

I sighed, relieved. I barely remembered my visit to him this morning but he wasn’t in any shape for anything.

“What I want you to do is backtrack the telemetry for Rush’s gear. His earbug is part of his helmet, which he had on when he blew his way in. Even if he had it turned off, I remember from my orientation that it should still have been linked to our system.”

Artemis laughed. “Yes! We can start with the time of the explosion and follow his trail till it disappears!”

“Not when he’s over the Wall,” I hedged, “but every second he traveled in realtime, no matter how fast, his gear should be traceable. Can you—”

She already had her laptop open and as Shelly and I watched she initiated a secured connection and began opening functions.

“Got it!” she exulted. “Got a trace lasting less than five seconds here on the base at the time of the explosion.” She kept searching.

“He pops up again outside the base, which must be where he left his bike.” She snickered. “It must have been a bitch hoofing it out with the Anarchist over his shoulder. He shows up again in Barstow—he probably stopped to refuel. Then… again just outside of Reno Nevada.” She pulled up a satellite image. “He dropped back into realtime to open a gate to this dirt road.” She scrolled the image along. “And… the only building at the end of the road is this old airport hangar. It’s got to be a safehouse. Reno’s north and over the mountains, so I can’t imagine it felt the quake much.”

“Anything since?”

She scanned ahead. “No, that’s his last signal.”

Then he couldn’t have caught a plane from there—he’d have had to do it in realtime. I was willing to bet that we couldn’t pinpoint him now for the same reason Shelly couldn’t find the Anarchist; they were both in a shielded place. So we knew his location, probably. Now what? Reno had to have at least one CAI team, but what could we tell them? That one of our own had kidnapped a wanted terrorist and we needed to rescue him? No.

Artemis watched me, not saying anything. It wasn’t fair. I wasn’t a leader; I’d followed Shelly and then the Bees as a willing accomplice, worked for my mom, apprenticed under Atlas. I was good at following. At least I knew what Atlas would do.

I put my mask back on.

“Okay, I’m gone. Don’t tell anyone about this till I get back—we don’t know who else is playing for the other team.”

“Hell with that,” Artemis said. “I’m coming with you.”

“I can’t—” But of course I could carry her. She didn’t breathe and could easily take a full-speed flight with me.

I didn’t bother to check out, just informed base security that I was going flying so they wouldn’t shoot us down. We stopped at the barracks to collect gear, and back outside Artemis wrapped her arms around my neck and we were off. I held my acceleration down so she could hang on, but LA dropped out of sight behind us in minutes.

“But why so fast?” Shelly asked as she floated along beside us. “And shouldn’t we get some of the others in on this? From the Anarchist’s other contacts, I mean?”

“No time,” I shouted over the wind, not that I really had to raise my voice since she heard me through my own head.

“We’re dealing with a time traveler, and the moment he steps back into the future he’ll be able see us coming—or where we’ve been, it’s confusing. We just have to hope that he hasn’t traveled forward again since telling Rush to make the grab. If he has, we’re hosed. I’m hoping he just told Rush what to do, dropped back a few weeks for the trip to the safe house, then came back to the present to meet him there. That was less than two hours ago, so we may have a chance at surprise!”

“So there’s a plan?”

“Bust the Anarchist loose, maybe capture the bad guy! We don’t have time for a plan, but you do! I want you to put together an information package—everything that’s happened. If we don’t—  I want you to send it to Blackstone and work with him. Can you do that?”

“No! You’re going to get yourself killed!”

She had a point. No plan, no backup, no real intel. This wasn’t the comics, where the heroes flew to the rescue and busted through the wall of the Master Villain’s secret base to take down his unprepared henchmen, stop him from pushing the Big Button. If they were at all ready for us we were probably toast. It wasn’t fair.

I focused on my flying.

“I know,” I finally said. “But when you wear the cape you do the job. I’m sorry.”

Shelly and I had played at being superheroes, but we’d never imagined last stands or suicide missions; they just didn’t exist in the shiny world of heroes.
Shelly disappeared, but my earbug remained active to guide me with its chimes. She could have hacked it and shut it down so I couldn’t find Reno, so at least she wasn’t trying to stop us. I’d make it up to her later, somehow.

“Artemis?”

“Still here.”

“Like you’re getting off now. I have a plan. Sort of.”

“Bonus. Share with me.”

“If their powers are the same then we can take DA if we have surprise. When we get to the old field, can you find some shadow and mist inside the building? If you can find him first, then knock him out or grab onto him and call for me, we can actually capture him.”

“Isn’t that a little optimistic?”

“No—I’m hoping he’s not there.”

Not true; I wanted to catch the monster, but the odds of that were slim to Don’t Even Think About It.

“If all we’re facing is Rush you can mist behind him and take him out with a single elaser shot. I don’t care how fast he is, he can’t fight what he doesn’t see coming. If we can stun and restrain him then we collect him and the Anarchist and we’re out of there.”

“Good plan since we’re a cavalry of two. And if there’s reinforcements?”

“If you don’t think we can handle what you find then we get out if we can. We find another way.”

The weather changed as we flew north and east. As high as we were, we were still in the troposphere so the clouds weren’t far below. Then we hit a vast wall of cumulonimbus clouds (flight training had increased my vocabulary). The towering giants marched across our flight-path with banners of lightning.  We flew into the storm, our visibility dropping to just a couple hundred yards.

“Shelly,” I called, and she was back. “How does it look on the ground?”

Her eyes unfocused for a second. “The Weather Bureau reports a January snow storm moving through from the west, the worst of the year so far. Wind speeds are over sixty and there are visibility warnings.”

A lucky break. Maybe, just maybe, we could get in without them seeing us coming. If DA hadn’t already taken a let’s-see-what-happens trip. So, was he paranoid or complacent? We’ll see.

“Shell?” I whispered. “Whatever happens, I’m glad you’re back.”

Then we dropped out of the clouds.

Visibility didn’t get much better. Light levels were low, even the infrared spectrum blocked by the sideways-flying snow and hail. I slowed, still descending, and swung wide of our unseen target. Coming around to the northeast, I matched speed with the wind and headed in. So far so good.

Not good enough; a flying man emerged from the storm ahead of us, bundled up in jeans, boots, and a heavy coat with a fur-lined Eskimo-style hood.

I rolled right and dove, all Ajax’ warnings coming back to me. Always assume unknown threats can deal with you. Make him reveal himself. Don’t make it easy.

Something crackled by over my head and the small hairs on the back of my neck stood up.

“Shit!” Artemis yelled. “What was that?”

“I don’t know but it’s electrical!” I kept my eye to my left, saw the next one coming in—a glowing, crackling sphere. I turned and climbed hard.

“Ball lightning!” I shouted. “That’s an electrokinetic!”

The flyer disappeared below us in the swirling snow. I tried to remember everything I could from Baldwin’s Guide. An electrokinetic with enough power to create ball lightning usually had complete control over it. The strength of the ball depended on the electrical charge directly generated by the electrokinetic or drawn from surrounding electrical fields.

We were directly beneath an electrically active snowstorm. This is so not good.

I continued my circle, heart racing. Every nerve screamed at me to bug out, but we were both nearly blind and I could probably see a little further than he could. If I saw him first next time…

I realized my mistake as three balls came screaming in from different directions. Lots of electrokinetics could sense electrical fields, and we had just dropped down from a positively charged zone, carrying an electrical charge he could see.

The blast from the first ball blew Artemis off my back as my teeth tried to come out of my head. The second blast smacked me like a cosmic mallet. I felt every muscle in my body try to pull away from my bones. The world turned red and black as I fell, Shelly screaming in my ears, and when the third hit I felt nothing beyond a hard jolt. I didn’t feel my meeting with the ground.











Chapter Forty Four

There’s a reason for superteams. The paper-scissors-rock nature of superpowers means that nobody, no matter how tough, can defend against every possible kind of attack; if you’ve got no support when your rock meet another guy’s paper, you’re toast—so bring someone with scissors along.



Astra, Notes From A Life





Waking up, I felt like someone had slapped me with an anvil. All over.

I lay on a steel cot in a dimly lit cement cell, the only light provided by a florescent bulb imbedded in the ceiling and shielded by thick glass. The narrow cell had a steel door with a shuttered peephole in it and a larger shuttered hatch at the bottom. A toilet, the kind of one-piece toilet and wash basin you see in pictures of prison cells, sat in a corner and there was a drain in the floor.

Captured. I’d been captured.

When I tried to move I met resistance. Looking down at myself I found wide steel cuffs on my wrists and ankles. They weren’t attached to anything, but when I swung myself into a sitting position I had to push hard. They were a less fancy (less advanced?) version of the restraints the Anarchist used on me that first night. Someone had removed my mask with my earbug, along with my boots and gloves.

“Shelly?” Nothing. I drove down the panic that rose in my throat. And the remorse.

Artemis was dead, and it was my fault. I’d taken her into a fight in the daytime several hundred feet up. She couldn’t safely mist outside in the daylight, and when she hit the ground any rupture of her daysuit would have been fatal.

How could I have been so stupid?

I was able to step, slowly, over to the basin. I washed my face while I tried to think.

It had to have been a trap from the beginning. Either that or they’d found out we were coming and decided to lie in wait for us instead of bugging out. Someone at the base? Or maybe they’d tapped into the Sentinels’ communications system. Could Rush have deliberately kept his helmet, with its GPS tracker? No, he’d erased my memory—he couldn’t have counted on my getting it back. Probably Dark A simply popped into the future and saw us arrive. So what now?

My mind ran in circles, partly to keep from thinking about Artemis; I’d come apart if I did. I sat back down on the bunk.

One thing was certain; I wasn’t at the old airfield. They’d have assumed we left some kind of backup, some kind of if-we-don’t-come-back-here’s-where-we-went message. And we had: Shelly.

So here wasn’t there, and there’d be no cavalry coming. I was on my own. How could I have ever thought that we could beat a time traveler? I wanted to curl up and cry so badly my eyes ached and my throat closed, but the cell had to be monitored and pride helped me lock it down.





What seemed like hours went by, and then I heard the shutter slide open. A pair of eyes peered at me through the door, and a ferret of a man opened it. Nearly as small as me, he had a sharp face and long nose under narrow ice-blue eyes. His short black hair showed a deep widow’s peak.

He scowled at me.

“Cool one, ain’t you?” he said. “You won’t be. Come here.”

I stood up, but didn’t step away from the cot.

His scowl—the default setting of his face—turned into a leer. He came inside and closed the door.

“Now see, this is my place and I don’t care who you were out in the world, you’ll do anything I say. Anything. Scream all you like.”

He shoved his hand into my chest and grabbed my heart.

I shrieked until my air was gone and I couldn’t breathe to scream as every nerve in my chest was peeled and set on fire. I fell to my knees when he let go.

Sobbing, I gasped for breath and tried not to pass out. His hand had passed through me like a phantom or hologram. He patted my cheek and I flinched.

“Good girl,” he said. “You should be afraid. Now get up, the boss wants to talk to you.”

I climbed to my feet, following him out of the cell and down a short hall. There were three other doors like mine, but they were all open; apparently I was his only guest at the moment. I shivered. He stepped right through the closed steel door at the end of the hall like it wasn’t there, opening it for me; it had no latch on the hallway side.

The door opened into a larger room, and my breath caught when I saw its occupants. The Teatime Anarchist sat at a metal table, wearing the same cuffs I wore. Rush stood behind him, beside Euphoria. Volt stood to one side—obviously the electrokinetic who brought me down. And the Dark Anarchist sat there too. He looked just like his twin, though his hair was shorter and he wore a modern and stylish gray three-piece business suit. He didn’t look as tired as my Anarchist, whose eyes widened when he saw me.

“Astra,” he said. “Dear God.”

“Hello Astra,” said the other one, turning in his chair. He frowned at my jailer, who stood so close behind me I could feel his body heat. “Your host here is Ripper, and you know everyone else. Would you care for a seat?”

“No, but thank you for asking.” I said reflexively as I tried to stop shivering.

His gray eyes darkened, but he nodded.

“I am sorry about your accommodations, and about Artemis. And I would very much like to know how you recovered your memory and tracked Rush?”

Mom had taught me it was rude not to answer a direct question, but this time I was okay with it.

“Artemis is dead?” Rush blurted. Volt barked a laugh.

I nodded, my eyes prickling. “She was with me when Volt hit us, and we were more than a thousand feet up.”

“Damn it.” He glared at Volt. “She was spooky, but I liked her.”

Volt ignored him. “They had to have let someone know their plans,” he said to Dark A. “Are you sure we’re safe here?”

“Relax Mr. Andrews,” DA said. “Ripper made this place out of a fallout shelter built by a very paranoid man. Even the old entrance is sealed so that, as you’ve seen, only he can escort visitors in or out. And I’ve added a few touches. It is completely undetectable.”

“It had better be.”

Interest penetrated my despair as I observed Volt’s arms-folded, closed stance; he didn’t like not being the leading man in the room. How had DA bought him? Rush looked even more uncomfortable, but Euphoria, resting a hand on his arm, looked cool as ice. Mom’s first rule of social encounters: watch for the relationships. The two alphas in the room were DA and Euphoria.

I licked my lips. “May I have a drink of water?”

DA nodded to Ripper, who reluctantly pulled a bottle from the minifridge by the computer station, handing it to me before taking up his too-close position behind me again. He wanted me to be aware of him, and I fought down another shiver as I carefully opened the bottle and took a drink.

DA’s attention remained on his twin the entire time, as if they were carrying on an unspoken conversation.

“You just killed nearly 50,000 people to make a political point.” The Anarchist said. “I won’t do it.”

Rush paled. Hadn’t he known?

“A hundred times that many would have died of the SB virus by the end of the decade, just in America,” Dark A countered matter-of-factly. “And they’d have died a lot harder. You’ll give me your network—it’s the only way you can save Astra.”

I opened my mouth and he turned his attention to me.

“You were going to say ‘don’t do it?’ Do you really know what this fight is about?”

“He told me you were trying to turn America into a police state,” I said.

“Accurate enough. Did he say why?”

I shook my head. “He only said things were going to get rough.”

“That’s one way of putting it. The two of us were able to travel as far as 2100 together. Do you know what the total population was? Less than two billion. Over three fourths of humanity will die of war, famine, plagues, terrorist attacks with WMDs. By mid-century most existing nations will collapse or fragment. Think of it as World War Three, the Black Plague, and the Great Depression, all at the same time. And the ‘happy ending’ to the century is just the most probable future; it could have been, might still be, much worse. Studying the future history we found lots of close calls.”

He gave me a smile. “That’s what I’m fighting. I’m maneuvering to establish a strong national government that will be the foundation for a united western hegemony. One that will attack before it is attacked, one that will impose peace and order on an insane world that is preparing to tear itself apart.”

“By any means necessary?”

“By any means necessary.” He agreed. “Imagine if you could go back in time and kill the leaders of the Nazi Party before the burning of the Reichstag, before Kristallnacht, before the war and the death camps. If you could do it, and didn’t, wouldn’t you share responsibility for the Holocaust?”

I shook my head. “No.”

“And why not?”

I wasn’t shivering any more. I shook with rage.

“I don’t give a rat’s ass what happens years from now—you’re a murdering bastard and I hope there’s a special hell just for you! I dug out the bodies of babies and you want me to agree with you? You’re a bug-nuts maniac, personally responsible for the death of Mr. Waters’ boy, for all other the people you’ve killed trying to make a better future! You killed the munchkin!”

He accepted it calmly, like I’d just told him his tie was crooked, and turned back to his twin.

“You see? She’s completely in your camp. I’d wipe her memory of the past day—assuming I can, it doesn’t appear to take—but the network you’ve set up would pull her back into events. Sooner or later she’d have to go down, and the later I do it the worse the result will be. I can keep you on ice, but if I can’t control or neutralize your organization I have to destroy it—starting with her. You have no one but yourself to blame for this.”

 The Anarchist rested his hands on the table and looked at his twin, and the fingers of his right hand twisted strangely. My heart jumped and began to race. Suddenly I wasn’t scared anymore. I knew what he was telling me, and one way or another it would all be over in a moment.

“It was the terrorist leader in Pakistan, wasn’t it?” he said softly. “You thought if you could take him out it would prevent the attack—like killing Hitler in 1916. When it didn’t you took out his lieutenants. When that didn’t work you took out the government officials whose cooperation allowed them to set up their operations. And now you’ve come too far—any deaths are acceptable if they prevent more death in the future.”

While he talked, he carefully didn’t look at me as I curled the fingers of my left hand in one by one. Four, three, two, one—

I dropped my water bottle. Ripper looked down when it bounced messily on the cement floor, and I thrust my head back, hard. His forehead caved in like a crushed egg.

I did the four-finger twist the Anarchist had told me would activate the beacon, and screamed as a nova bloomed in my guts. My restraints flashed a visual flare of my agony before going dead and the computer monitor beside me exploded as I lunged, the cuffs irrelevant weights. I grabbed DA’s wrist before he could begin to react.

In my agony I was beyond being careful, and he went white with an anguished shriek as his bones ground together. I held on; he wasn’t going anywhere.

Volt recovered from his shock, lunging forward with a snarl to grab my shoulder and I wasn’t recovered enough to duck. His hand crackled and burned and the world flared as I shook, but he didn’t have the storm to draw on and with my grip on his boss he couldn’t throw the kind of power that would knock me out again anyway. Even so my vision grayed and sparkled and I felt my heart jump and twitch as he focused the current in a path through my chest and down my leg—he could cook me slowly despite my incredible resilience. If he didn’t stop my heart first.

So I stepped into his grip and punched him.

I hit him from my center, fist straight, in perfect form as Ajax taught me. He didn’t so much fall back as cave in, my fist shattering his sternum and pushing it through his heart into his backbone, snapping it like dry twigs.

Flicking bits of red bone from my hand I stepped over him as he fell, dragging the still-shrieking Anarchist with me. Euphoria raised her hand and started her buzz. As all my pains went far away and my world began to float I snapped the disk from my belt buckle and threw it, shattering her temple in a splash of blood. She went down without a sound.

I turned. Only Rush still stood there, and he’d grabbed the Anarchist when his restraints failed with mine. His eyes were wide, but he wasn’t standing down.

“I can kill him before you blink,” he said.

I looked down at Dark A, hanging from my grip on his wrist and gasping through gritted teeth.

“I can live with that.”

“So can I,” the Anarchist said. He touched Rush’s forearm with the index finger of his free hand and shot him with a flash of light from his fingertip. Rush folded up, screaming over a charred stump.

He pointed at the twin I held and his finger flashed again. Dark A’s neck instantly charred into chunky ash and I felt the wash of heat. The room filled with the smell of burned meat.

Dropping him, I gagged on rising bile. He fell limply. Please God let him be unconscious.

The Anarchist looked at his smoking and glowing finger-blaster. Its disguising skin sheath had blackened and split. He shrugged.

“I’ll be dead in a couple of minutes anyway as brain death sets in over there,” he said calmly.

“How could you—”

“I don’t have much time, so please listen.” He pushed Rush over with his foot and stepped away.

“If he’s still at all like me then ten minutes after we die a micro-nuke in the basement is going to go off and erase all the evidence. Just take Rush when you go, and Euphoria if she’s still alive. The blocked entrance is through that door and at the end of the hall. I was awake when Ripper brought us inside and you should be able to punch your way through, but don’t wait around.”

I nodded.

He sighed. “I’m sorry I lied about almost everything. Shelly is my apology. I knew that sooner or later my twin here would move to capture me, and you were only one of the traps I set.” He smiled grimly and wiggled his lethal finger. “I don’t think he ever went as far ahead as I did—it took practice and he got too focused on the close-to-now. Still, I’m glad it worked out this way.” He carefully lowered himself to the floor, feet straight in front of him.

“Most of all,” he said, “I’m sorry I ever looked. Humanity’s destiny is beautiful, but getting there will be rough on everyone. You’ll just have to do what you can. Shelly will help.”

“You don’t deserve this,” I whispered.

He laughed, a strangely happy sound.

“Oh yes, I do. It was my interference that started this, and he is, after all, me. Fifty thousand dead is enough, and it is more than past time for me to explain myself to God. Goodbye Astra, and thank you.”

He lay back and folded his hands over his stomach.

What can you do? A thousand words broke on the impossibility of the moment, another ending I couldn’t stop or look away from. I sat down beside him and took his unburned hand.

He smiled and returned my grip but didn’t open his eyes, and I found myself counting heartbeats. Once he opened his mouth to say something, but reconsidered.

And then he died, between one heartbeat and the next, in a single released breath. I said the litany for him, asked God to be kind.

Then I just needed to beat a nuclear bomb.

Euphoria still breathed and Rush had slipped into shock, so I put both of them over my shoulders. Down the hall and up the stairs at the end I found a cement wall and dropped both of them to punch my way through. It turned out to be a double-wall with heavy insulation between the layers, and above that the dirt took a couple of minutes to dig through since I didn’t want to bury my companions. I broke through to find helicopters circling overhead and soldiers on the old runway.

Oh my God.

The instant I emerged spotlights lit me up. I waved and then ducked back down to heave Rush and Euphoria out.

“Shelly!” I yelled. She appeared.

“You’re safe!” she crowed.

“No, I’m not!” Fully loaded again I launched myself into the air. “Tell everybody to bug out! Now! There’s a micro-nuke right under us and it’s going to blow in maybe two minutes!”

She disappeared.

I flew west against the wind, hugging the snow-covered hills, racing to get as much ground between me and the blast as I could. Behind me I heard shouts, and the helicopters peeled away. I agonized.

“Shelly, are you in the military net? Is anyone still on the ground back there?

She popped back in. “I’m listening in through Artemis’ connection to Dispatch, and she passed the warning. Wow, can they move!”

Yes! She’s alive!

At maybe five miles distance I dropped us into a ditch. A moment later the ground thumped like the surface of a drum. It felt like one of the earthquake aftershocks, but that was it. I quickly checked Rush and Euphoria: they were both still alive. I fell back against the side of the ditch, staring at the stars coming out above the thinning clouds. I don’t know how many minutes later a familiar head in a hood poked over the side of the ditch, followed by another familiar head wearing a black beret.

“Are you still sure you won’t enlist?” Lieutenant Dahmer said. “I think it’s less risky.”











Chapter Forty Five

I have a rendezvous with Death at some disputed barricade,
when spring comes back with rustling shade and apple-blossoms fill the air—
I have a rendezvous with Death when spring brings back blue days and fair.


Adam Seegler, 1915





The funeral procession moved up Michigan Avenue to the mournful wail of bagpipes and the sharp staccato of drums. The day had dawned bright and clear, and the horses pulling the glass-sided hearses blew great clouds in the winter air. The procession began at the Dome, moving down Monroe Street to Michigan Avenue before turning north. Chicagoans in black armbands blazoned with the Sentinels’ crest lined the streets every foot of the way, and they watched in silence as we led the teams drawing the flower-draped hearses, the arrhythmic clopping beat of hooves the only sound besides the pipes and drums.

It had been three days.

Three days ago in Reno the Army team moved with a speed I couldn’t believe. Within minutes they’d determined that the blast that vaporized the base under the runway had remained impossibly contained—a good thing for Reno, which could have gotten dangerous levels of fallout. Support units arrived and cordoned off the site, which had slumped into a crater, and a medical team attended to Rush and Euphoria, checking me over while they debriefed us. I stopped far short of full disclosure. I’d learned then that I owed Andrew a big wet sloppy kiss; his daysuit design had held, and as soon as Artemis recovered from meeting the ground at far too many feet per second she’d called the base through Dispatch and yelled for reinforcements.

She’d told them we’d gone in pursuit of the Teatime Anarchist and I’d been caught by his minions. The State of Emergency still in effect, S Corp got permission to sortie into Nevada in minutes.

The storm passed during the night and we flew back to Whittier Base the next morning through clear skies. Lieutenant Dahmer flew with us and Quin met me with a replacement costume so I could change (it was scary how naked I felt without a mask now). There we found Blackstone awake and briefed. Between Chakra and the same psychic surgeon that worked on me, he’d even been fit to travel and we brought our people home. Al met us at the airport to take custody of his brother’s body. I hadn’t warmed to him in the months since we’d met, but I’ve never seen someone so lost.

Now we wore black versions of our uniforms. Andrew had assembled mine using the formal skirted pattern as soon as the news broke, and the others already had funeral uniforms of their own. Artemis hadn’t had to change a thing, just put on an armband.

Following the pipes and drums, she and I walked ahead of the team and hearse bearing Atlas. On our left Blackstone walked with Chakra, completely against doctor’s orders, his face set and lined as they led Ajax’ team. On our other side Quin and Rush led the hearse bearing Nimbus’ empty casket.

Rush wore a temporary prosthetic under his right gauntlet, and seemed as lost as the rest of us. He swore he’d thought he was working for the good guys, that he hadn’t known who his boss was, let alone that he’d been the one who’d caused the earthquake until the Anarchist had dropped that bomb into the conversation. Veritas conducted the interrogation so we’d had no choice but believe him, but they’d still lo-jacked him, only releasing him for the funeral.

The rest of the city’s heroes followed behind.

The procession seemed to last forever, but finally we turned onto Huron Street and then onto State Street to arrive outside Holy Name Cathedral. None of them would be buried there; the Dome had its own chapel, where they would be interred after cremation in a later, private service. This ceremony was for the city.

The pipes and drums fell silent when we reached the cathedral steps. A trumpet played the heartbreaking notes of Taps, and then the cathedral bells began to toll in long and measured cadences as we fell in to carry the caskets up the stairs and through the bronze doors. I took the right lead for Atlas, Blackstone behind me since he couldn’t take any real weight. The others took positions, three on a side, the extra spaces filled by Sentinel reservists and CAI heroes (Dad stood behind Blackstone, as Iron Jack). President Touches Clouds and her reconstituted detail waited for us inside. As the organ played we proceeded up the aisle to place our burdens on the stands waiting for them before the altar, and took our seats.





That night Blackstone found me back in the chapel, where I’d come to pray and say a more private goodbye to John. I’d met John’s family, but hadn’t told them of our engagement. They’d at least know that we went away together soon enough, and the hounds of the media would be unleashed. But not yet, not today.

The crypt occupied a recessed and marble-tiled section of the east wall, set with plaque-covered niches marking the resting places of our fallen teammates. The central nook had been occupied by a carved angel, but now it held the beautiful Quan Yin, Mary of the Pagans. Mom and Dad had secretly bought her as another gift for when I graduated from training. Father Nolan, who turned out to be the Sentinels’ unofficial chaplain, had performed the private service.

Flanking her, each plaque bore a name and inscription. Most of the inscriptions had been prearranged.

My fingers traced Ajax’s plaque. Ego non somnus—I do not sleep. When I talked to his mother after the ceremony, she told me he was a man of deep faith though he hadn’t made a show of it. She also told me only half of his ashes were here; tomorrow their family would take the rest home to the family plot where his grandparents were waiting.

Part of John was returning to Texas, too.
The inscription on his plaque was much longer, a verse from a poem.

”’I have a rendezvous with Death,’” I read aloud when Blackstone laid his hands on my shoulders. “Was he that sure he was going to die?”

“Yes. It’s one of the reasons that, after his divorce, he just didn’t do relationships.

“He thought that way, Hope,” he continued gently, “because the Teatime Anarchist told him he would.”

My breath caught and I twisted around to stare up at him. Grief sharpened the planes of his face, and for the first time his eyes looked old.

“John left me a video-file in case of his death. I’d had no idea of any of it, but apparently the Anarchist showed up in that coat and mask of his six years ago, warned John of a massacre planned by Villains Inc. that would have killed all of us. He even showed him a recording of the attack. He left it for me, and I can’t tell you how disturbing it is to watch your own death.”

He smiled sadly. Taking my hands, he held them tight.

“He kept in touch after that,” he said gently. “Apparently in most of the futures he saw, John didn’t make it to retirement.”

“Then why? Why did he stay? Oh, God.” I shook my head, denying it all, but Blackstone wasn’t finished.

“John said the Anarchist dropped by on the day of your breakthrough. He told him you would be recruited into the US Marshals Service. That you would be in DC for training when the Ring hit the capital. That you would be killed by their leader.”

“Seif-al-Din,” I whispered. He nodded.

“The Anarchist didn’t know if he’d still be in play when the time came to shut that one down, so he asked John to… keep you in town. Make you an offer you couldn’t refuse. I suppose he felt a special responsibility since it was his twin who made you.”

He smiled sadly. “It almost makes you believe in fate; John pulled you into the team to keep you out of the DC fight, and we wind up meeting them ourselves, ahead of schedule.”

From the first day the Anarchist had been bending my destiny. In another future I’d died, but the time war spared the little sidekick, taking our greatest hero instead.

Taking John.

“It’s not fair,” I said.

And then I broke.

I’d been strong since waking up in the base hospital, knowing from experience what would happen when I let go. Now my knees hit the cold marble floor. Blackstone, still holding my hands, knelt stiffly and pulled me into his arms as I fought for control.

“I’m sorry Hope,” he said. “John called us the night you left for his cabin. I was happy for my friend, happy for both of you.”

Tomorrow I would help the others rebuild the team. Tomorrow I would tell my family everything, face the media circus my life was about to become. I would be strong tomorrow.

But there in the chapel, held by John’s mentor and brother-in-arms, I wailed like a lost child.











Epilogue

Spring has returned with rustling shade and the cherry trees that ring the Dome are blooming. I found and memorized the poem John chose his memorial verse from, especially the lines about it being much better to be “deep-pillowed in silk and scented down…” My best dreams are of the cabin.

Doctor Mendel thinks memorizing a poem written by an English soldier who absolutely believed he wasn’t going to survive a war is a morbid exercise, but I have reasons. Shelly and I spent weeks looking at all the ifs and maybes in the Anarchist’s files, and I understand why he told John he probably wasn’t going to make it. A storm is coming. Its gust-front is already here, and when it breaks the only question is whether it’s Armageddon or Ragnarok, the world’s end or the beginning of a new one.

The only thing I’m certain of, is that I know the answer to my question the day of the funeral. I know why John stayed. The Sentinels didn’t choose their motto, We Stand Ready, until after John met the Anarchist. Then it quietly went on their seal. Quin once called John the Last Cowboy, and it fit. A Son of Texas, if there was going to be a last stand at some Alamo somewhere the only place he could be was on the wall. So I no longer wish that I could wish that September morning away, and I’m not going to Hollywood or becoming a part-time reservist cape like Dad. When the storm comes I’ll be ready.

When you wear the cape you do the job. And I’m a Sentinel, after all. It’s what we do.



From the journal of Hope Corrigan.
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