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  Episode One: Preemption


  Chapter One


  Before the Event, weapons of mass destruction, nuclear, chemical, and biological, remained beyond the reach of terrorist organizations. Terrorist attacks by individuals, although explosive-enhanced, could only be perpetrated against soft targets.


  
     
  


  The Event has changed everything; now super-terrorists can strike anytime, anywhere, and even assault or stand off conventional military forces.  Worse, Verne-type superhumans are often capable of making more exotic weapons of terror.  Some, particularly of the save-the-world ecoterrorist flavor, are highly motivated to do just that.  A perfect example is the Godzilla Plague.


  
     
  


  Sir Arthur Moore, War in the Heroic Age


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  “Nuts!” I swore when the godzilla came over the harbor wall.


  
     
  


  Beside me the Bees, their eyes wide as saucers, watched it pull itself up. Lake-water poured off of its sides.


  
     
  


  Then Megan snickered. “Nuts? Is that seriously the best you’ve got?”


  
     
  


  That—and the screaming crowd—broke the spell for Julie and Annabeth. It was a beautiful spring day and I’d had no duties, so all three Bees had dragged me to Navy Pier for Chicago’s first warm weekend. Things were getting better, but after the last four awful months they were still in “Don’t let Hope mope” mode.


  
     
  


  So of course it was our turn.


  
     
  


  The creature splashed into the harbor, rocking ships as it half-swam, half-waded towards the pier, and the Bees clustered in around me as the rest of the weekend crowd turned into a fleeing mob. News-footage of the other attacks hadn’t really prepared me for how big it was, and I fumbled in my bag for my earbug.


  
     
  


  “Hope?” Shelly queried when I got the earbug in.


  
     
  


  “I’m on the pier!” I responded, reaching out to grab Annabeth when a rude man and his date shoved her out of their way.


  
     
  


  “You’re there? Cameras just caught it—how fast is it coming?” My BFF and Dispatch wingman, Shelly sounded calmer than I was.


  
     
  


  “Not fast, but—” Behind me the park music died. Looking back, I saw the Ferris wheel jerk to a halt, cars swinging. My earbug snarled and popped, but—thank God—didn’t die too. “The critter’s electromagnetic pulse field is working, just like the ones that hit Tokyo and New York!”


  
     
  


  “Is there somewhere you can change?” Lei Zi broke in, cool as ice. I looked around.


  
     
  


  “We’re outside the Grand Ballroom, and I don’t have my Astra costume under my shorts—I’m not Clark Kent!”


  
     
  


  “Rush is bringing your gear to you. Find somewhere private.”


  
     
  


  I relayed her message and Julie pointed to an abandoned kiosk. “There!” she yelled, and I pushed for it through the mob as the Bees hung onto me. We reached it and I started stripping; I didn’t like Rush, but I had faith in him. The Bees formed a human curtain, blocking the sight of anyone coming around the kiosk, and Rush arrived in a blur of red motion. He thrust a black bundle into my hands.


  
     
  


  “Gottagocheckthebuildings, makesurenobody’s leftbehind!” he said, pausing long enough to wink at Julie before disappearing. Kicking my shoes away, I finished pulling off my summer shorts and top, thankful again for my decision not to update to the spandex and pleather bodysuit Andrew had designed for me. Even done completely in black, my classic high-necked, long-armed, micro-skirted costume still made me look like a figure skater in a cape, but it was easy to get into.


  
     
  


  Except for the half-mask and attached wig; when I turned around Julie gave the mask a straightening tug before grabbing my discarded stuff. A roar of ear-splitting decibels filled the air and the pier shook. “Time to run screaming,” she said. Annabeth gave me a quick hug. “Wax its ass,” Megan snarked, and they ran for it, racing down the pier after the retreating crowd.


  
     
  


  I watched them run before launching myself into the air.


  
     
  


  “Shelly?” I said. “Keep an eye on them?”


  
     
  


  “I’ve already tagged their cell-phones—if they stop moving I’ll know. The team is on its way.”


  
     
  


  That was the best she could do; I put my worry away and turned to the crisis at hand.


  
     
  


  “We’re on an inland lake!” I yelled to be heard over the monster’s roar as I got some altitude. “Tokyo and New York I understand—how did a godzilla get here?”


  
     
  


  “The Teatime Anarchist’s future-files say godzillas were dropped as eggs all over both hemispheres from 2003 to 2015, in deep water.  Once hatched, they stayed out of sight till reaching their full 300 foot length and laying a few eggs of their own. Then they zeroed in on the nearest source of temperature or pollution spikes in the area.  It’s probably attracted to the runoff from the Chicago River and the heat pollution from the nuclear plant.”


  
     
  


  “You think?” No cars moved in the streets as I looked down—engines killed by the EM pulse.


  
     
  


  “Every other cape in town is on their way.  The police are responding with their EMP-hardened unit, but it’s going to take time to get it together and out to the pier.”


  
     
  


  “They should have invested in some airlift!” I looped around and came in low, mindful of its primary reported weapon: a jet of high-temperature hydrogen plasma.


  
     
  


  “Leaping lizards,” Shelly whispered.


  
     
  


  The monster heaved itself onto Lakeview Terrace at the end of the pier. It looked like someone had asked the wizards of Hollywood to make a “thunder lizard,” and they’d delivered by slapping a T-Rex and an alligator together and inflating it to impossible size.  Scales colored shades of green, it looked really striking. If you got past its teeth.  Its big, big teeth.


  
     
  


  I shook it off. I didn’t have to worry about getting crunched—chomping on me would be asking for extreme dental surgery. Its super-heated plasma attack was my problem; I could take a hit from a tank shell, but the godzilla’s breath could melt steel. Fortunately, the bad experiences of others also told us it started on big stuff first; anything smaller than a bus wasn’t likely to attract its attention and rage.  Unless that small something attacked, of course.


  
     
  


  As I dropped down it opened its mouth and bathed the Grand Ballroom in a jet of laser-intensity flame. The building exploded into burning wreckage, and I felt the wash of heat.


  
     
  


  My earbug buzzed and popped as I flew closer, looking for stragglers. “Astra, have you made contact yet?”  Lei Zi called through the interference.


  
     
  


  “I’m there,” I said, voice thankfully steady.  “And it’s ugly.”


  
     
  


  She laughed dryly.  “Your first priority is civilian extraction.  Let it burn the pier to the waterline if it wants—look for anybody unable to get out on their own.”


  
     
  


  “On it, chief.”  With Atlas gone, Blackstone had recruited Lei Zi to be our new field leader. Ex-army, she made a good replacement for Atlas but for this I didn’t need her reminder. “Rush?” I called.  “What’s the sitch?”


  
     
  


  “TheGrandBallroom iscompletelyclear,” he returned, talking so fast his words ran together like machine gun bursts.  “Theyweregetting readyforaneveningevent. Workingonthe FestivalHallnow.”


  
     
  


  His super-speed evac left me free to take care of the outside, and I forced my eyes away from the godzilla. Looking down, I scanned the pier-side boats: tour boats, floating restaurants, and a couple of tall ships with furled sails—most full of weekenders trying to escape. It didn’t look…


  
     
  


  I saw the first splash and others followed, pushed right through the gangplank ropes by the panicked crush trying to get off the boats.  Finding the little boy in the water, I fished him out and handed him off to his hysterically grateful mother. Dropping back down for more swimmers flailing about in Chicago Harbor’s chilling water, I retrieved all but one—an athletic guy who waved me away and struck out for the lakefront on his own.


  
     
  


  Overhead, the rest of the city’s flying capes began arriving. Thank God.


  
     
  


  With a bone-shaking roar, the godzilla started on the Festival Hall.  A couple of jets of flaming breath had it burning nicely. I hesitated.


  
     
  


  “Rush, are you clear?”


  
     
  


  “It’semptynow.  Acoupleofinjuries Ihadtohelpalong butwe’reahead ofthemonster.”


  
     
  


  He was right; most of the weekend crowd had cleared the pier, fleeing through the parks. But behind us the streets were full of dead cars. Out of sight the city was full of people trapped in dead elevators, high-rise residents trying to get down to the streets and out, hospitals full of people going nowhere fast. Most Chicagoans could get out of the way, but not all of them.


  
     
  


  We couldn’t let the critter off Navy Pier. I wished Atlas was here.


  
     
  


  “We’re arriving now,” Lei Zi informed us. Sighing my relief, I spotted them. An A-class electrokinetic, Lei Zi flew herself as well as Quin, Seven, and Galatea by electrostatic levitation. Riptide’s flying waterspout came right behind them. Dropping down to meet them, I couldn’t help laughing as Lei Zi landed the beat-up truck she’d commandeered and they all piled out; somewhere a groundkeeping crew was missing its wheels.


  
     
  


  Lei Zi saw my grin and ignored it.


  
     
  


  “Dispatch says we’ve got eighteen fliers on the scene,” she said. “Another fifty or so Crisis Aid and Intervention heroes with good support powers coming in. Only half a dozen are even close to this creature’s weight—all the rest can do is help evacuate.”


  
     
  


  Listening to the godzilla’s scream as it flailed away at the burning hall, I couldn’t help but agree. Quin and Galatea peeled off to help the retreating civilians along.  Both could take down normal opponents, even street-level villains without blinking; to the godzilla they’d merely be crunchy.


  
     
  


  Seven, hands in his pants pockets, watched the monster advance. I looked up at him, happier now that he was here, and tried to act as casual. Somehow we’d deal.


  
     
  


  I tried a smile. “Do you remember when you said people would like us better if there were alien invasions, giant monsters, or nasty things from other dimensions that thought humans were tasty for us to fight?”


  
     
  


  “I take it back,” he said. He flashed his movie-star smile, eyes on the monster.  With his natty hat and sport coat and blond-haired, blue-eyed movie star looks, he looked ready to go clubbing with the New Rat Pack.


  
     
  


  Lei Zi ignored us, studying the creature.


  
     
  


  Riptide splash-landed beside us, changing from water to flesh and blood. “At least your dark look will hide the soot, chica,” he said to me.  “That is one ugly mother.”


  
     
  


  The godzilla waded through the flaming wreckage of the hall now, bathing in the heat.  Its mottled green hide shone, the disk-shaped ridges running from its crown to its tail glowed, and jets of plasma-breath burned with laserlike intensity.  Pyrokinetic attacks were obviously going to be useless. I looked over at Lei Zi.  Electrical attacks hadn’t done much better against the insulating hide of the one that hit New York.


  
     
  


  Seven shrugged nonchalantly. “Since nobody else is going to say it, I am.  This is a whole bucket of crazy.  Who makes Godzilla knock-offs?”


  
     
  


  “Some pajero who thinks the Big One was a good start,” Riptide sneered and spat.


  
     
  


  I couldn’t decide if his aggressive contempt trumped Seven’s casual joking. He hadn’t changed much since trading LA for Chicago. His long leather coat, with its Pisces symbol picked out in silver-studs, bordered on villainwear, and he still shaved his head.


  
     
  


  “So what’s the plan, chief?” he asked Lei Zi.


  
     
  


  She turned to us.


  
     
  


  “They lost eight capes in New York before they appreciated its plasma attack. So before we draw its attention, let’s create some cover.”  She gave him the nod.  “I want enough harbor water on that fire to blind it.  Do it now.”


  
     
  


  He grinned and lifted his hands, palms out. A water-spout climbed over the pier to slap itself into the burning buildings, and the godzilla disappeared inside an explosive plume of smoke and steam. Its roar changed pitch, its plasma-jet winking on and off randomly. The pier shook as it danced about on its flaming stage.


  
     
  


  Lei Zi nodded approvingly.  “Your turn, Astra.  As hot as it is, its head has to be lit like a spotlight to your infrared vision. Get some height and drop something on it.”


  
     
  


  I fired off a sloppy salute and picked up the grounds-keeping truck.  We’d reimburse them later.  I headed straight up; Lei Zi had set me to practicing target drops at the rural practice range weeks ago, when the reports came in from Tokyo and New York.


  
     
  


  “She’s told the other CAI capes to stay back for the moment,” Shelly said.  Wonderful; the first pass was mine, for the honor of the Sentinels.


  
     
  


  A couple thousand feet up, I looked down at the rising steam cloud. She was right; hidden by smoke and steam, its head glowed like a light-bulb on the infrared end of the spectrum.  I hesitated; gravity could throw harder than I could, but my aim wasn’t very good yet.


  
     
  


  “Lei Zi,” I said.  “I’m guiding it down.”  And I let gravity take over.


  
     
  


  “Negat—” she began, but chopped it off.


  
     
  


  I fell with the doomed truck.  The pier leaped up, expanding, and I shifted our trajectory as I hit the rising cloud.  Almost…now!  With a last nudge I parted ways with my improvised kinetic missile, rocketing sideways with all the force I could bring to change my angle of decent to something less terminal.


  
     
  


  I’d waited a bit too long; even as Shelly gave an exultant “Yes!” I hit the surface of the bay and skipped like a stone, snapping the mast of a family yacht in passing.  I surfaced and spat out water, pushed my cape out of my face, and checked to make sure my mask, wig, and earbug were still secure before flying back.


  
     
  


  The random jets of plasma burned brighter and the godzilla roared non-stop.  It might have a headache, but it was pissed now and still advancing, almost to the parking garage by the amusement park.  Drat.


  
     
  


  Lei Zi nodded when I landed back at the top of the pier.  “Good try.  Now—”


  
     
  


  “All Sentinels!” Shelly called out.  “There’s someone on the Ferris wheel!”


  
     
  


  My stomach dropped into my feet as I looked up.  We all saw him: two-thirds of the way up on the Ferris wheel, some idiot stood in one of the cars filming the godzilla’s rampage.  At that moment the monster pulled itself up from the burning wreckage to crouch atop the car park, roaring its defiance.


  
     
  


  “Oh shit,” Seven said.


  
     
  


  It threw back its head and screamed a challenge. No longer blinded, it was primed for action, and anyone flying through its near field of vision was toast.  Now the fool on the wheel panicked.  How he’d managed to stay up there when the other fliers were evacuating everybody from the park, I had no idea.


  
     
  


  Lei Zi turned to us.  “Riptide, waterspout to its head!  Astra, Seven, you go for the idiot!  Go!”


  
     
  


  We got.  Riptide pulled a funneled wave from the harbor and slapped the beast with it.  It didn’t flash into steam, but a water spout in the eye would distract anything and the monster snapped at the fountaining stream as I grabbed Seven and leaped skyward for the wheel.


  
     
  


  “Move!” Shelly yelled.  “It’s tracking!”


  
     
  


  We smacked into the swinging car, almost spilling its passenger. Seven clung like a limpet to my back as I reached in and grabbed the teenage boy scrambling up off the car floor. High-energy plasma cooked the air behind me as I threw all of us down, heading for water. A crash and roar of frustration told me the wheel was history as I hit the water for what had to be the tenth time that morning.  Reversing direction underwater, I brought us up under the pier.


  
     
  


  “So much for the sport coat,” Seven said as I hoisted us all onto a platform.


  
     
  


  I slapped my hand over the giggles, biting down on relief-fueled hysteria.  Between Riptide’s distraction and Seven’s supernatural luck, we’d gotten away with it.


  
     
  


  The boy shook his camera. “If you destroyed my footage I’m going to sue.”


  
     
  


  Seven pushed him back in the water.


  
     
  


  We dropped him on Streeter Drive and returned to our improvised forward base at the corner of the Children’s Museum. The godzilla still squatted atop the parking garage, blasting plasma-jets. The rides and concession stands didn’t so much burn as blow up. I sighed.


  
     
  


  I’d loved that amusement park, especially the Ferris wheel.


  
     
  


  Seven dropped his arm and stepped away from me when we landed.


  
     
  


  “Safe and sound, boss,” he said.


  
     
  


  Lei Zi shook her head.  “At least the idiot gave us a way to take the thing down—probably your ‘luck.’“


  
     
  


  He looked blank.  I’m sure I did too.


  
     
  


  “Look at the Ferris wheel.”


  
     
  


  The godzilla’s plasma-jet had cut right through it, snapping spokes like thread, slagging cars, twisting the whole thing off its frame.  The shattered frame, a matching pair of pylons, cantered drunkenly—ripped away from the hub they’d supported.


  
     
  


  “I don’t… oh.”  The left pylon came to a jagged point, making the thing a lance more than a hundred feet long.  Oh no.


  
     
  


  “Yes,” she said. “If we let it get off the pier this mess is going to become a complete Charlie Foxtrot. The trick is to penetrate its hide. Do that, I’ll take care of the rest. Can you do it?” The air around us grew sticky with a gathering electrical charge. Lei Zi’s name meant Mother of Storms, and I could feel her bringing the lightning.


  
     
  


  Seven and Riptide looked doubtful, but I took a deep breath and nodded.


  
     
  


  “I can do it.  Just keep it off of me.”


  
     
  


  “We will.”


  
     
  


  At her signal, Riptide pulled more water from the harbor. I leaped into the air to drop immediately back down into the park. Landing at the base of the wrecked wheel, I braced myself, kicked, and the already stressed pylon sheared off at the base with an explosion of snapping bolts.  My heart in my throat, I heard the sizzle and hiss of heavy mega-watts above me as Lei Zi electrified Riptide’s spray around the godzilla’s face to distract it from the noise I made.


  
     
  


  “Go, go, go!” Shelly chanted in my ear.


  
     
  


  The pylon weighed tons and I fought to balance it as I rose, swinging around for distance.  No jet of plasma burned me out of the sky, but I desperately wished I were still carrying Seven with me; with him as a passenger, if the thing shot at me it would fall over its own feet before it hit us.


  
     
  


  Riptide’s attack had it biting at the air. It jetted madly, its attention fixed away from me as I came around and dove. Pouring on all the speed I could, I went in low and fast, aiming below its ribcage and off its bony ridge with my huge and ungainly spear.


  
     
  


  It saw me coming, opened its jaws, but I was in and the impact ripped the pylon lance out of my hands. The stricken monster gave a deafening roar, its armored tail smacking me out of the air as it spun about, and I hit the parking garage roof as the sagging structure finally collapsed under the enormous weight it had never been designed to carry.


  
     
  


  Then the lightning hit with a world-ending thunderclap as Lei Zi let go of everything she’d been pulling in and storing up. She put it right down the steel spike I’d driven into the creature, and discharge washed over me.  Deafened, stunned, I barely felt the beast fall on me but I heard more crashes as we fell through each level of the garage.


  
     
  


  “Astra! Astra! Dammitall Hope, talk to me!”


  
     
  


  Shelly. Right. I couldn’t see a thing, and realized I’d been buried.  Bright side, the jolly green giant was dead—lying under the still-twitching thing, I wasn’t hearing any heartbeat or breathing.  Its ass had been waxed.


  
     
  


  Poor ‘zilla.
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  Chapter Two


  After helping to save the President of the United States, I got to be America’s Sweetheart for a week. Then word got out about my little Hollywood Boulevard shopping trip to Forever 21 and Victoria’s Secret and my three-day getaway with Atlas. The tabloids had always claimed I was a minor under the mask. Add to that Atlas’ playboy reputation, and suddenly I was America’s Scandal, at worst a skank, at best a Cautionary Tale. Mal Shankman used the scandal to blacken Atlas’ reputation and the California quake to attack all “false idols.” Chicago’s very own racial hate-monger, he got his start going after whites and Jews; after the Big One, it was our turn.


  
     
  


  Astra, Notes From A Life


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Godzilla blood ruined my costume, not that I didn’t have lots of changes back at the Dome.  After I dug myself out we spent the rest of the day getting the injured medical assistance, working to unsnarl traffic—harder than it sounds with all the dead cars—and otherwise assisting the other CAI capes and the Chicago Police Department in getting the city back to normal.


  
     
  


  Navy Pier wasn’t a complete loss.  Riptide smothered the fires before Dad showed up as Iron Jack along with The Crew, and he said the pier itself hadn’t been structurally compromised.  Of the three godzilla attacks so far—New York, Tokyo (of course) and now us—ours had done by far the least damage.  Being number three, we’d learned from the mistakes of others, so nobody had died although there were a lot of injuries, mostly from trampling.


  
     
  


  Thankfully the rest of the weekend remained routine, but Monday morning I arrived at the Dome and barely had time to change before Shelly sent me right back out.  “That cute Detective Fisher just called,” she whispered in my earbug. “He wants you at First Chicago on a robbery.”


  
     
  


  The First Bank of Chicago is a grand marble temple to money just off Michigan Avenue. Detective Fisher greeted me when I landed on the steps, ushering me inside past the news crew already on the scene.  I didn’t think he was that cute: narrow face, long jaw, thick eyebrows, and the kind of mouth that made any smile look sarcastic.  A cigarette hung from his lips at every opportunity.  Sometimes I thought he’d been created by Central Casting to be the perfect gumshoe detective.


  
     
  


  “Morning, Astra,” he said, looking down at me from his six foot four height as he ground out his smoke. “So how long are you going to wear black?” Everyone was taller than me, but Fisher loomed.


  
     
  


  “Black is the new black. Those things will kill you.”


  
     
  


  “Not me they won’t.  I’m going to live forever, sweetheart.”


  
     
  


  I liked Fisher. He didn’t care about the media-scandal swirling around me, and he didn’t tiptoe around.  After Atlas’ death I hadn’t felt right wearing his blue-and-white colors. Black was dramatic and, like my sewn-in wonderbra and the wig that lengthened and darkened my short platinum bob, it helped me look older. I needed all the help I could get, since without wardrobe tricks I looked like an underdeveloped teenage pixie, but in hindsight it hadn’t been a good color-choice; the scandal-sellers took it as a sign of mourning for my “lost lover.” If only.


  
     
  


  But all Fisher cared about was the job.


  
     
  


  “So what have we got this morning?” I asked, looking around.  First Chicago’s public space was huge, with a high vaulted ceiling, a row of teller’s cages behind ornate brasswork lining the west wall, and a corral of bank officer’s desks separated from the main floor by an oak rail; everything about the bank screamed we’ve been here forever and can be trusted with your money.


  
     
  


  “Somebody robbed the vault just before opening time,” Fisher said. “At first it looked like an inside job. Trusted bank employee hacks the alarm system, steps into the vault, blows the door on a deposit box with a perfectly shaped charge, grabs the contents, and walks out through the lobby doors to disappear into the morning rush.”


  
     
  


  “And we’re both here, why?”


  
     
  


  Fisher was the senior detective the CPD Detective Division assigned to superhuman crimes, and, with Atlas gone, I’d become the Sentinel whom Blackstone sent most often to superhuman crime scenes.  Not that I took an active role in police investigations; it was all about showing the flag, and hopefully it helped combat the bad press I’d gotten since the scandal broke and I made the mistake of coming out publically against the Domestic Security Act.


  
     
  


  “I’ll show you.”  He walked me past the other officers and patrolmen taking statements, to where he’d left a computer pad on one of the big oak desks.   With a couple of taps he brought up a video file.


  
     
  


  “Watch this.”


  
     
  


  Time-stamped this morning, it showed the vault with a good view of the narrow steel table where bank patrons could set their trays.  A young male employee entered the vault and unhurriedly, almost casually, stuck a silver disk onto a mid-sized box.  A flash, and he swung the door aside to remove the tray.  Setting it on the table, he removed its contents, a thick document case which he flipped open.  Satisfied with what he found, he closed the case, tucked it under his arm, set something small on the table, and turned to leave.


  
     
  


  Fisher froze the image.  “What do you see?”


  
     
  


  I looked closer, and whistled.


  
     
  


  “He’s a she.”  His hair had been ear length when he entered. It was past shoulder length in the framed shot.


  
     
  


  “You got it,” he said.  “Other employees identify the man who went in as Ralph Moffat.  They have no idea who walked out.”


  
     
  


  “Just walked?”


  
     
  


  “Walked.  She timed it perfectly; every guard was out of sight when she walked out of the bank.  The hallway footage shows she drew a gun, but she never broke stride, never even pointed it at anybody.  Even the vault guards were down the hall changing their shift, and since the alarm didn’t go off…”


  
     
  


  “Have you found the real Mr. Moffat?”


  
     
  


  He nodded approvingly.  “Patrolmen found him at his place about ten minutes ago. Drugged.”


  
     
  


  “You’re certain he didn’t go home and drug himself?”


  
     
  


  “No, but we’re testing him and his apartment has a good security system. The team is requesting the files now, but my gut tells me they’ll find Mr. Moffat has an airtight alibi. Want to guess what else we’ll find?”


  
     
  


  I gave it some thought, grateful that Detective Fisher took me seriously—or was at least polite enough to fake it. I think my not re-experiencing my lunch at the crime scene where we’d been introduced had something to do with that. I’d kept myself from saying anything stupid then, too, and he seemed to have decided I had a good mind.


  
     
  


  “His date from last night?” I looked at the image on the monitor. “Probably her, but I don’t think it’ll help.”


  
     
  


  He smiled crookedly.  “Why not?”


  
     
  


  “You said her exit was smooth. So I’d guess she intended to show us her other face, probably because it isn’t her real one either.”


  
     
  


  “Very good,” he said. “You’re wasted at the Dome.”


  
     
  


  “The police department doesn’t need any bulletproof cheerleaders. Why did she show us what’s in the case?


  
     
  


  “Sorry?”


  
     
  


  Now I flushed.  Had I asked my first stupid question?


  
     
  


  “It sounds like she planned all this down to the second?” I offered. “And it looks like she knew what she came for.  So why waste time opening the case with the clock ticking?  If it had been empty the plan wouldn’t have changed, right?”


  
     
  


  Fisher opened his mouth, then closed it.  Leaning over, he replayed the video file, freezing it on the image of the open case.


  
     
  


  “Jesus. Sorry, kid.  She even posed the tray so the camera got a perfect shot.”


  
     
  


  “She didn’t touch the pages inside, either,” I said.  “If she was seriously checking she’d have at least flipped through them, don’t you think?”  I pantomimed a quick thumb-flip.  “What was in there, anyway?”


  
     
  


  He ran a hand through his already mussed hair.  “We don’t know yet.  The deposit box belongs to a Mr. Tony Ross, and we’re still trying to get hold of him.  Phelps!”


  
     
  


  The younger detective looked up from his own conversation.


  
     
  


  “Boss?”


  
     
  


  “Get Jenny to enhance the vault file, will you?  I need to know what’s in the case.  And don’t call me boss.”


  
     
  


  “On it, boss.”  Phelps frowned at me and turned away, pulling his cell phone. Like so many now, he wasn’t a fan.


  
     
  


  “Anything else I missed?” Fisher asked.


  
     
  


  “No,” I said, ignoring Phelps.  “What did she leave on the table?”


  
     
  


  “Now that is interesting.” He brought up another file. It was a picture of a business card.  No name or other contact information; just a red symbol on white card stock. The head of some animal? It looked…


  
     
  


  “Is that a fox?”


  
     
  


  He shrugged. “Could be, don’t know.  Jenny’s looking for a match in the database.  I’ll tell her your guess; might help. Are you ready to go in?”


  
     
  


  I nodded. The official excuse for my presence, instead of a more experienced Sentinel, was my super-duper senses. My breakthrough last September had given me the full Atlas-type power package: the power to fly, bench-press buses, survive hits from military ordinance, and hugely expanded and sharpened senses. My visual range had expanded into the telescopic and came darn close to microscopic.


  
     
  


  Detective Cramer waited for us in the hall outside the vault with their forensic team, and he handed me a stack of markers as I slipped a pair of foot covers over my boots.  He was friendlier than Phelps.  While the two of them stood in the doorway I lifted a couple of inches and drifted into the vault.


  
     
  


  “Semtex,” I said, and Fisher nodded. The sharp (to me) smell of the shaped charge lingered even in the well-ventilated air of the vault.  Scanning the floor in front of me as I went, I placed a couple of markers.  “Hair, short.  Street stuff.”  I circled the room, placing more markers over pieces of explosive and lock.  The card was still on the table, and I leaned in.  I wasn’t good enough to see fingerprints unaided, but… I sniffed.


  
     
  


  I looked up.  “Chanel Number Five.”  Fisher made another note while I did a final circuit.  I’m sure I didn’t find any trace the team would have missed, but they didn’t seem to resent it and the job was good public relations—the public liked to see superheroes at superhuman crime scenes.  Atlas had done this for years, and when Blackstone gave me the job Fisher and his people took me through a see-and-sniff crash course of crime scene trace.  My education was nowhere near complete (one more thing for me to study), but I was getting pretty confident.


  
     
  


  I stepped out and the team went in, moving just as carefully.  Five minutes later I was on my way. I nodded politely to the waiting press as I took off, ignored the questions they fired at me (most having nothing to do with the robbery), and wondered if I would ever hear the details on this one. As it turned out, I’d wish I hadn’t.
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  Chapter Three


  The US Senate voted on the Domestic Security Act today, securing passage by only nine votes. President Touches Clouds vetoed the bill, which leaves it dead in Congress unless its advocates can somehow muster eight additional votes. If passed, the law will require all superhumans to register with the Department of Superhuman Affairs and place all superhuman crimes under federal jurisdiction. Inspired by the catastrophic loss of life during the California earthquake deliberately triggered by a mentally unstable terrakinetic, the bill is tremendously popular with large parts of the American public. It is also loudly opposed by many superheroes, notably including Astra of the Chicago Sentinels. Critics of the bill argue that it detracts from the effort to secure the country against another attack by The Ring, the transnational super-terrorist group that attacked the President at Whittier Base in the wake of the California quake.


  
     
  


  The Chicago Times


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  For me Spring Quarter at the University of Chicago meant three classes and a lab. I maintained a true secret identity, which meant that unlike most superheroes I could still take off my mask and disappear into plain Hope Corrigan. No emergencies, no cameras or newsies, pure bliss. Getting out of class Wednesday evening, I dropped by the Bee’s rooms in Palevsky Commons. Julie and Megan were out, but Annabeth answered the door.


  
     
  


  “Hope, hi! Keep going, girls!”


  
     
  


  She dragged me past the other girls, putting together favors in the common room, as I laughed and juggled the box I carried. Closing the door behind us, she flopped on her bed.  As always, her bedroom looked like her wardrobe had exploded, and she’d completely changed the wall décor again, leaving only The Dane—the huge poster of Dane Dorweiler (her surprisingly long-lasting boyfriend, former captain of our high school soccer team and now UofC’s rising star). It was a good picture: Dane poised mid-kick, a look of dismay on his opponent’s face as he took the ball away from him.  The poster had been a gift from me and the other Bees.


  
     
  


  “So let’s see!”  She held out her hands.


  
     
  


  “Grabby, much?” I teased, but handed her the box.  She tore the lid off and gasped.


  
     
  


  “They’re beautiful!”  She pulled the top sheet out.  Two hundred near-parchment quality invitations, raised print protected by fine laminate. The Bees had pledged Phi Mu last fall, and were already helping organize sorority events. The invitations were for the Spring Social, to be sent out to two hundred high school seniors, the scholastic cream of the incoming crop who’d already won acceptance by College Admissions.  They wanted to have most of the sorority’s new sisters in hand long before next fall’s Pledge Week, and had trusted me with the invitation design.


  
     
  


  “The Foundation paid for the printing,” I said, laughing again when she leaped up and hugged me.  Annabeth was as generous with her emotions as she was with everything else, showering them freely on all around her.


  
     
  


  “They’re perfect!”  She looked at the one she still held, and her eyes went a bit misty.


  
     
  


  “Hey,” I said.  “I didn’t do that good a job.”


  
     
  


  “You did.” She sniffed.  “I was just wishing you’d pledged with us.”


  
     
  


  “I spend too much time in a mask.”


  
     
  


  That got a giggle and she smiled. We’d all intended to live together in Palevsky Commons and rule the school—or at least the sorority—but my breakthrough last fall had changed all my plans. I’d had to disappear till I learned to be safe with my super-strength, and hadn’t been able to start school with them. Now I lived off-campus so others wouldn’t notice how often I had to duck out. I looked over her shoulder at The Dane.


  
     
  


  Even Dane’s plans were changing; he’d gotten an offer to go pro already, and if he signed a contract and left Chicago that would be it for him and Annabeth.  She loved him like she breathed—every moment and without thought—but if he was her air, she could never hold her breath that long.


  
     
  


  I worried about what would happen then.


  
     
  


  “And stop that,” I said. Rising on my toes I kissed her cheek en passant.  “We’re texting and facebooking, doing kamikaze lunches at least three times a week, and Brennan, Bauman, and Brock will be on every Foundation guest list forever.”  I nudge her towards the door.  “And you’d better get back out there before you have to redo half of the job yourself, you’re so picky.”


  
     
  


  “Detail-oriented.”  She sniffed again, but with a real smile.  “And we could use your help—”


  
     
  


  My cell-phone launched into the William Tell Overture, and she sighed.  “Better see what they want.”


  
     
  


  I flipped it open and looked at the screen.  911-Yellow.  That meant, “Emergency, don’t kill yourself getting here.”  Orange would have meant “Get Here Now!”, and red—which I’d never seen yet—”Don’t Bother Changing.”


  
     
  


  I closed it with a sigh of my own.  “Emergency.  Race you out.”  She started first, but I won.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  I parked in the garage on Wabash and Jackson to take the “back door” in to the Dome.  I was currently the only Sentinel besides Artemis to keep a secret identity, but the Dome’s designers had planned on it and included several sneaky backdoors. Personally, I thought they’d just succumbed to their inner child and went crazy—we had an honest-to-God telephone booth entrance. Stepping out of the sideways elevator, I caught Blackstone and Chakra arm in arm on their way through the lobby, Blackstone in a coat and tails as usual, Chakra in a beautiful satin sari. I guessed dinner and the opera.


  
     
  


  The crisis of the past year had pulled him and Chakra even closer, and they didn’t even bother hiding their relationship anymore. I’d been grateful; it took some of the media-heat off my “affair.”


  
     
  


  Now the tantric sorceress looked me over, probably reading my chakras. She smiled.


  
     
  


  “Good evening, my dear,” Blackstone said.  “What brings you to the Dome tonight?”


  
     
  


  “A yellow 911.  What’s going on?”


  
     
  


  He looked nonplussed.  “Bob?”


  
     
  


  Bob glanced up from his station screen.  “Code CPD1; superhuman homicide call.”


  
     
  


  Blackstone grimaced.  “How long ago?”


  
     
  


  “Fifteen minutes.  Details?”


  
     
  


  “Through Dispatch, please.”  He turned to me, tapping his shoe with his cane.  “I’m sorry, my dear.  We’ll switch out your days, and in the future we’ll send Galatea when you’re off—Vulcan has her forensic analysis routines close to fieldable.”


  
     
  


  I rolled my eyes.  “Oh yeah, she’d be so reassuring.  It’s okay boss, really.”


  
     
  


  Chakra covered her mouth with a henna-decorated hand.


  
     
  


  Galatea was a gynoid (female android) robot, the work of our team’s new Verne-type mad scientist.  Vulcan had made her out of The Stuff—polymorphic molecules, his specialty—and he was a true artist; she moved like a human being, even looked like one from a distance, but human expression was beyond her.


  
     
  


  “If you’re sure,” Blackstone said.  “Carry on then.”  He gave me a mock-salute and I scampered.  Five minutes later I was changed and in the air headed west.


  
     
  


  “Shell?” I said as I flew over Michigan Avenue.  “I don’t want you to use our neural link at the scene.”


  
     
  


  “Why not?”  She’d passed the address to me, with no comments about the cute Detective Fisher this time.


  
     
  


  “Because this could be really messy.”


  
     
  


  The quantum-ghost of my best friend, Shelly had been left to me by the Teatime Anarchist when he arranged his own murder-suicide. He’d gone back in my past, made a quantum-copy of Shelly just before she stupidly killed herself origin-chasing, and plugged her into the operating system of his future-tech computer system. Our bioneural link let Shelly experience the world through all my senses, and even appear and talk to me by direct stimulation of my aural and ocular nerves. Yes, I heard voices in my head.  They told me to eat Skittles.


  
     
  


  Blackstone had arranged for Shelly to become my Dispatch wingman (the fact that our neural link couldn’t be interfered with, and that Shell could multitask like the fastest supercomputer, was a huge factor in his decision-making). But, super-genius computer brain or not, she died when we were both fifteen and emotionally she still was.  No way was I letting a kid too young to get into an R-rated movie see a homicide scene.  Especially a superhuman homicide scene.


  
     
  


  “It’s not like I haven’t seen bodies before,” she objected.


  
     
  


  “I know, but you don’t have to. I don’t want to.  So, no link. Only the earbug.”


  
     
  


  “But—”


  
     
  


  “No.”


  
     
  


  Silence.


  
     
  


  “Shelly?”


  
     
  


  “Okay…” she sighed. She had to accept it; the Anarchist had made it part of her privacy protocols. But though I heard token sulking I could tell she wasn’t too disappointed.  Like me, she’d already seen things that made her want to bleach her brain.


  
     
  


  The address for the call took us to one of the luxury condo towers on Ohio and Dearborn.  Detective Fisher simply had one of the uniforms, Officer Wyatt, stand out on the fifteenth floor balcony where I could see him as I came in.  Landing and peering inside, I whistled.


  
     
  


  It looked like someone had gone through the condo and fed every piece of furniture into a wood-chipper; bits and pieces of frame and upholstery covered the floor.  A hardwood box about the size of a wine crate sat in the center of the mess.  Fisher stood in the separated kitchen, talking to Phelps.  Though thankfully I couldn’t see evidence of anything beyond extreme vandalism, I could smell the copper tang of blood.  Lots of it. Maybe in the bedroom?


  
     
  


  “Detective?”


  
     
  


  He cut off his argument with Phelps and waved me in.  Carefully picking his way through the mess, he handed me some foot covers to slip on.  I was getting too used to them.


  
     
  


  An unlit cigarette dangled from his mouth.  He looked uncomfortable, and I realized he might have the same problem with my viewing the crime scene as I did with Shelly.  He might actually be more comfortable with Galatea for scenes like this.


  
     
  


  “What are we looking at?” I asked quietly.


  
     
  


  “Ralph Moffat’s apartment.”


  
     
  


  “Ralph—the banker?”


  
     
  


  He nodded.  “You were right about the lady in the vault footage being his date; he confirmed it when we questioned him.  Never seen her before, brought her home for coffee, woke up when we knocked on his door the next morning.  She roofied him.”


  
     
  


  “Then why—”


  
     
  


  “The enhanced vault footage gave us the contents of the document case.  Bearer bonds. Japanese treasuries, hundred thousand dollar denominations.”


  
     
  


  “Oh.”  I wanted to sit down.  It had been a thick document case.  Assuming at least a hundred sheets…  “How much, do you think?”


  
     
  


  “Jenny figures, assuming all the bonds are the same, close to ten million dollars.  That’s a big if, but regardless we’re still talking about millions.”


  
     
  


  “Any luck finding the owner of the deposit box?”


  
     
  


  “Not yet.  Mr. Ross’s office is closed while he’s ‘on vacation.’”


  
     
  


  Phelps coughed behind us, and Fisher grimaced.


  
     
  


  “The crime-scene photographers have recorded every inch of the place, but I wanted you here before we started moving anything around.”


  
     
  


  “Where should I start?”


  
     
  


  “Start here—you can look at the other rooms later.  And leave the box alone.”


  
     
  


  I nodded, lifting high enough to make sure my feet stayed a couple of inches off the mess.  Air-walking was easy if I wasn’t trying for speed.


  
     
  


  The long living room probably took up half of the condo’s square footage.  A huge plasma TV on one wall told me where the entertainment area had been, and the ceiling along the inner wall had been rigged with track lights to illuminate a row of paintings (mostly impressionistic, but colorful—Mr. Moffat had good taste).  A bar separated the kitchen from the dining area at the far end.


  
     
  


  Focusing on the piles of chips and pieces, I frowned.  I looked at the walls again, then, holding my short cape aside, touched down and squatted to study what had to have been a couch.


  
     
  


  Fisher removed his unlit cigarette.  “What do you see?”


  
     
  


  “I don’t know.  I…”  I shook my head, at a loss.  Phelps snorted, but this time Fisher ignored him.


  
     
  


  “Can you tell me what’s bugging you?”


  
     
  


  I looked at the walls again.  “I don’t…  The first thing is, this was a heavy couch.  Good leather, thick stuffing, heavy springs and wood. Someone shredded it like tissue.”  I groped for the thought.


  
     
  


  “Go on.”


  
     
  


  “Whoever did this was strong.  He had to use a lot of force.  But there’s not a mark on the TV or the walls and you’d think pieces of couch flying everywhere would at least scratch the wallpaper.  Especially the metal bits.”


  
     
  


  “And?”


  
     
  


  I moved back a couple of feet.  “The couch-pieces are all where the couch was.  And right here there was a coffee table? All the bits of glass are right where it was.  It looks like there were two more chairs, an end table, maybe a couple of tall lamps?  All their bits are right where they should be, no spread.”


  
     
  


  The unmarked walls suddenly seemed unnerving as I tried to picture it.


  
     
  


  “I can’t imagine what did this.  And why?  It’s so organized, methodical.  None of this was exploded—there’s no scatter.  It was shredded in place, everything contained.”  I had a nightmare image of some kind of flying wood-chipper.  “Where’s Mr. Moffat?”


  
     
  


  “We think he’s in the box.  Astra?”


  
     
  


  I realized I’d started to hyperventilate.  Folding my arms, I breathed slowly.


  
     
  


  “No.  He’d have to be…”


  
     
  


  Fisher nodded.  “In as many pieces as the furniture.  Actually it’s worse; he’s soup.  And there’s not a piece of bone bigger than a toothpick.”


  
     
  


  I had never fainted in my life, but thought I might be about to have the experience; I stared at the evil box, and my face felt icy.


  
     
  


  “Then how do you know it’s him?”


  
     
  


  “We don’t; we’re going to have to wait on DNA analysis and that’ll take a few days.  But security footage shows him coming in and not going out.”


  
     
  


  “But did the cameras see what got in here after him?”


  
     
  


  He shook his head.  “No.  And if he’s really in the wind we’re going to lose days.”


  
     
  


  I swallowed.  “I think I can help you with that.”


  
     
  


  “Oh, come on!”  Phelps protested.  “Your nose isn’t that good!”


  
     
  


  Fisher scowled.  “Shut up Phelps.”


  
     
  


  “No—just, no!” The thought of opening that box and sniffing its contents made me go wobbly again.  I looked outside; night had fallen.  “But I know someone who can tell you what’s—who’s—in there.”
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  Chapter Four


  Breakthrough (noun, often attributive): in warfare, an offensive thrust that penetrates and carries beyond a defensive line, an act or instance of breaking through an obstacle, a sudden advance especially in knowledge or technique.  In modern usage, the spontaneous display of superhuman powers, usually triggered by traumatic or life-threatening events, but sometimes in response to extreme emotional states.


  
     
  


  Webster’s Dictionary


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  I made the call through Shelly, and Fisher filled me in while we waited.  A downstairs neighbor out on his balcony had heard a noise, something like an explosion that took longer, and called 911.  Mr. Moffat being a Person of Interest, when his neighbor gave the address a flag went up with Fisher’s department. They arrived right after the patrolman sent to check it out.


  
     
  


  The detective had me do a quick walk-through of the rest of the condo, but it looked like all the action had happened in the living room and we were back there when Officer Wyatt swore and Artemis stepped in from the balcony.


  
     
  


  A vampire, Artemis traveled as a cloud of mist nearly invisible in the open air.  Vampires hadn’t really existed before the Event, aside from a few sad, sick souls who believed themselves to be nosferatu.  But then, godzillas hadn’t either.


  
     
  


  “Detective Fisher,” I said.  “Allow me to introduce Artemis.  Artemis, Detective Ron Fisher.”


  
     
  


  “Detective.”  She nodded, looking him over as he did the same.  Tall, pale, and model-thin, she dressed in a black leather catsuit with lots of straps and buckles. A deep hood cast her face in shadow, and she wore a half-mask sculpted to suggest the sharp planes of a skull.  She also wore four guns—two in shoulder-holsters and one low on each hip.  Standing next to her, I looked like a schoolgirl playing superhero. She looked sexy and dangerous as hell.


  
     
  


  “Pleased to meet you, Artemis.” Fisher extended his hand.  “Astra tells me you can answer a question for us.”


  
     
  


  She smiled thinly as they shook.  “I do have a nose for blood.  You want to identify a victim?”


  
     
  


  “What will you need?”


  
     
  


  “Was it a man?”


  
     
  


  “Yes.”


  
     
  


  “Let me see his razor.”


  
     
  


  I waved Mr. Moffat’s shaving kit, giving her a cautious smile. “I got it.”


  
     
  


  She accepted it without expression, and pulled out a twin-blade razor.  Holding it to her nose, she inhaled thoughtfully.


  
     
  


  “Well?” Phelps asked impatiently. Fisher winced, but Artemis just looked amused.


  
     
  


  “He cut himself recently.  Blood type A positive.  Heavy meat-eater, likes to drink.  Not in great shape, developing kidney problems.”


  
     
  


  Fisher laughed.  “No need to show off, but how can you tell?”


  
     
  


  “Blood type’s easy, his iron is really high, and his kidneys aren’t filtering his blood properly.”


  
     
  


  “Could you tell me if he’d been taking drugs?”


  
     
  


  “Depends on how recent, but his blood smells clean.  So where is he?”


  
     
  


  Fisher pointed to the box.


  
     
  


  “Seriously?”


  
     
  


  “Yes.  Before we open it, since you’re here could you tell me if you can smell any blood traces anywhere else?”


  
     
  


  “Show me around?”


  
     
  


  “Right this way.”  He politely waved her towards the door leading to the hall leading to the den and bedrooms.


  
     
  


  That left me alone with Detective Phelps and Officer Wyatt.  Phelps turned away.  I shrugged.


  
     
  


  “How are the kids, Jimmy?” I asked Wyatt.  His face lit up.


  
     
  


  “Little Madison’s walking,” he reported proudly.  “And Johnny’s on the honor roll this year.  He still puts up drawings of you.”


  
     
  


  “Meeting his class was fun.”


  
     
  


  Before my popularity crashed Quin had had me doing all sorts of public-relations events; I’d especially liked the school visits and tours. I smiled, reminded I’d made a good impression on somebody. He took out his wallet to show me the family pictures, and I made the obligatory but sincere compliments before handing them back.


  
     
  


  “Jimmy?”  I said softly.  “Why all this?  I thought Mr. Moffat was an innocent bystander in the bank job?”


  
     
  


  Wyatt frowned.  “He might have been, miss. Might not. Either way, Detective Fisher thinks the bonds are probably Outfit money. They might have done this just to make a point.”


  
     
  


  “But—”  Artemis and Fisher were back, circling the living room.  She shook her head, and he looked frustrated.  He made a note.


  
     
  


  “I’ll have them look for blood trace anyway.  But thank you.”


  
     
  


  “You’re saying there’s nothing?”  Phelps asked skeptically.


  
     
  


  “That’s what she’s saying, detective.”  He tapped the box with his foot.  “Are you ready?”


  
     
  


  She smiled.  “I’m not squeamish, Lieutenant.  But I appreciate your concern.”


  
     
  


  “Okay, then.”  He lifted the wood lid with his gloved hand, and the copper smell sharpened.  I didn’t feel the slightest temptation to go over and look; instead I watched Artemis.


  
     
  


  She dropped her smile.  “Now that’s just…wrong.”


  
     
  


  “Tell me about it,” Fisher agreed, the cigarette back in his mouth.


  
     
  


  “May I?”


  
     
  


  He handed her a rubber glove and she pulled it over her own.  When she dipped a finger in the stuff I took a sudden interest in the paintings.  The third one from the right, a happy eruption of birds, was pretty good, and I made a mental note to find out if the artist was local.


  
     
  


  “It’s him,” I heard her say.  “But not just him. There’s something else.”


  
     
  


  “Something else?” Fisher asked.  “Not someone?”


  
     
  


  I turned back.  She was shaking her head.


  
     
  


  “No.  It’s something almost reptilian, but it’s not.  And there are traces of sulfur.”


  
     
  


  “Sulfur?”


  
     
  


  Now that she said it I could smell it too, a hint of rotten eggs just on the edge of my nose, buried under the blood-smell.  I nodded agreement, and Fisher ran fingers through his hair.


  
     
  


  “At least I know we have a victim and not a fugitive.  Thank you, both of you.  Phelps?  You can call the crew in now.”


  
     
  


  Fisher followed Artemis and me onto the balcony, where he lit up and sighed.


  
     
  


  “God—sorry Astra.  I’ve been wanting to do that for an hour.”


  
     
  


  Artemis smiled.  “I can’t throw stones, detective—all this has made me thirsty and I’m off to The Fortress for a drink.  Goodnight Detective Fisher, and call me anytime you need quick bloodwork done.”  Without looking at me, she turned to mist and faded from sight.  Fisher puffed a smoke-ring.


  
     
  


  “And that’s not disturbing.  Sorry about tonight kid.  You okay?”


  
     
  


  I sighed.  “I wish Atlas were here—I’m no good at this.”


  
     
  


  “You’re better than you think.  It still sucks.”


  
     
  


  I leaned against the balcony.  “Do you have any idea who did this?”


  
     
  


  “If you mean who put him in the box, no.  Who ordered it?  Yeah, maybe.”


  
     
  


  “Could it be the bank robber?”


  
     
  


  He made another ring and shook his head.  “Naw.  The MOs don’t match.  Whoever she is, she left him alive and well; why kill him now, after we’ve already talked to him?”


  
     
  


  “The Outfit?”


  
     
  


  “Now there’s a possibility.  Especially since our missing Mr. Tony Ross is an independent antiques dealer.  Personally, I think he’s an Outfit banker.”


  
     
  


  “A what?”


  
     
  


  “Sorry.  I think he’s a wise guy who’s job is to hold the cash.  It’s better than a numbered offshore account—electronically untraceable.  He keeps a ledger with the bonds, and pulls or collects payments on his trips.  An Outfit auditor checks the books quarterly to keep him honest.  Everything’s coded, no names are used, so even if the feds flipped him they wouldn’t get much—and his bosses probably have something on him anyway.  We’ve got the Organized Crime Division looking into that angle.”


  
     
  


  “So why kill poor Mr. Moffat?”


  
     
  


  “Send a message to anyone who knows what the robbery was about.  For all they know, he might have been our thief’s accomplice.”


  
     
  


  “Oh.”  I shivered, hugging myself.  “Do you think Mr. Ross is dead too?”


  
     
  


  He nodded.  “Yeah kid, I do.  Or dropped off the face of the Earth.  His bosses have to assume the leak was on his end—or maybe that he arranged it himself.  So he’s dead or running.”


  
     
  


  I thought about that.


  
     
  


  “You’re not going to catch them, are you?”


  
     
  


  Taking a last puff, he ground out the cigarette in his palm (the balcony was still part of the crime scene, I supposed) and tucked it away.


  
     
  


  “Not unless somebody somewhere gets monumentally stupid.  Contrary to popular belief, contracted hits are really hard to solve, even if you have a good idea who ordered the job.  We’ll do our best, and they’ve got to be careful.  That’s probably why our thief showed us the bonds; so we’d know who she was stealing from, make them be cautious. Fly safe, kid.”
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  Chapter Five


  A protest outside Restormel, the base of the Hollywood Knights, turned violent today. The crowd, gathered to protest the Knights’ break with the National Superhuman Professionals Union over its support of the Domestic Security Act, threw bricks and even improvised incendiaries at the gates. Baldur, the team’s photokinetic, flash-blinded the crowd, making it easier for police with eye-protection to remove the rioters.


  
     
  


  LA Evening News


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Flying is without a doubt the coolest part of my breakthrough.  I always loved stargazing, and the night sky high over Chicago had become my sanctuary.  There are few things as beautiful as a full moon over a sea of clouds, and tonight I needed it to get the image of the box out of my head.


  
     
  


  “Shelly?” I called. “You can come out now.”


  
     
  


  She floated beside me, looking down at the gossamer white clouds below us. The wind ruffled her unruly red hair.  A dream in my head, a future-tech cyber-neural projection onto my senses, she was real to me.


  
     
  


  “Thanks for keeping me out down there,” she said, hugging herself though she didn’t really need the 501 jacket she wore.


  
     
  


  I smiled.  A tired smile, but I could make it a real one.  “I told you so.”


  
     
  


  “Bite me.”


  
     
  


  She sighed dramatically.  “It wasn’t supposed to be like this.”


  
     
  


  A commuter jet roared by far below us, flying out of O’Hare.


  
     
  


  “No,” I agreed. “We never played at ‘crime-scene examiner.’ But the dress-up was fun.”


  
     
  


  Tucking my legs up into lotus position, I watched her play with her hair.


  
     
  


  “Shelly? I’ve been thinking.  Why didn’t you warn us about the godzilla?  With all those future-files in your head, a historical event like a godzilla attack on Navy Pier would be hard to miss.” Certainly nobody had really expected a godzilla attack to come out the Great Lakes; Lei Zi still had Riptide, Galatea, and a scratch-team from the other Crisis Aid and Intervention teams searching the lakes for eggs and godzilla-young.


  
     
  


  Shelly sighed again.


  
     
  


  “I was wondering when you’d ask me that.  She wasn’t due for another two years.”


  
     
  


  “Hey what?”


  
     
  


  She scowled, looking worried.


  
     
  


  “The Teatime Anarchist’s files are all history files he collected on his trips to the 22nd Century, right?  And every time he came back knowing what was going to happen, he’d change things just by knowing?  Same for his quantum-twin, and their little games could change things big-time, right?”


  
     
  


  I nodded.  “But you told me there’s a kind of inertia—like time is a river.  Whichever way it goes, it’s still headed for the sea.”


  
     
  


  “Yeah.  The Anarchist told me once it’s like, if you could go back to 1914 and keep those Serbian goofs from assassinating Archduke Ferdinand, World War One would still have happened, because Germany and France would have just found some other reason to fight.  Probably over the African colonies.”  She snickered at my look.  “Hey, all of the world’s history right here in my head, remember?”


  
     
  


  “Brag brag brag.”


  
     
  


  “But the war would have happened later, right?  Maybe a lot later,” She chewed her lip.  “So stuff changes, but it’s still kinda the same.  Whoever’s behind the Godzilla Plague, I think the Big One, or maybe the Whittier Base Attack, made them move up their timetable.”


  
     
  


  “Oh.”


  
     
  


  Well, that made sense; in another history the Whittier Base Attack had been the White House Attack. The Ring had used the opportunity created by the Big One to take their shot ahead of schedule.  And Atlas died instead of me.


  
     
  


  “So you’re saying the Big One sped things up?”


  
     
  


  She shrugged, frustrated.  “Some things.  And long term it’s got to be changing lots of things; over fifty thousand people died—that’s a lot of rocks thrown in the river.  So far sixteen high-tech companies that would have started up this year, haven’t.  And one big political scandal never happened now.  And this year’s mid-term elections?  Don’t even ask.”


  
     
  


  Hearing Shelly talk like an expert on stuff that had never interested her before was deeply weird.


  
     
  


  “So the future’s out of date,” I said.  “‘Always changing, is the future.’”


  
     
  


  She giggled, then turned serious again.  “I’m not going to be as much help as the Anarchist thought,” she said glumly.


  
     
  


  “Sure you are—lots of the stuff we’re going to run into is older than last year, or won’t be changed much by it.  So it won’t happen the same way: we’ll deal.”


  
     
  


  She didn’t look happier.


  
     
  


  “Hope…” she said softly.


  
     
  


  That was the Trouble Voice.  Something bad had happened, or was about to.


  
     
  


  She flipped her hair out of her face and looked at her sneakered feet.  I noticed they had magic-marker graffiti on them.


  
     
  


  “The last history-dump TA got before the Big One was from 2030,” she said.


  
     
  


  “And?”


  
     
  


  “It was different.”


  
     
  


  My eyes stung, but I waved it away.


  
     
  


  “I know that; Atlas was alive and we lived happily ever after, right?”


  
     
  


  “No—I mean, yes, but that’s not what I’m talking about.  In the last pre-Big One future, Blackstone died two months ago.”


  
     
  


  I stopped breathing.


  
     
  


  “How?”


  
     
  


  “He was murdered.” She avoided my eyes.


  
     
  


  My stomach seized. It felt like somebody had snuck up and punched me in the gut.


  
     
  


  “No.  Why?  By who?”


  
     
  


  “Nobody ever found out.  But it was the same guy who killed Mr. Moffat—at least the method was the same.”


  
     
  


  Dear God, no.  I was going to be sick. Projectile-vomit from five thousand feet.


  
     
  


  “The thing is,” Shelly continued in a rush of rising panic as I tried to shut out the image of Blackstone-soup in a box, “since the Big One he spent the last few months recruiting and managing the team.”


  
     
  


  I nodded.  After the funeral I’d been half-useless for weeks, sleepwalking my way through my exercise regime, focusing on my classes and now-solitary aerial patrols, smiling until my face froze.  I was pretty sure I’d scared Shelly, and I knew I’d scared my parents, who’d been through it before when she  died, but even I’d seen how Blackstone had stepped up to fill the leadership void left by Atlas and Ajax.


  
     
  


  But now…


  
     
  


  “He’s back in his team-intelligence role now,” I said, starting to think again.  “What was he working on before?”


  
     
  


  “I don’t know. The guy keeps secrets like nobody’s business.”


  
     
  


  “Does he know about the danger?”


  
     
  


  “Yes!  I told him as soon as you told him about me!”


  
     
  


  “Did you tell him about tonight?”


  
     
  


  “Duh, as soon as we knew what was in the box.”


  
     
  


  “Okay.  And?”


  
     
  


  She shook her head.  “He said ‘Thank you.’”


  
     
  


  I sighed, relieved.


  
     
  


  Shelly wasn’t.  “But what if the supervillain who killed Mr. Moffat is a hit-man?  Detective Fisher said the Outfit might have had it done.  So, what if Blackstone’s working on something that they don’t like.  Or somebody else doesn’t like?”


  
     
  


  I wasn’t relieved anymore.  The public knew Blackstone as a superhero stage-magician, but he was oh so much more than that.  He focused on developing threats, and he regularly worked with and consulted for the CPD, the DSA, and the FBI.  He’d probably been half the reason the Teatime Anarchist had originally taken such an interest in the team.


  
     
  


  And if one of his investigations upset the wrong people…  I thought of the box and tasted bile in my throat.  Breathe.  Think it through.


  
     
  


  “Shell?  In the pre-Big One future, did the bank robbery happen?”


  
     
  


  “Yes. Back in February.”


  
     
  


  “And Mr. Moffat?”


  
     
  


  She nodded.


  
     
  


  “And then Blackstone was killed?”


  
     
  


  “Yes!”


  
     
  


  The cause-and-effect chain linked together horribly.  Mr. Moffat’s horrific murder drew Blackstone’s attention to a new superhuman threat.  Blackstone decided to assist the CPD in the investigation, made somebody nervous, and became the next target. Now it was just happening later.


  
     
  


  And just how much would Shelly’s warning help him?  He already took elaborate security precautions but, truthfully, there were a lot of superhuman powers against which there was no defense other than hitting first or just not being there.


  
     
  


  Mr. Moffat had been reduced to soup, his furniture reduced to scraps, in a thirty-story condo with heavy internal and external security—there’d even been a camera on the balcony—and only a neighbor getting some air one floor down had heard anything.  The Dome’s security was an order of magnitude higher; it could even detect an unauthorized teleporter by the change in air-pressure when he popped in. But there was no guarantee that whatever got to Mr. Moffat couldn’t still get to Blackstone.  And Blackstone’s powers weren’t really combat-oriented; levitation, illusions, teleportation, not the stuff for going up against whatever had reduced Mr. Moffat.


  
     
  


  So the only way to be certain he was safe was to catch the killer before he targeted Blackstone.  But how could we find him if Blackstone, with all of his resources and mad skills, hadn’t?
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  Chapter Six


  “The entertainment industry gives most people a skewed idea of what superheroes really do. We’re not the police. Even in Chicago, the Metropolis of the superhero world, we have only eight CAI teams plus independents. That’s less than a hundred card-carrying capes, most of them B and C-class, covering 8 million people. Sometimes the CPD deploys us like SWAT teams, but mostly we’re emergency-response. Fires. Bad accidents. We rarely fight ‘supervillains,’ but we are called in whenever a disturbance involves other superhumans.”


  
     
  


  Terry Reinhold, quoting Astra in “This is a job for…”


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Thursday passed with no answer to our dilemma. I considered calling Fisher to get his promise not to consult Blackstone on the case, but with Blackstone already alerted by Shelly I didn’t think it would do any good. So I patrolled, and went to school, and worried at the problem.


  
     
  


  Friday on evening patrol, Shelly caught me taking a break on the Sears Tower.


  
     
  


  “Shots fired in Little Tuscany on 24th and Oakley!” she reported.  “Rush is on another police call, and the caller says somebody’s a superhuman.  You’re the closest high-mobility asset.”


  
     
  


  I was already diving.  “I’m on it.”


  
     
  


  Little Tuscany is a newly gentrified neighborhood centered on a cluster of Italian restaurants along West 24th and Oakley. It has a cozy feel, streets lined with wrought-iron Old World lampposts and benches and well-kept trees and planters, hardly the kind of place you expect serious action.  The fight spilled out of Puccini’s as I dropped to the street, putting the brakes on just enough not to make a crater.  My timing was perfect; as I touched down an explosion of shots shattered the eatery’s street window. Two of them hit me, one in the right temple.  They stung.  From the screams inside, they hadn’t been the first shots.


  
     
  


  Atlas Rule #1: when in doubt, pacify the situation.


  
     
  


  I went in through the window, landing in front of the shooter, a wild-eyed black kid with a pistol. Completely freaked, he still wasn’t dumb enough to try it on me—grabbing his gun I looked around for more, but then he went down in a spray of blood, a familiar eye-twisting blur behind him.


  
     
  


  Oh no no No!


  
     
  


  “Rush!” I yelled.  “Sonic, code red!” Shelly would pass it on.


  
     
  


  I broke the pistol’s barrel and tossed it, spinning around to track the blur.  Another kid crashed into the bar, more blood flying.  I couldn’t be sure, but the speedster seemed to be swinging a baseball bat.  A third kid, screaming rage and fear, waved a Glock. This one was stupid or panicked enough to shoot at me, and I took two more to the chest before I closed the gap to grab the barrel and wrench it up and away.  Making a fist with my other hand, I punched him carefully in the solar plexus.  He fell gasping to the floor, his diaphragm shocked into spasms.


  
     
  


  Where’s Rush?


  
     
  


  Puccini’s is a small place, a family-owned restaurant packed with checker-cloth covered tables lit by candles in jars, and you have to go around the bar to get to the dining area from the street. When the eye-twisting blur appeared again I snatched for it as it went by less than a step away. I missed, saw a second blur, red and white, at the now-open door.  The two blurs collided, and then Rush stood in the doorway gripping a black kid in cornrows and wearing a bloodied biker’s jacket in a come-along hold.


  
     
  


  “HeyAstra, what’sthefuss?”  He cuffed the protesting kid with plastic ties, then dragged him over and anchored him to the bar’s foot-rail almost faster than my eyes could follow.


  
     
  


  “Do you need to get back to your own situation?” I asked over my shoulder as I checked out the scene, hiding my relief.  All but one of the injured were obvious gang-bangers.  The exception, a middle-aged woman, sat on the floor, her face white with shock.  Her dinner partner pressed a folded linen napkin to her ribs.  I knelt beside her.


  
     
  


  “Nah,” Rush said, grinning under his visored helmet.  “Violent home invasion, all done.”  Sirens wailed, far away, and the kid started to cry.  Rush nudged him with his foot and decided he’d keep.


  
     
  


  I gently checked the woman’s improvised pressure-bandage, whispering reassurances. She’d taken a stray bullet, but would be alright until the paramedics arrived. I kept moving. Five gang-bangers were down, and the sixth, the owner of the Glock, let Rush cuff him without trouble. We checked everyone over as the sirens got louder.  Broken knees, cracked skulls, and, amazingly, nobody dead—just injured gang-bangers and shocked diners. The scene didn’t go with the soft music and the fragrant smells of gorgonzala and risotto, but the Reaper had passed by tonight.


  
     
  


  The cleanup always lasts longer than the action. By the time four squad cars pulled up in quick succession, Rush and I had patted down the gang kids and restrained the ones not too injured to make trouble. Rush got with a patrolman and administered a sandman pack—a drug injection that would knock an elephant out—to our new speedster friend so they could safely transport him after the patrolman read him his rights.  One of the patrolmen pulled a collapsible stretcher from his trunk, and I helped secure the injured woman.  She told me she was Donna Burcelli, thanked me graciously, and made no fuss as I flew her over to Westlake Hospital. Her husband followed in his car.


  
     
  


  I just managed to miss the swarm of reporters and paparazzi who descended on Puccini’s, and saw Rush hop his motorcycle and disappear over the Wall into hypertime.  Leaving Westlake, the flight back to the Dome gave me time to dictate a full after-action report. Back in my quarters, I surveyed the damage.


  
     
  


  “You look like the victim of a squirrel attack,” Shelly laughed, sitting on my bed, her feet tucked up and arms around her legs.


  
     
  


  “Get your imaginary feet off my bed,” I shot back, and she stuck out her imaginary tongue.


  
     
  


  “That was more like it,” she said.  “Not a proper supervillain fight, but…”


  
     
  


  I fingered the bullet hole in the leather face of my mask, right at the edge of the wig. My hands were trembling.


  
     
  


  Nobody died. I took a deep breath.


  
     
  


  “He was a mad and scared breakthrough, Shell.”


  
     
  


  From the statements of badly shaken diners, the kid had run into Puccini’s, chased by the six gang-bangers. They’d proceeded to corner and beat on him, and he learned just how fast he could be.  They escalated to guns when he started speeding, and he got the trophy bat off the wall and went to town. I really couldn’t blame him, though if Rush hadn’t arrived I couldn’t have done a thing to keep him from killing every one of his attackers if he’d wanted to. I might be a maid of steel, but I’m not faster than a speeding bullet and it was a miracle nobody had been killed.


  
     
  


  And I’d hated calling for Rush, though admitting that made me feel small.  In the showdown with the Teatime Anarchist’s twin, Rush had been on the wrong side.  The subsequent investigation proved he’d been “handled” and lied to, but I hadn’t liked him much for a lot of other reasons before then and I didn’t like disliking a teammate.


  
     
  


  Shrugging it aside, I stripped down.  The torso of my costume was a loss too: four holes, one of them in my built-in bra padding.  Well, I had more.  I grabbed the terrycloth bathrobe the staff provided and headed for the shower, blissfully anticipating using all four heads and the waterfall. I wondered if, in the unchanged history, we’d have still met the kid tonight.


  
     
  


  And stopped, frozen by a fugitive thought.


  
     
  


  “Hope?” Shelly said behind me as I tried to nail it down. I waved her quiet without turning around. I’d been chasing my tail, but now…


  
     
  


  The godzilla was early. Blackstone’s alive…


  
     
  


  I felt dizzy.


  
     
  


  “Shell?” I whispered, afraid of losing my epiphany. “Why don’t we cheat?”


  
     
  


  “Huh?”


  
     
  


  “The Time War messed everything up, but you said lots of things are still the same?


  
     
  


  “Yeah, but—”


  
     
  


  I spun around.


  
     
  


  “And you know about everyone the team would have ever met before, right? Everything that might have happened for the next hundred-plus years?”


  
     
  


  She nodded, wide-eyed.


  
     
  


  “Everything that made it into the history books, anyway.”


  
     
  


  “So, why can’t we cheat? You said Blackstone’s murder doesn’t get solved—but do you know anybody who could have solved it? Who’s active now?”


  
     
  


  She got the far-away look that said she was accessing the hundreds of contingent histories of the future-files.


  
     
  


  “Maybe… There’s a supernatural investigator who shows up—might show up—in a couple of years. He specializes in murders by projections, thought-forms, stuff like that. His name’s Dr. Cornelius, and he actually speculated about Blackstone’s murder though he couldn’t solve it then.”


  
     
  


  “Where is he now?”


  
     
  


  “I don’t know. But he first pops up doing quiet jobs for Orb, a top-shelf Hollywood PI. And she’s active now.


  
     
  


  So, maybe. It was worth a shot, but my heart sank.


  
     
  


  “And Orb’s in LA?”


  
     
  


  Shelly nodded solemnly.


  
     
  


  LA. The last place on Earth I wanted to go.
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  Chapter Seven


  Come on and rescue me!


  I’ve been waiting here all night


  Just hoping that you’ll see.


  Fly down and rescue me!


  
     
  


  From Rescue Me, by Have No Fear.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  I made some calls and headed home. If I’d lived on campus with the Bees, I’d have been dragging my laundry home every weekend. Instead my parents had bought me my own little condo in Boyd Tower, the residential tower sitting on top of the Dome’s secret backdoor garage-entrance, but after everything that happened I preferred to stay in my quarters in the Dome. The Dome’s staff provided maid service, so I didn’t have the bag-of-laundry excuse, but I went home anyway. I so needed the normal.


  
     
  


  I came to another decision while driving West on Eisenhower, this one about Shelly.


  
     
  


  After all these months, Shelly still hadn’t got up the courage to get in touch with her mom.  I understood why; Shell wasn’t really Shelly. She was a quantum-ghost of my BFF, a future-tech operating system who remembered being Shelly.  Was she real, did she have a soul?  Father Nolan said so, on the excellent proof that she had a heart. That was enough theological reassurance for me, but how would Mrs. Boyar take it?  Would she accept Shelly as another daughter, or reject her as a blasphemous copy?   Shelly had died three years ago; it might be best to leave it alone.


  
     
  


  But besides Artemis, Blackstone, and me, only Father Nolan knew the truth about Shelly.  She chatted remotely with her Dispatch coworkers every day, but she had to lie to them (they thought she was a lot older, and, well, physical—a paraplegic shut-in somewhere).


  
     
  


  I’d asked if we could give her mom the same neural link that I had, and she’d mailed me a new bio-seed from wherever her system is located.  It looked like a little pink pearl, and if you swallowed it, it grew and braided itself into your central nervous system to create the neural link. Now it just sat in a jewelry box on my dresser at home, and I was still the only family she had. If anything happened to me, the consequences didn’t bear thinking about.


  
     
  


  And now that I’d made up my mind, this was going to be fun.


  
     
  


  Springtime meant art festivals and musical events for the Foundation, so despite it being the witching hour I found Mom in the den going over tomorrow’s to-do list.  Bent over her laptop, her dark hair back in a bun, in the dim light she looked like a witch reviewing her spells.


  
     
  


  “Where’s Dad?” I asked.  Normally if she stayed up he found company business to review until she was ready to go up to bed.


  
     
  


  She looked up and smiled.


  
     
  


  “Your father is at the office preparing for a presentation on the Becker Contract.  You’re late.”


  
     
  


  I shrugged.  “There was a last-minute thing.”


  
     
  


  As lightly as I tried to pass it off, something pinged her radar. She took off her reading glasses to look at me.


  
     
  


  “Trouble?”


  
     
  


  Falling into Dad’s reading chair, I told her about Puccini’s.


  
     
  


  “What’s going to happen to the boy?” she asked when I finished.


  
     
  


  “I don’t know.  He didn’t kill anybody, and it looks like aggravated self-defense to me.  But most public teen breakthroughs wind up in Hillwood Academy.”


  
     
  


  Hillwood Academy, first a Prohibition Era millionaire’s home, then a prep school, was now the home for kids who’s breakthroughs isolated them or made disciplining them in normal home and school environments impossible.  Preteens went to Whitlow’s Academy, and, from what I’d heard, neither was a particularly happy place; a lot of young breakthroughs got triggered by abuse, which meant lots of those kids had serious issues.


  
     
  


  She gave me a look and I laughed, stretching against the chair’s soft leather arms.


  
     
  


  “Okay, okay, I’ll see what I can do about it.  Promise.”


  
     
  


  She nodded, but continued to study me.


  
     
  


  “I saw Mrs. Lori today,” she said. “At the Founder’s Day committee meeting.”


  
     
  


  I looked at her askance.


  
     
  


  “She asked when you were going to end your mourning period.”


  
     
  


  “Mom…” I sighed. “You and Dad wouldn’t have approved anyway.”


  
     
  


  I’d been going to tell them about Atlas and me when we got back from LA. I confessed to the engagement and getaway when the scandal broke after the funeral, and it had been an even bigger shock to my brothers since till then they hadn’t even known their little sis was Astra. From Mom and Dad’s reaction to learning about Atlas, I’d been pretty sure that if he’d survived they would have tried to pack me off to a convent—or at least to Aunt Vicky’s in France—and we hadn’t discussed it since.


  
     
  


  But now Mom studied me like I was a puzzle for her to solve.


  
     
  


  “No, we wouldn’t have,” she agreed. “But not because of Atlas. Your father has always known what was behind his reputation.”


  
     
  


  I raised my head. “So it’s age? ‘Cause Dad’s what, fifty years older than you.”


  
     
  


  “Ten years, dear. And I was hot for your father the moment I met him.”


  
     
  


  “Eeeww!” I covered my ears. “Too much information!”


  
     
  


  “But I was twenty, and had been in a relationship before. And after my summer internship ended we didn’t work together anymore.” She smiled fondly. “I did make certain that by the time I left your father was hot for me.”


  
     
  


  I shuddered. “Bleeding! My ears are bleeding!”


  
     
  


  “Hope, John left Texas and moved to Chicago when he was sixteen.  He became Atlas at eighteen, and the Sentinels made him their field leader when Touches Clouds left to go into politics. He became an adult early. I’m sure that, from his perspective, you were mature enough to know yourself and what you were ready for.”


  
     
  


  And I wasn’t. I didn’t say it aloud.


  
     
  


  John had intended to wait. I’d intended to wait, until getting shot out of the sky by a random act of madness convinced me we might not have time. Then I’d pushed it, and I’d been right, just not the way I’d thought.


  
     
  


  Mom took my silence for understanding, and smiled, letting it drop. She’d gotten the message across, and I felt better. A mom-daughter night was coming, with much ice-cream and spillage of details. Meanwhile… I giggled.


  
     
  


  “Everything, later. I promise. But there’s something I want to show you tonight.  Please?”


  
     
  


  Her look turned arch. “The last time you said wanted to ‘show me something’ it was your breakthrough, and now my daughter is risking her life as a superhero.  The time before that it was an improbably innocent kitten in a box, and now he owns the house and sleeps on my shoes.  Should I be worried?”


  
     
  


  “It’s not in a box, but I think you’ll like this one.”  Pulling myself up, I sat on the corner of the desk so I could lean over her laptop and brought up the prepared web-page.  Mom’s laptop webcam lit up, and Shelly looked out of the screen.


  
     
  


  “Hi, Mrs. C!”


  
     
  


  Who knew Mom could scream like a little girl?  Some moments are priceless.


  
     
  


  Five minutes of explanation later, I went up to bed happy in the knowledge that Shelly and Mom would be talking into the wee hours.  Mom had been Mrs. C, our house a second home, since the day Shelly and I met in first grade and became joined at the hip.  Most weekends it had been a tossup where we were sleeping, and when I’d been diagnosed with childhood cancer Mom relied on Shelly to let her know what was going on in my head. It didn’t bother me at all that she would certainly enlist Shelly again.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  I flew out in the predawn light, using one of Vulcan’s chameleon-suits. A baggy, hooded jumpsuit with mitts and booties, it gave me amazing camouflage as I took off. Once west of Chicago, I peeled it off and stowed it in my travel bag before pouring on the speed. The first time I’d made this trip I’d been hanging onto Atlas’ feet as he’d taken us above Mach 4. I wasn’t nearly that fast yet, so it took me a couple of hours to reach LA.


  
     
  


  Only four months had passed since the Big One flattened LA, San Diego, and most of Southern California, but I flew over busy freeways and the city looked clear of rubble. Downtown, where business buildings had fallen like dominoes, the skeletons of new buildings rose everywhere.


  
     
  


  One of the advantages of the Post-Event world was how fast we could recover from hits like the Big One; South Cal had been flooded with superheroes and superhuman-staffed construction companies like The Crew. It didn’t make up for the reality that the Big One had been triggered by an insane superhuman, but it helped.


  
     
  


  But it didn’t help me. I still saw the ghosts of collapsed buildings, the dust that had hung over everything, and I could almost smell the broken sewer lines and bodies of January. And Whittier Base, now Fort Whittier, still stood south of the reviving downtown. The military was turning the base into a memorial park and training center.


  
     
  


  Fortunately my destination lay in north LA. 


  
     
  


  Lunette’s is on Santa Monica Blvd, along the old Route 66. It’s a club for superheroes, like The Fortress in Chicago, and I’d expected something the same when I got there. It couldn’t have been more different.


  
     
  


  The low building squatted behind a strip-mall, out of sight of the street. It had obviously started life as something else, and its windows were covered and painted over. The sign over its steel doors was just a crescent moon, and both the doors and the sign looked old.  The only splash of color came from a pair of low concrete pylons that stood sentry in front of the doors—obvious barriers to anyone who wanted to try crashing the gate with a car. Those looked new.


  
     
  


  It was Saturday morning and I’d raced the dawn to the coast, so only a few forlorn vehicles huddled in the nearest corner of the fenced-in parking lot. I pushed through the doors and blinked. If not for my ability to see into the infrared spectrum, I’d have been blind till my eyes adjusted to the low interior light. The club had a long bar and an open dance floor surrounded by tall club tables, and I saw doors that probably led to private rooms. Everything looked cheap, purchased from timely bankruptcy sales, and hip-hop music played to a nearly empty room. Where The Fortress was filled with superhero memorabilia, Lunette’s was bare of decoration. It could have been any hole-in-the-wall club (not that I’d been in many).


  
     
  


  Orb didn’t look like she had either. She sat at one of the club tables, wearing a cream colored business suit and lime green tie, legs crossed, one foot hooked on the rung of her chair, the other foot bouncing gently in its designer shoe. I joined her, ordering the club’s best bottled water while she watched me.


  
     
  


  “Watched” didn’t quite describe it. I couldn’t see Orb’s eyes; her golden hair, swept around her head and curled on one side like a conch shell, as hard-set as a punk rocker’s mohawk, completely hid the top half of her face. A silver orb about the size of a softball floated by her shoulder. To most people the hovering sphere probably looked smooth, chromed and featureless, but I could see micro-tiny waves rippling across its surface. Shelly had briefed me during my flight; Orb was blind and deaf, the sphere her eyes and ears. I smiled at it instead of at her.


  
     
  


  “Thank you for seeing me so quickly,” I said.


  
     
  


  She sipped her drink and the ripples deepened.


  
     
  


  “For Astra of the Sentinels? Anytime.”


  
     
  


  The words, spoken in a pleasant, low contralto and with an edge of amusement, came from the orb.


  
     
  


  She set down her glass.


  
     
  


  “So, what can I do for you?”


  
     
  


  I took a breath. “I need to find someone, quietly, and I don’t have much time.”


  
     
  


  She smiled. “I can do it fast, and quiet, and cheap. Pick two out of three.”


  
     
  


  “A and B.” I pulled out a stack of hundreds and a picture Shelly had printed for me. “His name is Dr. Cornelius, but he may not be using it yet.”


  
     
  


  The orb floated over the picture. For only a second, she froze.


  
     
  


  “I’ve never seen him.”


  
     
  


  “Please.” I took the picture back. “He isn’t in any trouble and I don’t want to make any, but—” I wanted to say a life might depend on it, but it sounded too cheesy. And desperate.


  
     
  


  She softened a fraction.


  
     
  


  “He’s already in trouble,” she sighed. “And I doubt he can help anyone.”


  
     
  


  She held out her hand, and I reluctantly gave her the photograph. The orb dipped close, like she was drinking it in, and I wondered what she saw. Dr. Cornelius was a reasonably attractive man, tall, thin, his narrow face a striking mix of African-European features. His dark hair and beard were neatly trimmed, his eyes intelligent and good-humored. He looked like someone I’d be glad to know, but not an object of fascination.


  
     
  


  “Where did you get this?”


  
     
  


  “From a friend. Can you tell me where he is?”


  
     
  


  “No. But I can pass a message. Put your money away.”


  
     
  


  I was forced to be happy with that. We left the club, Orb telling me to stick around for her call before she got in her car. Back out in the morning sun and lacking anything better to do, I decided to check in at Restormel.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  I hadn’t thought to bring civies, and wouldn’t have trusted a hotel anyway. Fortunately I had a standing invitation to crash at Restormel anytime. Seven had been one of them, more movie star than superhero, and I still didn’t know why he decided to take Blackstone up on his offer to join the Sentinels after the Whittier Base Attack decimated our ranks. I hadn’t been interested in much when he switched teams, and now I wasn’t sure how to ask.


  
     
  


  Restormel sat in the Beverly Hills, overlooking LA. The Hollywood Knights were up north shooting for their latest movie, Hollywood Knights VI: Bloody Dawn, but the staff and accommodations were as high-class as I remembered; I showered and relaxed as well as I could, even chatted a bit with Dr. Carlson, the team’s resident physician. She’d treated me back in January when I’d come in with plasma burns after an enraged breakthrough shot me out of the sky.


  
     
  


  At nightfall I got the call; Cornelius would meet me at Lunette’s.


  
     
  


  And what a difference night made.


  
     
  


  Lunettes’ was the same pale shade, but lit by tracks of silver-white LED lights I hadn’t noticed in the daytime. Its open doors let in the cool night air and spilled music into the surrounding lot. There was no club line, just a doorman who nodded some through, stopped others. Most weren’t in costume, and disappointed would-be-partiers didn’t stay around. Cars filled the guarded lot, parked and retrieved by a team of watchful attendants.


  
     
  


  When I landed the big guy just nodded to me, light from the crescent above the door shining off a matching tattoo on his skull. Inside, the club wasn’t any brighter than it had been during the day, but I drew looks. Just like at The Fortress, club-goers looked away; I’d be “invisible” unless I talked to somebody. Orb sat at the table she’d occupied earlier, and now she had company.


  
     
  


  Shelly popped into virtual existence beside me.


  
     
  


  “That’s him,” she said. “And we’re screwed.”
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  Chapter Eight


  Not all breakthroughs follow the superhero stereotypes; there are lots of other “supernatural” breakthroughs based on older myths and stories. Chakra, with her tantric magic, is the perfect blush-inducing example of the Merlin-type (do not talk to her about the source of her powers!), but there are witches in San Francisco, voodonists in New Orleans, English druids, Italian strega, Native American medicine men, Appalachian conjure-men, and enough others to fill books. And because their beliefs shaped their breakthroughs, their magic works.


  
     
  


  Astra, Notes From a Life.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Using my eyes Shelly could see what I saw, and she was right. This was our guy, but not yet, if ever. We could only see his back, but his long hair was shiny in a bad way and pulled into a ratty tail. His shoulders hunched like he expected the world to smack him for no reason. He wore an old evening coat, blue so dark it looked black and glinting with light off of dozens, maybe hundreds of silver pins. All kinds of pins: award pins, logo pins, event pins, even tie and lapel pins as long as they were small and silver. If the night sky went slumming, it would look like this. Even in a club full of sweaty dancers, I could smell the odor of too many missed baths on him.


  
     
  


  “Astra,” Orb said when I stepped out of the crowd. She held up her hand and a server took my order of a virgin cooler before I took the unoccupied chair. Her guest was even more unpromising from the front. His dark skin was an unhealthy gray, and the lines around his veined eyes aged him. I was looking at a longtime crack addict or meth-head.


  
     
  


  He looked up from his drink, and tired eyes lit with interest. When he didn’t say anything I extended a gloved hand.


  
     
  


  “Dr. Cornelius?”                                                                                                  


  
     
  


  He grimaced, but we shook. He wore fingerless gloves, and he looked at his hand after letting go.


  
     
  


  “I don’t know any Dr. Cornelius,” he said. “Sounds like a hero name.”


  
     
  


  “Shit. Let’s go, Hope,” Shelly said beside me. I shook my head, putting on a smile. She was right, but we were here and I wasn’t going to be rude.


  
     
  


  “A friend of mine told me it was yours,” I said. “Or will be in a few years.”


  
     
  


  “That would be the impatient one there? Red hair, green eyes, mouthy?”


  
     
  


  Shelly squeaked and slapped her hands over her mouth, eyes wide.


  
     
  


  “How—” I gripped the table, felt it creak. “She’s a virtual-reality projection in my head, not really here! How can you see her?”


  
     
  


  “She’s with you, and you’re here,” he said, his voice too strong and deep for his thin body.  “So she’s here, metaphysically. That’s physical enough for me. Would you like an orange?”


  
     
  


  He pulled one, slightly squashed, out of his coat pocket and started peeling.


  
     
  


  I shook my head weakly. Orb just smiled and slid a snack bowl under his hands.


  
     
  


  “Orb says you need something,” he said, focusing on the fruit.


  
     
  


  I looked at Shelly, then plunged in.


  
     
  


  “According to a book of contingent prophesy, in two or three years, maybe sooner, you’re going to make a name for yourself as an occult investigator called Dr. Cornelius. You’ll specialize in hunting supernatural breakthroughs, their projections and creations.”


  
     
  


  “Will I?”


  
     
  


  “Yes. And in an interview you’ll speculate about the murder of one of my friends. In the article you’ll say he was likely killed by a projection, a summons, but that after so much time you can’t prove it.”


  
     
  


  “Must be a high-profile killing for me to talk about it. Does the victim have a name?” The orange was half-naked.


  
     
  


  I swallowed, nodded.


  
     
  


  “Blackstone.”


  
     
  


  Orb twitched, and Cornelius stopped peeling. My drink arrived.


  
     
  


  “That’s a very interesting book,” he said after the server left.


  
     
  


  “It’s more of a time-traveler’s database,” I said. Shelly nodded solemnly.


  
     
  


  “You’re trying to change history? That’s taking on a lot.”


  
     
  


  “It’s not history yet.” I took a sip of my cooler and explained all about temporal superimposition and the privileged present. He nodded when I finished, back to peeling the orange.


  
     
  


  “So it’s like in Dickens’ Christmas Carol: the shadows of things that might be.”


  
     
  


  “Yes. But Blackstone’s d— That’s a pretty solid shadow.”


  
     
  


  “That’s tough. Wish I could help you.”


  
     
  


  “But you’re— I mean, you can see Shelly. Obviously you’ve had your breakthrough.”


  
     
  


  He dropped the last peel in the bowl and split the orange.


  
     
  


  “Got it the day of the Event. Been trying to give it back ever since.”


  
     
  


  I could only stare. “Why?”


  
     
  


  He sighed, tired, and looked at Orb.


  
     
  


  “Ten years ago I was a snot-nosed grad student studying metaphysics and getting high in pursuit of chemically-assisted enlightenment. The Event gave it to me. The world around us? As real as your friend here. It’s a hologram, an image created by the intersection of thirty-six emanations. Like light. You combine red, yellow, and blue light and you get white light. This world—”


  
     
  


  He slapped the table, making me jump. “Hermetic magicians call it Assiah, and it’s like the orange peels here. Just the skin of reality. Inside that is Yetzirah, the astral plane, the dream plane, the place our minds are. Inside that is Briah, the iconic real, home to all the faces of divinity we know and crammed with every afterlife and mythic place we can imagine. Inside that is Atziluth, the hyperion realm, the home of the Source, the Prime Mover, capital G God. All energy emanates from the Source. When it reaches Briah it divides into the thirty-six emanations, the decanic energies that mix to continually re-create Assiah, the world we eat and crap and get high in.


  
     
  


  “Me? I saw it all. The Event greased me right through Yetzirah, through Briah, and right into Atziluth where I saw the freakin’ face of God. And He spoke to me. Just three Words, three of the thirty-six Words used to speak the world into being, one for each decan.”


  
     
  


  He popped an orange slice in his mouth, grinning maniacally.


  
     
  


  “And you know what? I can’t forget them. Can’t say them, either, not one. Don’t know what would happen if I did—they’re realer than I am. And I can’t stop seeing the world for what it is. Except when I’m high of course.”


  
     
  


  I didn’t know what to say. He shrugged, popping another orange slice.


  
     
  


  “Is any of that real except to me? Don’t know, don’t care. Still think I can help the great Blackstone?”


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  With no reason to stay in LA, I retrieved my bag from Restormel and flew out. Shelly ghosted alongside me, but we didn’t talk much. She promised to look some more; maybe she’d missed something, another future lead we could pursue. I only half-listened. I hadn’t thought the trip through on the flight out—had kept myself from thinking about it, really. But now I detoured south of my LA-Chicago flight path, heading for the Bear River Mountains and Atlas’ cabin. When Shelly realized my destination she said goodnight and switched off.


  
     
  


  In the middle of the cleanup from the Big One, just before the Whittier Base Attack, Atlas and I spent three nights there. I told his parents about it after the funeral, and I think it helped, a little, because they gave me the cabin. They had their ranch in Texas and had never been up there themselves; it had been John’s “Fortress of Solitude.” I’d thanked them, but hadn’t been able to go back.


  
     
  


  Now I descended on the luxury-cabin, tucked in a mountain valley between ridges and surrounded by pine and aspen. Even without a moon, my super-sight let me see just fine by starlight. Finding the key, I unlocked the front door and dropped my bag in the entryway.


  
     
  


  And took a deep breath. Now what?


  
     
  


  “I could replay for you,” Shelly said quietly, popping in beside me.


  
     
  


  I shrieked, spun around.


  
     
  


  “Don’t do that!”


  
     
  


  “Sorry! I just— Your neural implant was up and running by then, so there’s a complete recording of your trip in the Anarchist’s files. It’s locked, but if you want I can get it. You can see…”


  
     
  


  “No.” I covered my eyes, light-headed. I wasn’t going to scream at Shelly. I wasn’t.


  
     
  


  “No. That’s…nice, Shel. Maybe in fifty years.”


  
     
  


  My breakthrough had forced me to abandon all my adult plans. I was still a college freshman, but I didn’t have time to experience college life. Instead of club and sorority activities, after-school parties and rooming with the Bees, I trained and patrolled. But I got Atlas. Trained as his sidekick for three months, fought beside him, fought with him. And made new plans. Until the attack.


  
     
  


  I blinked determinedly.


  
     
  


  “I’ll be okay, but thanks for the offer. See you at home?”


  
     
  


  She nodded uncertainly and disappeared again.


  
     
  


  I took another breath, and realized it didn’t hurt. I’d have to thank Shelly—she’d broken the moment, and now I knew what I’d come for. I stripped off my mask, gloves, and boots, then found the linen closet and pulled out the horse-blanket we’d used together the first night. Going back outside, I climbed to the elevated back porch, stripped the cover off the outdoor couch, and stretched out. The stars were different than the winter stars of January, but just as bright.


  
     
  


  I could smell John in the blanket, and it got a little wet, but my dreams were beautiful.
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  Chapter Nine


  Looking at the old comic-book superheroes, Batman had a secret lair from which he could monitor the world and particularly his beloved Gotham City, but Superman had an impregnable fortress hidden as far away from the rest of humanity as it could be and still be on the same planet. A secret base of operations vs. a hideway.


  
     
  


  Dr. Mendell, On superhero psychology.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Capes are a pain in the butt, which is why most capes don’t wear them. Mine are made out of some kind of patented silk-synthetic mix that’s cool and shiny but fairly resistant to damage. Apparently they’re not resistant to being slept on; I forgot to take it off last night, and woke up tangled in cape and horse-blanket. The horse-blanket was less wrinkled.


  
     
  


  I’d had no plans last night, but I did when I opened my eyes. Back in January, when Atlas and I returned to Los Angeles I’d left behind all the civilian clothes I’d bought just for the scandal-inducing getaway. I’d optimistically anticipated a lot more time spent here. Now the mountains were green with spring, the meadows covered in wildflowers, and I had the day free. Two days if I blew off class for once.


  
     
  


  Going back inside, I showered and changed into cargo shorts and a pink cotton cami with Bow to the princess written in white sparkles. Bouncing down the stairs, I almost screamed when I ran into Artemis coming up from the cellar.


  
     
  


  “Morning, Hope. So what kind of coffee did Atlas stock, anyway?” she asked.


  
     
  


  “I— What? The who?”


  
     
  


  “Shelly thought you might need some big-girl talk, and I got to test Vulcan’s new carrier drone. He designed it to drop Galatea, but I stepped out a few thousand feet up and floated down. Thought I’d let you sleep.”


  
     
  


  She’d changed into a civilian version of her daysuit—skintight and covered by sailor pants and a long-sleeved turtleneck sweater. She had the gloves and mask ready, but with the bay-window curtains drawn she was fine inside the cabin.


  
     
  


  “Thanks? I… Coffee?” I pulled in my scattered thoughts while Artemis stood there, completely unconcerned at having invited herself to join my getaway. “Just canned stuff.”


  
     
  


  She smiled, held up a bag. “I came prepared.”


  
     
  


  Being a vampire limited Artemis to a liquid diet, so she’d become a lover of all things drinkable. Coffee, hot chocolate, wine, beer, coolers, ale, even ice-cream (frozen liquid after all). She could brew coffee that made gourmet baristas cry, and I’d kill for her chocolate concoctions.


  
     
  


  Ten minutes later, the kitchen filling with the brain-melting aroma of hand-ground bean, Artemis threw herself into a chair.


  
     
  


  “So?” she said. “Why is Shelly worried about you?” Birds sang outside, wind rattled the leaves, and my super-duper hearing picked up the soft step of a deer. Two? A doe and her fawn? When I focused I could hear the wildlife around the cabin, but I couldn’t hear Artemis’ heartbeat. Because being dead, she didn’t have one. And though she hadn’t inherited any of the traditional vampire phobias from the psychotic and delusional breakthrough who’d “sired” her, naked sunlight would burn her like a blowtorch. But she sat across from me, up in the daytime and far away from her safe urban haunts.


  
     
  


  “Hey,” she said. “Little Miss Sunshine can’t go watery on me.”


  
     
  


  I sniffed and wiped my eyes.  “And fiends of the night shouldn’t be up past their bedtimes. You still haven’t told me where you’ve been.”


  
     
  


  She’d disappeared right after the public funeral for Atlas, Nimbus, and Ajax. All Blackstone would tell anybody was that she’d been “helping the DSA with an investigation,” and although she’d texted a few times she hadn’t spilled any details.


  
     
  


  And she’d stayed strictly nocturnal since getting back two weeks ago. We hadn’t resumed our weekly outings to The Fortress, and we hadn’t really talked. About anything. I’d thought she’d been avoiding me. Which I could understand, since I had almost gotten her killed.


  
     
  


  She read my face. “Hey. You didn’t drag me along—I volunteered, remember? Hell, I owed the Anarchist big-time. If that meant going into a daylight fight, my biggest problem with the way it turned out is I didn’t get a chance to shoot anybody. Not even a little.”


  
     
  


  That surprised a laugh out of me.


  
     
  


  “Better,” she said. “Want me to shoot a few newsies for you? Just a little?”


  
     
  


  “Aagh.” I clutched my hair, sliding down in my chair. “Just a little. You’d think they’d leave me alone.”


  
     
  


  “In what bizarro alternate world would they do that? After the Burnout scandal with all those underage ‘sidekicks’ last year? And we’re talking about Atlas, the Great American Hero? You can’t just show your birth-certificate, so the tabloids can claim you’re jailbait, and you’ve got to admit that the ten-year age difference between the two of you made it look a bit squicky.”


  
     
  


  “Nine! Nine years! And I thought you were all for it.”


  
     
  


  “I was. When you’re in The Life you carpe the diem when you can. I didn’t know Atlas well, but Blackstone didn’t even blink at the thought of you two. Chakra wouldn’t have cared if one of you was a duck, but if Blackstone had thought it the least hinky he’d have warned you away from it.”


  
     
  


  “Then what did I do wrong?”


  
     
  


  “Disappearing with Atlas for three days? With his rep? You’d have done better to run off to Vegas. Getting married by Elvis would have been nothing.”


  
     
  


  “We were engaged, and nothing happened!”


  
     
  


  “Great title for your autobiography. Nobody’ll buy it.”


  
     
  


  I moaned.


  
     
  


  “This conversation is undoing my therapy.”


  
     
  


  “Really? You killed how many Bad Guys in LA, got tortured by a sadistic nut-job and waxed him too, and this is what you talk to Dr. Mendell about?”


  
     
  


  “I don’t talk to her about LA. Or Reno. Not since she certified me for duty.”


  
     
  


  “Coffee’s ready.”


  
     
  


  She got up and poured, then did something arcane with the cans and packets she’d brought. English cream. Cinnamon. Nutmeg. Other stuff. She never asked what I wanted, but I always wanted what she made.


  
     
  


  “So what were you doing Blackstone wouldn’t talk about?” I asked, blowing on mine. Habit: I could have drunk it boiling.


  
     
  


  For a moment she looked really, really dangerous, like an evil Snow White.


  
     
  


  “Let’s just say the ‘vampire’ population of New Orleans has declined. On that note, good news: I’m not contagious.”


  
     
  


  “You can’t make other vampires?”


  
     
  


  “Nope. Not without psycho-Vlad to empower me, anyway. And since he’s ashes floating in Lake Michigan…”


  
     
  


  Her smile stretched ear to ear, and I sighed, relieved. I’d occasionally worried that the Department of Superhuman Affairs would conspire with the Center for Disease Control to lock her up as the potential vector for a vampire-plague. After all that’s what her maker had planned. I sipped the coffee and settled back with a deeper, blissful sigh.


  
     
  


  “But the whole Atlas-scandal has been going on awhile,” Artemis said. “Why is Shelly worried now?”


  
     
  


  So I told her.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  “Are you brain-dead?”


  
     
  


  I’d only ever seen Artemis this mad once, the night I’d tracked her down in her hideout under her old family home. She’d shot me in the eye to make the point. It had stung


  
     
  


  “Blackstone is going to get pureed and you didn’t tell me?”


  
     
  


  “I’m sorry!”


  
     
  


  I forced my hands down, wrapping them around my cup. A mistake; I squeezed too hard and it shattered, splashing coffee across the kitchen. Déjà-vu. I leaped up and grabbed a dish towel.


  
     
  


  “I told you, Shelly and I thought we could find his killer first!”


  
     
  


  “Of all the blonde— Look, you can’t just catch the guy who’s going to do it! You said the police think this guy’s a contract killer! You catch this guy, whoever would have paid for the hit is just going to hire somebody else! So Blackstone doesn’t end up in a box—he’ll still be dead!”


  
     
  


  “Oh.”


  
     
  


  I dropped the towel and sat on the floor, felt a crunch. “Dammit!” Reaching under me I pulled pieces of cup out of the seat of my shorts, stuck my finger in the hole. I tried to laugh, and realized I was shaking.


  
     
  


  “Hope,” Artemis said, but I couldn’t stop.


  
     
  


  No no no no.


  
     
  


  “Hope!”


  
     
  


  Minuteman. Killed by a gang-banger. Impact. Died in Israel. Ajax. Nimbus. Atlas. All gone down together in LA. Now Blackstone.


  
     
  


  “Shit!” Artemis isn’t nearly as strong as me, but she took an iron grip on my chin and pulled my head around.


  
     
  


  “Look into my freaking eyes!”


  
     
  


  And I fell into cool pools of blue.


  
     
  


  “Better?” She pulled back and I nodded limply, the screaming panic only an echo, back to the shadow of fear of the past few days.


  
     
  


  “That’s amazing.”


  
     
  


  “It’s a benefit past donors get. Panic attacks? You need a better therapist.”


  
     
  


  I opened my hand and ground bits of coffee cup dribbled down to the floor.


  
     
  


  “Or I could grind your beans myself,” I giggled wetly.


  
     
  


  She relaxed. “Done?”


  
     
  


  I thought about it, and nodded.


  
     
  


  “Good.” She pulled me to my feet and kicked a chair under me, the big-sister again.


  
     
  


  But she still looked dark and dangerous, waiting for a target. It was like having a dragon sitting in my kitchen.


  
     
  


  “And I’m sorry,” she said. “Your idea is a good one—it’s just not big enough.”


  
     
  


  “It’s not?”


  
     
  


  “Not even close. Look, this isn’t your kind of job. I’m Blackstone’s apprentice; threat-analysis is what we do. Just to be clear, all you’ve got is that, in the timeline before the Big One changed everything, this banker was killed? And later Blackstone, both by the same method?”


  
     
  


  I nodded again.


  
     
  


  “And no discovered connection between them?”


  
     
  


  “No.”


  
     
  


  “So there are four possibilities.” She ticked them off on her fingers. “It’s completely personal; the killer’s an Outfit hitter; he’s an independent contractor to the Outfit; or he’s an independent contracted by someone else. If it’s the first, great; we catch him and we save Blackstone. If it’s the second, we catch him we might be able to tie him to the Outfit and save Blackstone. If it’s the third or the fourth, the Outfit, or whoever else is going to hire him, will just get someone else. You follow?”


  
     
  


  “But—”


  
     
  


  “So we have to find the killer, you bet. But we don’t assume it ends there. Not by a long ways.”


  
     
  


  She made some calls—one of them to Seven, sketching the problem and ordering him to climb inside Blackstone’s tux and stick close until the danger was past. His superhuman luck would have to protect the both of them. Then she went to bed. The windowless basement was perfect (I realized I’d been tense the entire time she’d been upstairs), and Artemis had explored the racks and piles of camping gear and made a nice little nook before I’d woken up. She threw herself down on an open cot, and looked up at me.


  
     
  


  “Take the light bulb with you?”


  
     
  


  “Okay.” I unscrewed the single bare bulb that lit the cellar and went upstairs, softly closing the door.
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  Chapter Ten


  Decibel, an A-class audiokinetic, is suing the State of California for violation of his civil rights in the wake of passage of Proposition 12, the special initiative which includes both the Watch List Act and the Public Security Act. As a superhuman with “powers of mass-destruction” and a criminal record, Decibel is banned by the Public Security Act from entering public buildings, including government offices and schools, without submitting to restraint. Since Decibel’s criminal record consists of convictions for extreme vandalism from his time as an eco-terrorist with the Green Knights—crimes nearly a decade old and for which he served time before joining the LA Guardians—legal experts have called his case the perfect test of the new law’s constitutionality.


  
     
  


  The Wall Street Journal


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  I thawed and cooked up a breakfast of hash browns, pancakes and syrup, and reconstituted and seasoned eggs to keep my hands busy, then wandered the little valley like I’d planned. I found the doe and her fawn, and around noon I called Shelly and asked her to commit a serious felony for me. Sunset painted the sky with spilled oranges and violets, and, knowing what to listen for, I heard the drone when it returned to circle high above the cabin. When Artemis came back upstairs I was changed and ready to go. Before she could ask, I hugged her.


  
     
  


  “Thanks Jacky,” I said. “Fly safe? I’m going back to LA.”


  
     
  


  She smiled a predator’s smile. “Don’t do anything I would do.”


  
     
  


  I flew to catch the sunset, hitting the coast as the last rays faded over water, and stopped first at Restormel, where their Willis waited for me with a stuffed book-bag and an improbably bored look. One of Platoon’s duplicates, Restormel’s Willis knew me as well as our Willis did, and had been happy to pull everything together for me no questions asked—not that there’d been anything illegal about this part of it. After I changed back into civvies, he brought a car around. An old sedan, it looked like it belonged where we were going, but it was probably armored and tech-pimped in every possible way.


  
     
  


  Shelly had found me an address, a name, and, hacking the LAPD database, an arrest file. I tied my hair up while Bob drove, put on the baseball cap and sunglasses he’d stuffed in the bag on top of the money, and went over my notes. He parked us in front of an old apartment tower, one of the survivors of the quake. Nine Ninety-Nine Cypress Road.


  
     
  


  “Thanks Willis. I shouldn’t be long.”


  
     
  


  He looked at me in the rearview mirror. “Good. I’d hate to get ticketed while we’re in there.”


  
     
  


  “Can’t you stay with the car?”


  
     
  


  “It’ll tell me if anybody tries to mess with it. I’m more concerned someone will try and mess with you and you’ll have to go all Astra on them.”


  
     
  


  I looked out the window. Half the streetlights were dark, and probably had been before the quake. Boards still covered a lot of storefront windows, and the few pedestrians on the street hurried, on their way somewhere else.  The address next to the tower was an empty lot, like a missing tooth, with a clap-board construction wall around the cleared space. If I wasn’t what I was, there was no way I’d get out of the car. Willis looked… prohibitive. Plain dark suit, short dark hair, narrow face. A face that said I’m a nice guy. Don’t mess with me, and I’ll stay nice. I was back in cargo shorts and cotton cami; together we’d look like a child-star and her bodyguard, but at least random strangers with evil intentions would be cautious.


  
     
  


  I sighed and nodded, then bit on a nasty thought.


  
     
  


  “Willis? Blackstone told me you’ve got duplicates everywhere. CIA, NSA, DSA. What will they say about tonight?”


  
     
  


  He smiled. “Nothing. My right hand never talks about what my left hand is doing, unless the bodies begin piling up.”


  
     
  


  “That’s…okay then.” I shivered and hoped he wasn’t being literal.


  
     
  


  We got out and went in. Shelly had found the place by hacking Orb’s agency computer and going over her bank statements. The apartment, far from her own home and unconnected to her business, practically jumped up and down and whistled look at me! A raid on the apartment management’s files found several resident complaints about the occupant, a Rafael Jones; apparently he liked to get high and play really loud concert music—Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony being his favorite—at wall-rattling decibels. The mug-shot from the police report on one of the public disturbance arrests belonged to our Dr. Cornelius.


  
     
  


  The old elevator took us to the top floor, where he lived in apartment 909. Uhuh.


  
     
  


  Shelly had done some research based on the numbers and what he’d said at Lunette’s. In hermetic magical theory the ninth decan, Kurtael, was the decan of death, decay, fear, and disorder, personified by a corpse in armor, a black horse, and a skeletal, black-cloaked figure.


  
     
  


  The door was painted black, and I smelled myrrh. Willis snorted, unimpressed.


  
     
  


  I took a deep breath. I was best-friends with a vampire, for goodness sake.


  
     
  


  Then somebody inside screamed. Willis swore and suddenly had a gun. I dropped the bag, grabbed the doorknob, and pushed. The doorframe broke with a sharp snap.


  
     
  


  The small apartment was way too crowded.


  
     
  


  Mr. Jones hung suspended in the grip of a guy in a suit who looked like carved obsidian. Two obvious minions flanked him, one with a hand full of Orb’s hair, gun to her face, as I came through the door. She looked more mad than scared.


  
     
  


  “Drop him!” Willis shouted behind me. Amazingly, obsidian-guy did.


  
     
  


  “Shelly?” I whispered, and just like that she was there through my earbug.


  
     
  


  “Wow! Blacktop,” she said. “A-class Ajax type, suspected transformer. General warrant issued.”


  
     
  


  General warrant—open arrest warrant, extremely dangerous, need not be brought in alive. I froze, but only for a second. Last year Ajax had spent three months training me to fight; it had been like stepping into a fight-club ring every day, and he’d taught me just how much I could take and still give it back. Atlas had taught me the tactical side.


  
     
  


  Dangerous subject, hostile, engaged, surrounded by potential victims? Remove to safer surroundings.


  
     
  


  Open palmed, I launched myself at Blacktop’s center of mass and kept going. Jones’ apartment overlooked the empty lot, and his window didn’t even slow us down. I put speed into it so we hit the ground before the bits of window and frame did.


  
     
  


  He kicked me on the bounce, skidding me across the lot before I got control. I came back in under a swing that could splatter a normal person into dis-jointed bits and red mist. Obsidian-guy might look  brittle, but he wasn’t; it was like punching solid rock. His second swing caught me and threw me, stunned, into the apartment building wall.


  
     
  


  “Hope, he’s high A-class! You’re stronger, but he’s tougher!”


  
     
  


  “You think?” I shook my head, ignoring the gunshots above me, and pulled myself out of the wall. Somehow my cap had stayed on, but my sunglasses were in little bits somewhere and my top was getting holy.


  
     
  


  Maybe I couldn’t hurt him, but under his messed-up suit Mr. Statue was cut like Mr. Universe, all overdeveloped  muscle. I hoped he was as inflexible.


  
     
  


  I dusted myself off. Be confident. “Give up?”


  
     
  


  He looked up at the hole we’d made coming out. There were no more gunshots.


  
     
  


  “To a little girl like you?” He sounded like a soft-spoken avalanche.


  
     
  


  “Under the teeniness I’m Astra. Give up?”


  
     
  


  “And bow to the princess? Naw. General warrant—I go into the Block I’m not coming out.”


  
     
  


  I launched myself again, and this time I jinxed for the swing. When it whistled by I grabbed his shoulder and flipped behind him, dropped, reached around past his pits, pulled up, and squeezed. With his huge pecks, there was no way to lock my hands behind his neck, but strong as I was I didn’t have to. The hold forced his arms up, and I wrapped my legs around his waist and took us up as he squirmed.


  
     
  


  The street dropped away as he tried to claw at me, but in my hold he could only reach back over his head—and his bulging muscles didn’t let him reach far enough to even touch me. His feet kicked uselessly. He tried to curl up and my arms burned with the strain, but I kept the hold as we climbed.


  
     
  


  “Bitch!” he spat, all coolness gone as the ground dropped away.


  
     
  


  And then he screamed. A film of inky shadow poured out of the night and wrapped around him like a living thing, freezing wherever it touched. Then it was gone and he hung in my arms.


  
     
  


  Holy mother of God!


  
     
  


  I wanted to cross myself. When he sagged, changing into a much lighter person, I almost dropped him.


  
     
  


  “Hope? Willis says you can come back now.”


  
     
  


  “What was that?”


  
     
  


  “I don’t know, but I’ve been listening through Willis’ earbug and Mr. Jones did something.”


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Shelly patched through the LA Knight’s dispatch to alert the LAPD of the incident. I had no certification in California, but they remembered January and responded professionally. I stuck the bag behind Mr. Jones’ couch and re-tucked my hair so no platinum strands showed. Amazingly Willis had a second pair of shades for me, and I managed to be over the shakes before they arrived. They took a plain-clothed superhero completely in stride.


  
     
  


  The LAPD sent a special paddywagon, five squad cars, three ambulances, and two heroes from the LA Guardians since the Knights were still out of town. Most heroes in LA are wannabe Hollywood heroes, and the two they sent were no exception. Warrior, an Atlas-type hero in pressed paramilitary fatigues, liked to loom, while Stasis used her blue and white spandex catsuit to show off her gym-and-trainer curves. Warrior’s black beret set off his Tom Cruise looks nicely, inspiring unheard comments from Shelly.


  
     
  


  As pretty as they were, they got the job done; Blacktop woke up in the wagon wearing hundred-pound titanium body-cuffs, ready for delivery to The Block, California’s main superhuman containment facility. The paramedics offered Orb a ride to the hospital, but with only a torn scalp she declined. The two minions, on the other hand, hadn’t faired so well. The one who’d had her by the hair when I came through the door had a hole in his gun-hand where her orb had morphed into a needle-sharp lance and stabbed him. He’d been lucky; it could have been his eye. Willis had shot the other one, but only, to use Artemis’ favorite phrase “a little bit.” That little bit had been through both knees.


  
     
  


  Statements taken, the cavalry departed (Warrior gave me his card on the way out). Mr. Jones tried to close his broken door, then wandered into his kitchen and came out with two fistfuls of Blue Moon beers. I sat on the old, dusty couch, and politely put the bottle he offered me next to the bag on the stained carpet. Willis took a deep draw on his while Orb sipped hers elegantly. She’d restored her hair as much as possible to hide the bandages.


  
     
  


  “So,” Mr. Jones said. “Thank you?” His voice rasped from the near-throttling.


  
     
  


  “Not yet,” I said. “What did you do?” Blacktop had been sloppy-crying when they closed the doors on him. Mr. Jones had only answered the police with questions.


  
     
  


  “I gave him fear. It’s called Death’s Shadow, I just had to be able to speak.”


  
     
  


  “Death? Fear? You saw the face of God and you’re one of the bad guys?”


  
     
  


  He looked at me over his bottle. “I didn’t ask for it. And death and fear aren’t evil—they’re part of the world. Necessary. I use Kurtael’s energies to balance the Words inside me, to ground me. What are you afraid of?”


  
     
  


  I realized my hands were shaking again. Okay then.


  
     
  


  “Killing somebody,” I said, returning his stare. “Have you ever killed anybody?” I still dreamed about Volt and woke with cold sweats.


  
     
  


  He looked away, taking another swig, but Orb tag-teamed for him.


  
     
  


  “So what brought you back?” she challenged me.


  
     
  


  “Blackstone. He’s going to die because I was nice.” I focused on Mr. Jones. “You said you didn’t think you could help, didn’t want to try, and I accepted it because I was raised that way. But you’re the only real possibility I have right now and I’m so not going to bury my friend. So here’s a carrot.” I shoved the bag across the floor with my foot. “Fifty thousand dollars, enough to float you to nirvana for months. And the stick’s in there too.”


  
     
  


  He opened the bag, pulled out a copy of his police record, and looked at me. Despite my resolve I flushed, but I pushed on.


  
     
  


  “The people of California just passed the Watch List bill, and it puts any superhuman with a police record on probation. With your drug and disturbance arrests, all I’ve got to do is pass the word about your enlightenment and you’ll have the LAPD climbing up your butt. Try and get your prescriptions filled then.”


  
     
  


  Willis took a breath, impressed or ready to fight. Or both.


  
     
  


  “And you don’t think I owe you now?” Mr. Jones asked.


  
     
  


  “I don’t know you well enough to count on gratitude.”


  
     
  


  He nodded. “You’re on somebody’s watch-list yourself. They were here because of you. Wanted to know why you were talking to a PI in LA. And to me. Making someone nervous?”


  
     
  


  He kicked the bag back. “We both have sticks.” Orb made a noise, and he put a hand on her knee.


  
     
  


  “But I owe somebody something now. You can buy me a ticket to Chicago. Two.”


  
     
  


  Willis and I were back on the street five minutes later. The police and the news-wagons were long gone, the neighbors out of sight. Somebody left us a parking ticket.
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  Chapter Eleven


  Superheroes aren’t agents of the law, and most of what they do is in the area of emergency response, but since they are known for making citizens’ arrests, engaging in hot pursuit, and exercising warrants where superhumans are involved, the distinction is often lost on the public. Police departments are very aware of the distinction, and even the most professional and diplomatic CAI hero will occasionally find himself having to step carefully with the legal authorities.


  
     
  


  Blackstone, Operation and Procedures.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  I flew in late enough to count as early, and crept into bed without waking Mom and Dad. Graymalkin’s whiskers woke me the next morning, tickling my chin. Stretching, I winced. Gray protested when I put him off the bed and got up, and I wanted to yowl too when I looked in the mirror. A beautiful blue shiner looked back at me. It matched my bruised knuckles; hitting Blacktop had hurt.


  
     
  


  I considered makeup for two seconds, and sighed. It wouldn’t fool the parentals.


  
     
  


  Putting my hair in a quick pony-tail, I threw on jeans and a t-shirt and bolted downstairs, headed for the door. No luck. “Hope?” Mom called from the kitchen as I reached the open front door.


  
     
  


  “Gotta run!” I yelled over my shoulder, then yelped as I ran into Dad. I hadn’t been pushing it, but he oofed as I bounced off him. He dropped the paper and grabbed me for balance.


  
     
  


  “Dad!”


  
     
  


  “Hope!” he mimicked, chuckling, then froze in the act of reaching for the paper. His grip on my elbow tightened and he closed the door, leaving the paper on the porch.


  
     
  


  “You should see the other guy?” I quipped desperately.


  
     
  


  “I think I should,” he said. And meant it.


  
     
  


  “No! He’s in LA, in the Block!”


  
     
  


  “I have lots of frequent-flier miles,” he replied. The floorboards creaked as he started to change.


  
     
  


  “Darling, don’t embarrass Hope,” Mom said from behind me, putting a stop to that. Rescued!


  
     
  


  My family’s big on sports, but Dad had hated my playing field hockey. Once I’d gotten kneecapped in the middle of a scrum and the referee had ignored the foul. Dad had carried me off the field, which had been embarrassing enough when I remembered it later, but then he’d been all over the ref once my knee was wrapped. It’s not often parents get banned from games.


  
     
  


  Dad reversed himself before going full Iron Jack—a good thing since he was dressed for the office and the change would have burst his buttons and blown out his shoes. Still holding my elbow, he turned me about so Mom could see. She touched my cheek,  and sighed.


  
     
  


  “Shelly said you’d gotten in a fight. Let’s all sit down.”


  
     
  


  “Shelly?” Dad said, lost.


  
     
  


  “Yes, dear. Shelly’s come home,” Mom said, as easily as if she’d said Toby’s moving back in. She steered us back to the kitchen, where her laptop lay open on the table, and sat Dad down in front of it.


  
     
  


  “Hi Mr. C!” Shelly said. Priceless.


  
     
  


  By the time the conversation came back around to my shiner, Dad had calmed down. I was able to pass off the LA trip as research for Blackstone, and he even nodded approvingly when he heard how the fight went. But the idea of my getting into fights where there was no ready backup didn’t sit well.


  
     
  


  Mom stepped in before he could scold me.


  
     
  


  “You really must be more careful of your secret identity, dear,” she said. I sighed, nodding; she was right—the only thing Blacktop didn’t know about me now was my name and hair-color. That sidetracked Dad; he still hoped I’d get tired of it and give up the superhero life, become a reservist—a lot harder to do if my civilian identity got out.


  
     
  


  “No worries, Mrs. C.” Shelly said. “I called in a favor. A friend paid a visit to the Block, and Blacktop remembers her as an older brunette now. And lots chestier.”


  
     
  


  “Shell…”


  
     
  


  “Not a big deal, really. He didn’t remove any memories. It’s like remembering you had the banana cream instead of the apple pie for lunch.”


  
     
  


  Mom and Dad nodded agreement, but I resolved to have a talk with Shelly later. There were boundaries.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  After that I got away with minimal fuss and aggravation, but there was no way I was going to classes. My superhuman healing ability would clear up the bruises before the day was out, but till then a battered little Hope Corrigan would raise way too many questions. So instead I changed into costume, using makeup to cover the bruising where it crept out from under the mask, and flew out to see Detective Fisher. A phone call might have worked, but what I was going to ask for probably broke half a dozen department regulations.


  
     
  


  Shelly found him for me, hanging out at the corner of Clark and Taylor. He stood in the empty lot south of the AMLI 900 luxury apartment tower, beside the Mid-Am “for lease” signs.


  
     
  


  “Astra,” he said when I landed. “You’re not on duty today.” For a miracle, he didn’t have a cigarette in his mouth—probably because of the Starbuck’s Coffee cup in his hand.


  
     
  


  “Good morning, Detective Fisher—”


  
     
  


  “Call me Don.” With his free hand he indicated the complete absence of other detectives or patrolmen. A few morning commuters saw us and slowed as they drove by. I waved, turning back to him.


  
     
  


  “I don’t think so. Fisher?”


  
     
  


  “That’ll do. What can I do for you?” He finished his coffee and lit up as I rolled my eyes. “And what happened?”


  
     
  


  “What—oh.” I touched my made-up cheek. “A little fight out of town. Anything on the Moffat case?”


  
     
  


  “We’re still looking for Mr. Ross. He might be able to tell us if Moffat was more involved in the robbery than we thought.”


  
     
  


  “But you thought he was dead.”


  
     
  


  “So we’ll find a body that could tell us something. Much as I’d like to talk shop, this is just my breakfast stop.”


  
     
  


  I nodded. “I need access to Mr. Moffat’s apartment, for me and three others. Is it open?”


  
     
  


  He looked at me. “It’s been swept and cleaned. The department turned it loose last Friday, so you could always just ask the building super.”


  
     
  


  Who’ll probably say no. Neither of us said it. An impossible murder? Superheroes poking about? The last thing the apartment management would want was their tenants getting the idea that the building was superhuman-murder central.


  
     
  


  “Could you…” Lean on the building super? Get permission to go back in? I so didn’t want to do a B and E.


  
     
  


  “What is this about?”


  
     
  


  Sighing, I told him.


  
     
  


  He lit his second cig when I finished, exhaled.


  
     
  


  “Blackstone. That explains a lot. Called me last week, asked for the case file. Didn’t want to go through Garfield.” The deputy superintendent of the Bureau of Investigative Services didn’t much like superhumans, and didn’t like having superheroes affiliated with the CPD even as private contractors.


  
     
  


  I held my breath while he looked at me. Finally he nodded.


  
     
  


  “Okay. When?”


  
     
  


  “Tonight? Two of them are flying in from LA this afternoon, and Artemis has to wait till after dark.”


  
     
  


  “I’ll call the super, and there’ll be five of us. Otherwise Garfield will have my badge.”


  
     
  


  “Thank you!” I felt a million pounds lighter knowing I wouldn’t have to skirt the law. Giving him a mock-salute, I started to lift off, then stopped. “Detect— Fisher? What are you doing out here?”


  
     
  


  “I’m looking for the man who wasn’t there.”


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  I had to be satisfied with that cryptic comment. Back at the Dome I settled in to write up an after-action report of Sunday’s fight. Since it hadn’t happened in the team’s jurisdiction or on Sentinels business, I didn’t have to explain why I’d been in LA, and now I got to be cryptic. I called the LA Guardians and got the file number on their report of the incident to append to mine; the review board that read my after-action reports could contact them or the LAPD, get their official write-up, and wonder about the rest. Then I pulled out my homework; the investigation had to wait till nightfall, but Thomas Paine’s Common Sense couldn’t if I was going to finish the essay on time.


  
     
  


  When Artemis rose from her grave—actually a queen-sized bed with sheets of absurdly high thread count in rooms as nice as mine—we set off to meet Orb and Mr. Jones at the scene. I’d offered them the hospitality of the Dome while we waited for sunset, but they’d have had to go in the front doors and Mr. Shankman’s mob pretty much covered it with a sea of pickets and slogan-chanting drones right now. My favorite protest sign was Stop worshipping false idols! I’d never felt like a golden calf, and only hardcore fans stuck with me now. The ones calling Chakra the “Whore of Babylon” were less funny.


  
     
  


  Fisher opened the lobby door and waved us all in when Artemis and I landed.  The man standing behind him, playing with a ring of keys, had to be the building super.


  
     
  


  “Ladies,” Fisher said. “Mr Osburne has graciously agreed to cooperate with the investigation.”


  
     
  


  The man twitched a nod and waved us to the elevator. We all fit, and I gratefully noted that Mr. Jones had bathed, even found some way to get his star-studded coat laundered. He cleaned up pretty well; even his gaunt eyes looked brighter. Orb looked as stylish and cool as if the fight yesterday hadn’t happened, in black tonight to match Jones.


  
     
  


  I bit back a nervous laugh. All in black, we could form our own team. Nightwatch? Beside all of us, unlit cig ready, Fisher looked like he’d wandered in from a different movie. Maybe an indie-film from the Sundance Film Festival?


  
     
  


  The super got us out of the elevator and down the hall without any residents noticing, making me wonder why he hadn’t simply opened the balcony door for Artemis and me.


  
     
  


  Mr. Moffat’s apartment had been completely cleared, the walls repainted, even new carpet laid out. Whatever had killed Mr. Moffat hadn’t left anything that couldn’t be carried away in garbage bags, but the building owners weren’t taking chances. The new-paint and carpet smells left nothing of the original scene.


  
     
  


  “Well?” Fisher said after the super left, closing the door behind him.


  
     
  


  Mr. Jones looked over my shoulder at Shelly. “I said it may have been a thought-form?”


  
     
  


  “Yes,” Shelly said.


  
     
  


  “Excuse me?” Fisher looked where Shelly wasn’t.


  
     
  


  Jones chuckled. “Sorry, detective. Conferring with spirits. One, anyway.”


  
     
  


  “This isn’t filling me with confidence.”


  
     
  


  “Please,” I said. “I’ll explain later.”


  
     
  


  Orb smiled. “If you can.”


  
     
  


  Fisher nodded, not even blinking at her hair-veiled face and lips that didn’t move when she spoke.


  
     
  


  Mr. Jones reached into his coat and pulled out a bundle of sticks wrapped in silk. Reciting to himself, what sounded like Latin to my church-trained ears, he unwrapped the sticks, draping what looked like a ceremonial stole, russet-red embroidered in silver with eyes and astrological signs, over his shoulders. The sticks unfolded to socket together into a narrow rod with measured notches and numbers.


  
     
  


  He kept reciting. I couldn’t call it chanting—he wasn’t doing it for us—and my Latin was bad but I kept catching what sounded like a name: Umibael. I looked at Shelly and she shook her head. Fisher cocked an eyebrow at me, looking amused. I found myself holding my breath.


  
     
  


  Then the sound changed. Any ear can tell the difference between indoor and outdoor sound; outdoors there’s no reflection, no echo. We stood in a mid-sized luxury apartment, and my ears told me the walls were gone, that infinite space had suddenly moved in with us. I blinked, and blinked again. Shelly had become transparent, remote, and Fisher looked… gray-toned. Like a film-noir gumshoe on the silver screen.


  
     
  


  Now Jone’s words had an underbeat of bells, a distant Greek chorus counterpointing every phrase. Fisher shook his head as a heavy odor filled the room. Musky, old.


  
     
  


  And then infinity filled with something else. A cloud of flesh-rags shrouding scaled arms ending in steel-edged claws. Far too many arms and too many claws. The horror, immaterial and distant while floating right in the middle of the circle we’d naturally created, spun, searching its own infinite horizon. Jone’s eyes snapped open and he gripped his rod. He started to shout something, and then infinity collapsed and it was here.


  
     
  


  I froze. Orb screamed, her sphere flaring up and spreading out into a foil-thin shield between her and the horror we all saw now. Artemis swore and drew her pistols. Jones threw the rod and the nightmare thing caught it, reducing it to bits no bigger than my fingertips with a shredding sound. I gagged on the reek of old death as ribbons and tatters of flesh billowed around it.


  
     
  


  A bundle of arms whipped out, razor-claws spearing Artemis as she unloaded both pistols into it. Blood sprayed as it punched through her chest and stomach, nailing her to the wall. Fisher methodically emptied his pistol into its center-of-mass from the other side and started reloading.


  
     
  


  I screamed Jacky’s name and finally unfroze, throwing myself at the nightmare. Stinking flesh wrapped around me and I gagged, retching. I broke bundles of arms like rotten twigs, trying to grip it and pull it off my friend, but I couldn’t find its center, it seemed to go in forever, and I couldn’t breathe the putrid air, the miasma of sulfur and decay as claws ripped at my costume, grasped, sliced and drew blood as I struggled with rising panic. I couldn’t grapple it, couldn’t pull back, couldn’t fight…


  
     
  


  And then Mr. Jones spoke.


  
     
  


  One word, and I heard it in my bones, a golden sound like the deepest chord of a cosmically amped base guitar, like a planet had just sung a note. The foul thing screamed, the horror of its ululating voice distant and faint beneath the world-filling sound of the Word.


  
     
  


  Then the room was empty, of infinity, of the nightmare, and I lay retching on the floor. I felt something wet and, reaching up, found that my ears were bleeding. Along with lots of other parts of me. Climbing to my knees, I looked to see Artemis, slumped to the floor still holding her pistols. Jones and Fisher crouched over Orb. Blood covered her from coiffed head to Jimmy Choos, and she wasn’t breathing. Fisher started CPR, but each push brought more blood, soaking the new carpet.


  
     
  


  No. Oh no. I began to shake.


  
     
  


  “Fisher,” I whispered, pulling myself up. I could fly her to the hospital.


  
     
  


  He looked up and shook his head. Jones made a sound, like an animal caught in a trap. Then he spoke again, another word too big for the world. Infinity roared back, deeper than seas, to blow through me again with the rush of a million wings and the heady smell of clean spring rain. Giddy, I laughed without knowing why, and as the Word faded out of memory I heard them: two more beating hearts. Orb breathed and laughed as even Fisher smiled wide enough to crack his face. But I ignored them, because sitting against the wall Jacky laughed and cried, the holes in her closed, gone, and I could hear her heart beating, racing as blood filled warming cheeks. She was alive.
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  Episode Two: Pursuit


  Chapter Twelve


  I like kitties in trees. They’re easy.


  
     
  


  Astra, Notes From a Life


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  “You’re alive,” Dr. Beth said with a broad smile.


  
     
  


  Finally finished, he snapped off his gloves and sat down, patting Artemis’ knee absent-mindedly as he gave her the news.


  
     
  


  “How?” she asked.


  
     
  


  “No idea,” he said cheerfully. “You’re still a vampire. No surprise there since you misted home, something mere mortals don’t do. And of course,” he tapped his left canine illustratively, “you’ve still got the signature dentition. But,” he chuckled happily and waved at the screens behind him, “all metabolic processes formerly in abeyance are now functioning. You’re breathing, and not just for air to talk with. You have a healthy heartbeat, measurable brain activity, your sweat glands are working, tissue samples show living cells, I could go on. You’re a living, healthy young lady.”


  
     
  


  I could have told him most of that. When we went out tonight she’d been room-temperature, an animated corpse; now her heartbeat was one of the most beautiful sounds I’d ever heard, a faint echo of that second, already forgotten Word, and she glowed in my infrared vision with a warm and yellow living light. I could hardly take my eyes off of her.


  
     
  


  Taking stock at the apartment, we’d found we were all good, but the poor building super nearly died of shock—this time the attack left the carpet soaked in blood and a big hole where the thing pinned Artemis. I’d never left an incident scene so fast; Fisher hustled us out, taking Orb and Mr. Jones with him. Officially, he’d contacted both of them and asked them to come out and look at the scene, and Artemis and I had agreed to come along as backup. I guess he thought it was better to lie like a rug than let Chief Garfield know that my request had guided the investigation to tonight’s encounter. It didn’t feel right, but he knew his boss better than I did.


  
     
  


  Artemis and I flew back to the Dome and, though I’d never felt so good, went right downstairs to the infirmary. Shelly had called ahead, so Dr. Beth and Blackstone waited for us there. After determining I wasn’t even scratched anymore (and that took a minute, with all the blood and sticky shreds of costume), Dr. Beth went to work on Jacky. He hummed to himself as he checked her pulse, respiration, heartbeat, muscle-tone, involuntary reflexes, and took samples from everywhere to feed his machines. I could have gone and changed but I’d stayed, holding Jacky’s hand while we waited for a diagnosis. She practically vibrated, ready to fly into a million pieces. Blackstone listened as we dictated our after-action reports.


  
     
  


  “Astra,” Dr. Beth said, breaking my near-trance. “Could you come over here, please?” Taking my hand, he guided it under a high-res sonogram scanner, nodding at what he saw.


  
     
  


  “If you’ll look here, ladies,” he said. “Astra, in your fight with Seif-al-Din in January you fractured nearly every bone in your body. Now, as you can see, the bones in your hand and wrist show no sign of increased density from bone remodeling. Also…” He paused, smiled gently. “How do you feel?”


  
     
  


  “I’m sorry?”


  
     
  


  “I am not unaware of your problem.”


  
     
  


  “Oh.” I’d hoped only Dr. Mendel had picked up on it, but Dr. Beth examined me after every serious fight.


  
     
  


  Jacky looked at me. “Hope?”


  
     
  


  “Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. The cabin? But I feel fine.” I laughed, giddy. “Better than fine—like I used to feel after a tough field hockey match.”


  
     
  


  Dr. Beth nodded. “PTSD is caused when an overactive adrenal response triggers deep neurological changes in the brain. I’d not be surprised if the biological ‘reset’ you both seem to have experienced has erased its effects on your neuro-anatomy. You may even find your post-combat shakes gone completely.”


  
     
  


  I stared, stunned as his words sank in, and then proved my new emotional health by bursting into tears. Blackstone had waited quietly throughout the examination, and now he produced a handkerchief from nowhere with a flamboyant magician’s wave. I laughed again, wiping my eyes.


  
     
  


  “Thank you, doctor,” he said. “So you can certify them both for active duty?”


  
     
  


  “Oh my, yes. They couldn’t possibly be healthier. Bottle whatever it was, and I’m out of a job.” Completely untroubled by the possibility, he reached into the pocket of his doctor’s coat and handed each of us a lollypop.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Blackstone disappeared to speak to Fisher and get Mr. Jones and Orb back to the Dome, but the first thing Artemis did was head for the dining room. Willis, having heard the news through Dispatch, had set out cold-cuts sandwiches for us. Both of us. I was fading fast, but Artemis sat and ate with me before following after Blackstone; if he was the team’s intelligence wizard, she was the wizard’s apprentice.


  
     
  


  Just watching my friend eat was wonderful, though she took it in her usual undramatic, detached way. I fell asleep full of gleeful thoughts of all the places I could take her, how surprised the Bees would be, and slept like the dead till a ghost woke me up.


  
     
  


  “Hope,” Shelly whispered, tickling my ear. I swatted at her virtual finger and rolled over, then almost hit the ceiling when she started on my feet.


  
     
  


  “Aahh! What the hell, Shell?”


  
     
  


  “Jacky wants you, but didn’t want to wake you up.”


  
     
  


  “And good thinking, too! Why?” I landed and untangled from my sheets.


  
     
  


  “She’s going out to watch the sunrise.”


  
     
  


  I never dressed so fast in all my life.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  “Are you sure about this?”


  
     
  


  We stood just inside the east doors, looking out over Grant Park toward Lake Michigan in the blue pre-dawn light. Jacky wore her daysuit, but had her left glove off, dangling from her right fist. She turned, and I couldn’t see her eyes behind her protective mask.


  
     
  


  “Dr. Beth said I’m alive, and if I—if I’m really alive…” The no-drama girl of last night was long gone.


  
     
  


  “That doesn’t mean you don’t need Level 5,000 sunscreen anymore,” I said desperately.


  
     
  


  “But it might,” she whispered, naked longing in her voice.


  
     
  


  The sky lightened as I watched, trying to think of anything to say. I could have dragged her back inside. Instead I took her hand as the light turned gold and the sun topped the trees.


  
     
  


  And she didn’t burn. Her hand squeezed mine, warm and pale, and I breathed again.


  
     
  


  “Jacky—”


  
     
  


  She nodded, and suddenly she was tearing at her hood. Pulling it off, she unsnapped her sealed facemask and threw it to the ground, taking deep gasping breaths of morning air.


  
     
  


  “Oh God. Oh God.” She couldn’t look away from the sun, even when she turned and grabbed me. And then my tough-as-nails friend was crying so hard she couldn’t stand up.  But that was okay; I wouldn’t let her fall.
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  Chapter Thirteen


  When I dreamed of being a superhero, I imagined epic fights and daring rescues. But do you know how superheroes spend most of their time? Paperwork and meetings. Public-relations meetings, Sentinels business meetings, city-liaison meetings, coordination meetings, certification and compliance meetings. Someday I will cross over Jordan, and there will be no more meetings. But some meetings are more interesting than others.


  
     
  


  Astra, Notes From a Life.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  I had classes, but when I got back Jacky and I wandered Grant Park for lunch. We grabbed some hot-dogs and even soaked ourselves in the wind-blown spray of Buckingham Fountain, just two girls in summer dresses out on a warm spring afternoon, and if Jacky looked Goth-girl pale the boys didn’t care.


  
     
  


  Afterward I changed and went on patrol, but not before stopping by Quin’s office to talk to her about my conversation with Mom on Friday. It had absolutely dropped out of my head, with everything happening, but my promise to see what I could do for last week’s breakthrough speedster came back to pinch me. Quin didn’t know that there was much we could do, but she promised to make inquiries and get back to me soonest. That evening, we were summoned to war, all hands on deck in the Assembly Room.


  
     
  


  Lei Zi and Blackstone, field and team leaders, sat at the head of the table. Lei Zi looked calm and inscrutable as always, but I could see the tension in Blackstone. Chakra was wound even tighter, The Harlequin, Rush, and Riptide ready to get on with it. Vulcan looked mildly distracted, and beside him Galatea had no expression at all. Seven looked up when we entered, and winked. I relaxed, taking a seat by Artemis.


  
     
  


  Orb and Mr. Jones didn’t look at all out of place sharing a table with Chicago’s premier superheroes in all their costumed glory, but once again Fisher looked like he belonged in a different movie. He nodded to us as we took our seats. Willis finished freshening everyone’s coffee and stood back, invisibly attentive.


  
     
  


  Once we’d settled, Blackstone stood.


  
     
  


  “Ladies. Gentlemen.” He looked around the table. “We have mobilized tonight to engage an enemy I had hoped was gone. I am referring to Villains Inc.” He waited for the exclamations to die down.


  
     
  


  “None of you here were on the team the first time we faced Villains Inc, although I’m sure you remember the news stories. In the wake of the Event, Chicago’s organized crime families faced a direct challenge from the first supervillain gang-bangers for control of the local drug trade. The Chicago Outfit responded by buying in the villains who were willing to work with them and burying the ones who weren’t. After the blood dried, the Outfit set up a cell of superhuman hitmen modeled after the old Murder Inc. Besides acting as mob enforcers, they accepted contracted hits from criminal organizations across the country. The public didn’t know anything about Villains Inc. until we moved to take them down.”


  
     
  


  There were nods around the table. Nobody could have missed the huge media storm around the joint Sentinels-DSA operation and the trials—or the highly fictionalized movie made out of it. The Undertaker, Knox, Trophy, Stricture, and The Message were household names now, but with two dead and three serving life sentences they could have done without the fame.


  
     
  


  “Most people think our takedown of Villains Inc. ended the Outfit’s venture into superhuman crime,” Blackstone continued. “That could not, however, be further from the truth. Consider this: without Villains Inc., how has the Outfit managed to resist hostile takeover? Until last year Chicago had two strong supervillain gangs—the Brotherhood and the Sanguinary Boys—but there was never a hint of conflict between them and the Outfit. Why?”


  
     
  


  “Should I raise my hand?” Seven asked. “They were scared off by the Outfit’s superhuman assets.”


  
     
  


  “Correct. And when we took down both gangs last year, not a single member tried to plea-bargain with information against the Outfit. It is my belief that the Outfit reconstructed Villains Inc. years ago, without reviving the villain-for-hire racket that brought them to our attention the first time.”


  
     
  


  Nobody had anything to say to that. In the trials that followed the Great Roundup, a bunch of the Brothers and Boys had cut deals ratting on each other, allowing the state prosecutors to nail them for extortion, sex-trafficking, money-laundering, lots of stuff. But there hadn’t been a hint of Outfit involvement, and most of what they’d done had been pretty small scale.


  
     
  


  “But if we’re moving tonight,” Seven said, “we know they’re back and who they are?”


  
     
  


  “We know who at least one of them is,” Blackstone agreed. “And the police can make a homicide case against her. Which brings us to Detective Fisher. Detective?”


  
     
  


  Fisher leaned forward to look around the table.


  
     
  


  “You’re all aware of the bank job last week. A shapeshifter. We’ve got leads there, nothing solid, but two days later the bank employee the shifter used to do the job ended up dead. The forensic evidence suggested a superhuman killer.”


  
     
  


  Artemis choked and Fisher smiled. Saying the evidence suggested a superhuman was like saying a surfer missing a leg suggested a shark.


  
     
  


  “The damage signature didn’t match any known superhuman,” he went on, smiling at me. “So while the department followed other leads, Astra brought in a pair of consultants.” Everyone looked at Orb and Mr. Jones. “Orb’s sphere is more sensitive than even Astra’s enhanced senses, and Mr. Jones—”


  
     
  


  “Dr. Cornelius, please,” Jones said with a smile for me.


  
     
  


  “Dr. Cornelius is an expert on thought-forms, projections, and other manifestations of supernatural breakthroughs. As many of you have heard, the doctor’s examination of the crime scene yielded interesting results.” This time Artemis just coughed theatrically.


  
     
  


  “It’s my fault that things got so interesting,” Dr. Cornelius said, his resonant voice too deep for his narrow frame. “Either the person who first invoked the qlippoth intentionally left a trigger allowing its return, or it was simply powerful enough to re-open the path that had already been laid once I got its attention. Fortunately I was able to recognize the summoner’s psychic signature in the echo of her summoning.”


  
     
  


  “Kli-poth?” Rush asked.


  
     
  


  “A demon.” Dr. Cornelius shrugged blandly. “One of the Gamchicoth, the Devourers.”


  
     
  


  “And you killed it?” Seven asked.


  
     
  


  “Qlippoth are the very opposite of alive. I burned its pathway here—shut the door on it. And in the process saw who invoked its presence.”


  
     
  


  “Which brings us to the warrant,” Fisher said, echoing Blackstone. He pulled the folded sheets out of his suit pocket. “Spectral evidence is admissible in court only if it’s caught on film. Same for psychic visions, second sight, divination, scrying, sortilege, and any other kind of ‘higher knowledge.’ However, they all work just fine as grounds for probable cause, if provided by a reliable source. The DA assures me that Dr. Cornelius, never having issued a false or disproven claim of knowledge, passes the warrant court’s test.


  
     
  


  “So we have a no-knock arrest warrant to serve, people. For the arrest of Dr. Charlotte Millebrand, whom Dr. Cornelius recognized from her grad-student days, and search warrants for her premises, properties, and place of business. We also have detectives ready to serve warrant for her financial, phone, and internet records. We need to nail her down for the murder of Mr. Moffat and tie her directly to the Outfit.”


  
     
  


  He returned the warrants to his pocket and sat back. Blackstone nodded to Lei Zi.


  
     
  


  “Can we expect a repeat performance of your fight tonight?” she asked Dr. Cornelius. He shook his head.


  
     
  


  “I doubt it. Qlippoth are not entities you want to invoke anywhere near you except under extremely controlled conditions—they’re the occult equivalent of a few tons of high-grade explosives. Want to kill everyone in the target area? Fine. Kill everyone but you in the target area? Not fine.”


  
     
  


  “So what can we expect?”


  
     
  


  Another shrug.


  
     
  


  “Maybe nothing. Supernaturals that can do what she did aren’t usually fireball-throwing Dungeons-and-Dragons wizards, or super-powered stage magicians like Blackstone. They’re old-school: a magic circle, lots of paraphernalia, rituals, more like setting up a computer program than pulling a trigger. She may have a few prepared charms and talismans, but if she’s waiting for us she’s more likely to have bodyguards or associates.”


  
     
  


  “And her associates could be the rest of Villains Inc.,” Rush said sourly.


  
     
  


  “Indeed,” Blackstone agreed. “This is not, however, the comic-books. I doubt that they have conveniently gathered in their secret headquarters to await our arrival. If they have, it is unlikely their headquarters is in a nice residential neighborhood.”


  
     
  


  “In any case,” Lei Zi said, “our task tonight is to serve the warrant at her residence. CPD street cameras have confirmed that she arrived home tonight, and don’t show any camera hits on her vehicle since seven o’clock. Patrol cars have been moved into the neighborhood, though not onto her street. Since they haven’t reported any unusual activity to Dispatch, I doubt she is forting up—she may not be aware of what happened last night.


  
     
  


  “However,” she looked around the table, “since we are going up against a supernatural breakthrough of unknown capabilities, we are going in hot.  Riptide, The Harlequin, and Galatea are acting as field reserve, Rush, Astra, Seven, Artemis and I are taking point. Doctor Cornelius, will you accompany us?”


  
     
  


  He nodded.


  
     
  


  “Good.” Lei Zi brought up a projection of the house we were hitting, a mini-mansion in Norridge, and went over our approach. “We move out in ten minutes,” she finished. “As a last order of business, since we are engaging an unknown who seems to be dealing with the dark arts, I have taken the liberty of calling on Father Nolan. He intends to conduct a brief service in the chapel, and I recommend attendance by anyone who believes a higher power may be of help tonight.”


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  I lit three candles, for Atlas, Nimbus, and Ajax, and prayed for the peace of their souls. Mary of the Pagans stood watch over the memorial crypt in the east wall of the chapel, infant Jesus in one hand and love-struck parrot in the other. Responding to her rapt smile, I added a prayer of thanks for whatever had happened to us, and almost imagined a wink, the gentle closing of a white-jade eye, a deepening dimple. Think nothing of it, she seemed to say.


  
     
  


  “Shaliah,” Dr. Cornelius said behind me, making me jump. He nodded to the Lady in her shrine.


  
     
  


  “The aethyr of Phthenoth, the decan of cleansing, healing, and restoration of body and spirit. The personification of the second Word I spoke, tonight.” He smiled thinly. “If your theology is sufficiently liberal, you could call her one of the aspects of the Mother of God.”


  
     
  


  He lit a fourth candle. “Gone now, along with the first. Ten years carrying the Words around, and now only one is left. At least now I’m pretty sure the last one won’t kill me.”


  
     
  


  “You didn’t know what would happen?”


  
     
  


  “No. I’m an Agrippan magus; preparation is everything and I wasn’t prepared for that. When you’re about to die, you take chances.”


  
     
  


  “I felt…”


  
     
  


  “I know.”


  
     
  


  “He wouldn’t have given them to you for no reason,” I blurted. He gave me a patronizing smile, like I’d just declared my belief in Santa Clause.


  
     
  


  “Children.”


  
     
  


  I turned again and found that Father Nolan had joined us. The little round priest smiled benignly. Barely taller than I, the pastor of St. Christopher (and Team Chaplain, and hadn’t that come as a shock?) stood surrounded by the rest of the team. In the face of Father Nolan’s gentle smile, Dr. Cornelius slowly lost his.


  
     
  


  “Brrr,” Shelly said, popping in beside me. His being able to see her still freaked her out, but she obviously felt safe with Father Nolan present. I didn’t dare laugh—nobody would understand.


  
     
  


  The whole team doesn’t usually muster before going into action—normally any trouble involving everybody together starts with Dispatch calling us in from all over (Lei Zi calls them “meeting engagements” and purely hates them). Donning his stole, Father Nolan led us in a brief service, what he half-jokingly called a “hymn before action.” He kept it non-denominational, except for the ending when he led us in the Hero’s Prayer.


  
     
  


  “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!”


  
     
  


  I crossed myself, remembering iron claws and veils of rotting skin, and added a quick prayer of my own.
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  Chapter Fourteen


  Supernatural (plural: supernaturals): literally, a phenomena departing from what is usual or normal, especially so as to appear to transcend the laws of nature. Modern connotation: a breakthrough patterned after elements of myth, folklore, and fantasy rather than fitting the superhero mold. Documented supernaturals include vampires, witches, fairies, ghosts, angels, devils, etc. It is often difficult to determine which supernaturals are breakthroughs and which are the projections of unknown breakthroughs.


  
     
  


  Barlow’s Guide to Superhumans


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Dr. Charlotte Millebrand, antiquarian, folklorist, and wicked witch, lived in a stone tower. Surrounded by nice but single-story subdivision homes, her house was all stone-faced angles and sharp peaks, with the front door set into a tower-like entryway. I imagined Disney on a tight budget; with no outside lights on, it looked spooky enough—kids probably dared each other to ring the doorbell on Halloween—but it wasn’t exactly a master-villain’s volcano lair.


  
     
  


  Judges understand that approaching a hostile superhuman with unknown abilities can get interesting, and we’d been issued a no-knock warrant for Dr. Millebrand; if I’d wanted to, I could have gone in through the roof. Instead, Lei Zi decided on subtlety.


  
     
  


  Landing, I took the point position. Lei Zi floated down as Artemis condensed out of mist, and the others arrived in the floater Vulcan hadn’t quite finished in time for the godzilla attack. Quin, Riptide, and Galatea remained with the floater.  I waited until Rush, Lei Zi, Seven, Artemis, and Dr. Cornelius were properly stacked up behind me (Artemis minding the doctor), then put my hand on the doorknob and pushed, popping the lock. The door open, Rush disappeared inside while we waited.


  
     
  


  “No heat-signatures,” I whispered, and then Rush was back with us.


  
     
  


  “Nobody home, either,” he reported. “At least not anywhere I could get into.”


  
     
  


  “I’m not sensing anything on the psychic plane,” Chakra reported through Dispatch.


  
     
  


  “Teleportation?” Lei Zi asked Dr. Cornelius. “Has she bugged out?” She hadn’t walked away; Vulcan had a drone circling and would have alerted us if someone headed out the back way. The magus shrugged and Lei Zi nodded. “In.”


  
     
  


  We advanced, me in the lead, across a marble floor. No alarms, though I saw a system blinking green beside the door, and the house was dark. Shelly popped into virtual existence beside me.


  
     
  


  “I hacked her bank accounts,” she whispered needlessly. “She employs a daytime cleaning service and meal caterer. The place needs an Igor.” I snickered before I could stop myself. Heavy drapes, lots of dark oak furniture, Shelly was right: the place screamed the need for a sinister minion. Down the entry hall and on the right past the circling staircase, an open door led into what had to be her study.


  
     
  


  We advanced into the room together, Seven and Artemis reversing to cover the door. Bringing the whole team had been starting to feel like ridiculous overkill, but this was more like it.


  
     
  


  Candle stands stood between the bookshelves lining the walls that didn’t hold Tiffany windows, and the peaked ceiling was capped in glass so outside light could shine in on the center of the circular room. All the furniture had been pulled back to the walls, and a huge Persian carpet had been rolled up to expose an eye-wateringly intricate series of circles and symbols on the slate floor.


  
     
  


  “Ritual circle,” Dr. Cornelius said quietly. “Note the pentacle—the inverted star oriented south—and the isolated triangle containing its own circle. It’s designed for geotic magic, summoning. The magician stands inside the pentagram and summons whatever he is invoking to appear in the triangle, where he bargains with it or binds it.”


  
     
  


  “Is it… active?” Lei Zi asked. He shook his head.


  
     
  


  “Without Dr. Millibrand to power it with her gift, it’s just fancy chalk-art.”


  
     
  


  I silently agreed; I didn’t feel any of the weird distortion we’d experienced at Mr. Moffat’s place. If Lei Zi had been there, she wouldn’t be asking now. While she studied it, angling to make sure her head-cam got good pictures of the circle, I walked around the room, looking for anything that seemed out of place. With the doctor’s dramatic taste in architecture and interior design, I couldn’t put it past her to have a secret room somewhere. A safe-room or emergency exit, at the very least.


  
     
  


  Everything looked right, but something bothered me. “Artemis—”


  
     
  


  I nearly shrieked when the cat hissed at me. He’d come in one of the open windows while my back was turned, and obviously didn’t like us. A crackling whine peaked and died, telling me Lei Zi had almost turned the yellow-eyed monster into disassociating bits of scorched black fur. Artemis lowered her gun, and I started giggling.


  
     
  


  Lei Zi turned back to Dr. Cornelius.


  
     
  


  “Do you think you can do something similar to what you did at Mr. Moffat’s residence? Without the excitement?”


  
     
  


  He nodded. “I can tell you what she did here, and when…”


  
     
  


  And suddenly I knew what had been bugging me—a smell that shouldn’t have been there, under the candles and chalk and cat, something I’d smelled before in a forensics lab. C4. Lots of it.


  
     
  


  “Hot zone!” I yelled. “Bugout!” Artemis vanished into mist, Rush grabbed Lei Zi and Dr. Cornelius and disappeared over the wall into Hypertime, and Seven bolted from the room. I grabbed for the spitting cat.


  
     
  


  And my world blew up.


  
     
  


  The explosion blew me through the Tiffany windows in a cloud of glass, and I pushed myself along instead of fighting the burning blast-front. Tumbled so bad I didn’t know which way was up, I tucked into a ball and let gravity sort it out.


  
     
  


  Sitting up on the lawn as bits of house fell around me, I couldn’t see anybody else. “Astra! Report!” Lei Zi demanded. “Are you safe?”


  
     
  


  “Sorry! Astra secure! The cat!” I looked around frantically. I’d just touched its fur…


  
     
  


  “Focus! Determine the blast-zone and begin evac on your side!” A cloud of white smoke erupted from the shattered McMansion as Riptide hit it with all the water he could pull from the air.


  
     
  


  Right. Deep breaths. I stopped searching the lawn and lifted off.


  
     
  


  Two neighboring yards shared the Millibrand property’s back wall, but though bits of burning wood frame and roof tiles still fell, neither home was close enough to be compromised by the blast. One home stayed dark but lights came on in the second, so I flew over the house and dropped to the front porch. The man who opened the door on the third ring had that wild look of someone dealing with stuff with a half-asleep brain spiking on adrenaline, but at least he’d thrown on a robe.


  
     
  


  “Sorry to disturb you, sir,” I said softly. “But there’s been an incident and we need to evacuate you until the situation is secure. Family?”


  
     
  


  He stared, then turned as evacuate sank in. I gently grabbed his arm. “Family?”


  
     
  


  “Stop—! Fran, the kids.”


  
     
  


  “Two?” He nodded.


  
     
  


  “Then get Fran, grab some clothes, your wallet, cell phone, and your car keys, and I’ll meet you outside with the children.” I kept my voice soft and spoke slowly, and he calmed down a bit.


  
     
  


  “Down the hall,” he said. “Tom and Annie.”


  
     
  


  I knocked on the first door, opening it to find Tom already up, staring out the window at the bonfire over the wall. He spun around, eyes wide: ten, maybe eleven, head an untidy mop of bedtime-hair.


  
     
  


  “Hi Tom,” I said, using the same voice as I’d used with his dad. “Sorry we woke you up, but now you need to grab some shoes and socks and come with me.” I found a wrinkled t-shirt and pair of pants on the floor and tucked them under my arm.


  
     
  


  “You’re—”


  
     
  


  “Yes I am, and if you’re very good I’ll give you my autograph later. But now we need to get your sister.”


  
     
  


  A cute little moppet maybe half her brother’s age, Annie wasn’t even completely awake; her sleepy brain had probably heard the explosion and tucked it into her dreams. I grabbed a jumper off her chair, found her sock-drawer on the second try, pulled a pair of Tigger sneakers from under the bed, and draped her over my shoulder while Tom watched silently.


  
     
  


  “Let’s go find your parents,” I said, and we did. Crowded into the front hall, they all followed me outside. While their dad pulled the car out of the garage I listened to Dispatch; no warnings for me, but the sirens splitting the night were multiplying.


  
     
  


  “Is your neighbor home?” I asked Fran as I helped her dress little Annie, who offered all the resistance of a rag-doll. Tom got the idea and pulled his own clothes on. There’s something about being dressed that helps in an emergency.


  
     
  


  “They—they’re on vacation,” she said. We’re collecting their mail.”


  
     
  


  “Good.” I herded them over to the car, Fran carrying Annie. “Mr….”


  
     
  


  “Scott Talbot,” he said as his family piled in.


  
     
  


  “Mr. Talbot. Go find a hotel. What’s your phone number?” He gave it to me and I repeated it. “I’m sure everything will be fine, and I’ll call you personally when it’s okay to come back.” He nodded without protest. Not a time for questions, smart man. As the family suburban pulled away, I did a pop-up inspection of their home and then headed for the next house over. After doing a quick circuit using infravision to look for hot-spots, I dropped back down by the floater, still parked in front of the blown-up property.


  
     
  


  Hands in his pockets, Seven stood talking to Fisher and a police sergeant. His sport-coat had gotten scorched, but it looked like thick interior walls had channeled most of the blast out the windows and through the roof.


  
     
  


  “Damn, Astra!” he said, getting a look at me. “Did you roll in it?” Fisher raised an eyebrow.


  
     
  


  Looking down at myself, I groaned; Andrew reinforced my costumes as much as he could, but tonight I’d exceeded specs by an epic margin. Burn holes marched across the skirt and costume front. Pulling my cape around, I found it had been blown half off and dangled in tatters. I reached up for my mask, and Seven shook his head.


  
     
  


  “The mask is still one piece, but you look like somebody dumped live coals in your hair. You didn’t notice?”


  
     
  


  I was amazed Mr. Talbot had let me in. “What happened?” I asked Fisher.


  
     
  


  He shook his head. “We still don’t know. We’ve got an all-points bulletin out on her and are getting a court order to track her bank account and cards; if she tries to catch a plane, train, or even bus we’ve got her, but since we don’t even know how she got out of the neighborhood…”


  
     
  


  He shrugged. “I’m more concerned with her attempting to rub out your entire team.”


  
     
  


  “What?”


  
     
  


  He started another cig. “Think about it.”


  
     
  


  I did while Seven watched.


  
     
  


  “Oh. Oh no.”


  
     
  


  “No, what?” Seven asked, obviously not getting it.


  
     
  


  “The timing. Oh God.” I realized I was hugging myself, and dropped my arms. “If she knew we were coming, and just wanted to get rid of the evidence, she could have blown the place when she left. Or left it on a timer.”


  
     
  


  “Didn’t she?”


  
     
  


  I gave him a twisty smile. “I assumed it was your luck—you wouldn’t have survived, so your crazy luck made me notice the C4 in time.” I looked at Fisher. “It wasn’t, was it?”


  
     
  


  “Nope. One of our electronics boys recorded a wireless signal from the house, but didn’t break the encryption in time. She’d wired the place for sound, and tripped the C4 the moment she realized you’d noticed it. My guess? She’d been waiting for the entire team to go in, not just your lead element.”


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Riptide got the fire out before the first fire-truck arrived, but five neighboring homes got singed a bit by flaming debris and the police units waiting in the wings evacuated the rest of the close neighbors, just in case. Once the danger was past and the street clear again, I called the Talbots and let them know their home was fine and it was safe to return. Scott thanked me, and let me know they’d gone to Scott’s sister’s house to stay the night.


  
     
  


  The police cordon kept the media out till after we left, which wasn’t going to help but at least meant we didn’t have to talk to them before getting cleaned up. Two costumes ruined in two nights; Andrew was going to kill me. Lei Zi announced a morning debriefing for 8:00 am, and sent everyone to bed for what few hours we had left. I tumbled into mine and was out in seconds.
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  Chapter Fifteen


  “How can we tolerate these…people, who set themselves up as idols in our society? Who inspire our children to acts that maim or kill them in hopes of becoming idols as well? Who think nothing of bringing destruction into our neighborhoods, into our homes, into the places where our children play? Scratch a “superhero” and you’ll find a self-serving, vain, egotistical, monomaniacal, tin-plated god with feet of clay and bloody hands.”


  
     
  


  Mal Shankman  campaign speech.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  What kind of wicked witch uses C4? I mean, really? Did she run out of flying monkeys? Last night’s explosion hit the morning news, and you’d have thought we’d gone after Millibrand in the middle of Macy’s. On a Saturday. Footage of the burning McMansion filled the morning news, along with sound-bite interviews of neighbors (and only Mrs. Talbot seemed to have anything good to say). Second-guessing pundits offered armchair analysis (Lei Zi’s phrase); apparently we should have set up surveillance and jumped Millibrand when she got in her car to go to work—never mind that, after Dr. Cornelius took down her pet demon, she’d obviously known we were coming for her.


  
     
  


  Dr Cornelius suggested that she’d only had time for one Major Working, which she used to bug out before we got there. Good thing, too; if we’d had to face another demon instead of C4…


  
     
  


  At least nobody died. Besides the cat.


  
     
  


  The morning debriefing was thankfully brief—mainly a warning of the media firestorm from Al. Al attended by video-conference call from his offices, and he looked like he’d gotten up when we went to bed. I’d always thought he’d been a hanger-on, milking his brother’s fame for professional gain, and maybe he had been, but Atlas’ dying hit him hard. He didn’t come around the Dome anymore, and mostly only worked with Quin.


  
     
  


  The only word from Fisher was bad; his boss, Chief of Detectives Garfield, wasn’t happy with the sensational turn the investigation had taken. They still had Dr. Millibrand’s electronic and paper trails to chase, but we’d lost any hard evidence, beyond the early video-footage, in the explosion. The meeting broke up after that.


  
     
  


  Blackstone and Lei Zi whisked Doctor Cornelius away to learn everything he could tell them about Millibrand’s kind of breakthrough-magic and possible countermeasures. Jacky headed for bed—the Sandman started nailing her eyes shut before the meeting ended—and I had classes. The University of Chicago wasn’t a party school, I’d already missed Monday, and since the blast hadn’t left any lasting marks for me to explain and they didn’t anticipate imminent action, they “released” me for school.


  
     
  


  Greek thought and then statistics took up a morning that seemed to last forever, and Julie ambushed me as I left Eckhart Hall to drag me, protesting, across the street to Calvert House for coffee and cupcakes with the Bees. The unthinkable had happened; the New Jersey Red Bulls had offered Dane a rookie contract, and he was to join them as soon as spring semester ended. Annabeth tried to be untragic about it, but I could see naked panic in her eyes.


  
     
  


  It’s a bit of a drive to the campus every class-day, but I drive out of the Loop in the morning and come back in the afternoon, so I’m always headed opposite of traffic with clear lanes most of the way. As distracted as I was, with all the room around me the silver sedan behind me still got on my nerves. Lake Shore Drive had four lanes, none of them crowded, but it crept up behind me till I almost couldn’t see its front bumper, and stuck there as I sped up and slowed down. I tapped my brakes, flashing my brake lights, and the sedan driver flashed his high-beams. Then he pulled up beside me, and the guy in the passenger’s seat held up a notepad with Burnham Park written on it in thick black marker.


  
     
  


  “Shell?” I whispered, and she was there.


  
     
  


  “What’s going on?”


  
     
  


  I glanced at my shadowers so she could see them through my eyes. “I’ve been invited to stop in Burnham Park. There’s no way anyone would get Hope’s attention this way.”


  
     
  


  She didn’t panic. “Got it. What do you want me to do?”


  
     
  


  “Put on your Dispatch hat and get Lei Zi in the loop. I’m going to see who they are and what they want.” I didn’t have to say that they couldn’t be anybody who should know both my private and public identities. So not good.


  
     
  


  “Yell loud,” she said, and then disappeared. Not that she’d taken her focus off me, of course. I fished out my earbug, inserting it so Dispatch could listen in directly.


  
     
  


  I crossed three lanes to make the exit-ramp to the park, and kept going till I got to the furthest lot. The sedan followed, pulling into a parking spot a dozen spaces down. Getting out, I scanned the area; on an early afternoon with school still in session, the park had few civilians who could get caught in the action. Taking a deep breath I stepped away, heading up Lakefront Trail away from everyone else.


  
     
  


  Only one man got out of the sedan, and he casually strolled up the trail behind me. A hundred yards from the lot and in the cover of trees, I stopped and waited for him to catch up.


  
     
  


  A brisk wind off the lake flattened my skirt against my legs and ruffled my bob, blowing hairs across my face. My stalker was a blond boy, nice enough looking in his khaki pants and white shirt. He could be a junior broker out to meet his girlfriend and catch some sun. I smiled, tucking flying hair behind my ears. Why had I been worried? Maybe he’d seen me on campus and wanted to introduce himself.


  
     
  


  Then I caught another look at the car he’d stepped out of; the driver, a big man with the bulge of a gun under his jacket, leaned against it. Brokers don’t have bodyguards! my inner observer yelled as I froze, realizing what was happening. After our encounter with Psijack, Chakra had drilled us on how to recognize mental manipulation, even block it; I started humming Have No Fear’s latest hit Rescue Me.


  
     
  


  Focus, Hope, focus!


  
     
  


  The boy laughed at my expression, smiling and shaking his head, and I lost the song and smiled back at him. Two college boys threw a Frisbee down by the lake, while on the lawn a co-ed in a cute green bikini lay soaking up the sun and scowling at her textbooks. Joggers passed us on the trail, and nobody looked our way. And why should they?


  
     
  


  “Hope?” he asked. “May I say it’s a pleasure to meet you?”


  
     
  


  I blushed. “Sure. I mean—. Likewise.”


  
     
  


  “Could I introduce you to a friend?”


  
     
  


  I nodded again. Any friend of his had to be nice. He took my elbow and steered me around so we walked back up the trail to the parking lot. A second sedan pulled in beside the first, and another big guy got out, opening the car door for its passenger. He was a big guy too, and he straightened his tailored broadcloth summer suit, looking up at the sun.


  
     
  


  “Thank you, Don,” he said to my new friend. Don let go of my elbow and gave me a little nudge, stepping back. I smiled at the man, uncertain but willing.


  
     
  


  “Ms. Corrigan?” He held out a beefy hand and I shook it. “Robert Early. I apologize for introducing myself like this, but I thought we needed to talk before events progressed in an unfortunate direction.” He looked around, frowning. “Let’s walk.”


  
     
  


  We headed up the path a second time, Mr. Early beside me and Don along behind. Mr. Early puffed alarmingly, but kept us moving.


  
     
  


  “First, Ms. Corrigan, let me say I’m sorry for everything that’s happened to you since January. My daughter is a big fan, and I think the way the media has treated you is disgraceful.” He scowled. “No respect.”


  
     
  


  “Thank you? It hasn’t been too bad, really.”


  
     
  


  “You’re nice to say so. Moving on, I have become aware, from a friend of a friend, of your recent difficulties. My friend’s friend asked, as a favor, that I pass on a message. He wanted me to assure you and your associates that while he, at times, has employed the person giving you troubles now, he is in no way responsible for her recent behavior. He also wanted you to know that, regarding last week’s unfortunate event, she took instructions from a very foolish associate of his. Who is no longer an associate.”


  
     
  


  He stopped and mopped his brow. Looking back at Don, I felt I had to say something.


  
     
  


  “I’ll tell everyone,” I promised earnestly, hoping to make Mr. Early feel better. He was turning alarmingly red.


  
     
  


  “Good,” he said. “If you could also let your associates know that, however they choose to respond to that person’s actions, my friend’s friends have no intention of involving themselves in her future activities, or the activities of those associates who have joined her.”


  
     
  


  “I will.”


  
     
  


  “Good.” He stopped, nodded emphatically, and put his handkerchief away. “Don? Why don’t you and Ms. Corrigan continue your walk? Thank you again, Ms. Corrigan, it is a pleasure to meet you. Would you tell your mother to expect a nice donation? I’m sure your foundation can put it to good use.”


  
     
  


  I waved as he headed back to the cars, then forgot about him as Don took my arm and turned me around.


  
     
  


  “You know,” he said. “I haven’t been to Burnham Park in ages?” He smiled and I was suddenly breathless.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  I pressed my face to the cool table, wrapping my arms around my head.


  
     
  


  “Damn it! You should have let me grab him,” Rush said. He’d been complaining for awhile, pacing up and down the Assembly Room.


  
     
  


  Lei Zi shut him down with a look.


  
     
  


  She’d sent him to the park the instant my warning came in. Following orders, he’d parked his cycle off the access road and watched until Don and his driver left, leaving me standing there like a love-struck loon. I’d just started to come out of it when he dropped out of hypertime beside me and told me to get on his bike, and we’d ridden through his time-frozen world all the way back to the Dome.


  
     
  


  Lei Zi and Blackstone had waited to debrief me until Chakra checked me out; not that I could add a lot—they’d heard everything through my earbug. Now I just wanted to go to my rooms, put a pillow over my head, and scream. Or find my family and never let them out of my sight again.


  
     
  


  Blackstone shook his head.


  
     
  


  “This is actually good news.”


  
     
  


  “How?” she asked.


  
     
  


  “Robert Early is a known mob associate, and he’s just told us that Dr. Millibrand has gone off the reservation. They want nothing to do with her now, and this isn’t going to widen into a war with the entire Chicago Outfit.”


  
     
  


  “Don’t forget the ones ‘who’ve joined her,’” Lei Zi said, her voice hard. “So we’ve got a rogue mob hitter, plus whoever has signed on with her, to deal with. And maybe a ‘foolish former associate’ and his people.”


  
     
  


  “They know who I am!” I wailed, looking up. Blackstone patted my shoulder.


  
     
  


  “The way they passed the message is more good news,” he said kindly. “First, that information is unlikely to have been shared with Millibrand and her people. Second, Mr. Early’s associates are assuring us the old deal is still in place.”


  
     
  


  “Deal?”


  
     
  


  He sighed, sitting in the chair beside me. “Hope, how secret do you think a private identity really is? Anyone with enough resources can eventually learn who any public superhero is unless extraordinary measures are taken. There are too many points of connection.


  
     
  


  “But the Outfit isn’t a monolithic organization—it’s more of a franchise with a humorless senior management. They probably paid to find out all about you within weeks of your public debut. Just in case. But I’m sure Millibrand doesn’t know or they’d have warned us, and by letting us know that they know, they’re telling us they won’t cross that line unless we cross it first.”


  
     
  


  “Huh?” I said. Lei Zi looked like she wanted to say the same thing, and Blackstone sighed.


  
     
  


  “Remember the Hammer?”


  
     
  


  Rush laughed. “Yeah, you’ve got a point.”


  
     
  


  “The Hammer,” Blackstone clarified for the rest of us, “was a vigilante in Boston. The Russian mob there went after some superheroes a couple of years ago. The hits were probably ordered by some lower-level boss who got burned, but someone killed Silversmith and his whole family. Car bomb.”


  
     
  


  “And?” Lei Zi asked.


  
     
  


  “And over the next month an unknown vigilante wiped out most of the Russian mob’s senior management. The media nicknamed him The Hammer because of the brutal style of his attacks. We all play by the rules, because the Bad Guys know what can happen if they cross the line. Even when they know who we are, if they come after us they come after us, in uniform, without involving our families. And when we go after them, we stick to the law and usually try and bring them in alive, even if a general warrant’s been issued. When both sides play by the rules, the bodies don’t start piling up.”


  
     
  


  Lei Zi nodded. “I understand. It’s like the Laws of War; civilians are kept out of it as much as possible.”


  
     
  


  “Right. And the Outfit has even shown its good faith in this by exposing one of its own assets.”


  
     
  


  “Don,” I said. I’d wanted him to kiss me, and now I gagged on it.


  
     
  


  “Don,” Blackstone agreed. “The DSA has a file on him. His agency-assigned name is Charming, and that’s what he does; people like him, even love him. They trust him, can’t possibly think ill of him and wouldn’t dream of harming him. It’s not as potent as it sounds—it wears off with distance and with lengthy exposure. He uses his gift to sell fancy cars to rich people, and he’s married to a girl he met online. He’s a step-dad.”


  
     
  


  “If he’s such a saint, why’s he working for the Outfit?” I asked.


  
     
  


  “My DSA contact didn’t know he was, but the file mentions a gambling problem. He’s probably working off a debt.” He sighed, nodded to Lei Zi, and she grabbed Rush, hustling him out. I barely noticed as she closed the door behind them, leaving Blackstone and me alone in the Assembly Room.


  
     
  


  Then I heard the worst words a teenager can hear from an adult.


  
     
  


  “Hope,” he said, “we need to talk.”
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  Chapter Sixteen


  After more than half a century of comic-books before the Event and a decade after, American superhumans who fight crime are practically required to do it in costume. Not that they fight it much—a lot of superhumans share the same powers, and their costumes make them easily identifiable in the crunch when they need people to know who they are and take them seriously. The miracle of media programming is that we can take anyone in tights and a mask seriously.


  
     
  


  Dr. Mendell, Superhumans and Society.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  “We’ll up our security measures for your family and friends,” Blackstone said. “Just in case. Panic buttons, that kind of thing. But there are a couple of things I’ve been putting off talking to you about, and we’re out of time.”


  
     
  


  I sat up straight, and he watched me take a breath.


  
     
  


  “First, we’re getting more power on the team. Lei Zi, Riptide, Seven, Vulcan, have all been a boost for us, but the Sentinels are Chicago’s heavy-hitters. We’re the CAI heroes called in when serious firepower is needed, and we lost all three of our strongest, two of our most mobile, in LA. And I’m out of the field now, too. I think you’ll agree, after what almost happened last night, we need to toughen the point of our spear.”


  
     
  


  He waited until I nodded.


  
     
  


  “I’ve had feelers out for another Atlas-type hero since January, but it can’t be just any Atlas-type; we need someone at least up to your fighting weight, experienced, and able to continue your interrupted fight-training.” He raised a hand, stopping my protest. “You’re certified now, and John and Charles did a good job bringing you along fast, but you’re not finished and unless we find you serious sparring partners, you’ll lose what you’ve got.”


  
     
  


  “Rook—”


  
     
  


  “Offered, and that would help, but regular trips to LA won’t cut it; you need daily workouts, a hard-training program again.”


  
     
  


  I couldn’t argue; a retired marine, he would know what it took to be fight-ready. “So, who?”


  
     
  


  “You’ve met him. Lieutenant Troy Dahmer, ironically—the supersoldier who tried to recruit you for the Army. His current tour is up, and he’s looking for a civilian job.”


  
     
  


  Lieutenant Dahmer: buzz-cut blond hair, nice face, thin scar from the corner of his eye down to his chin. A soldier’s soldier with a weird sense of humor. He sounded good, but it didn’t feel right. “Everyone will be comparing him to Atlas.”


  
     
  


  “He could be Atlas,” Blackstone said.


  
     
  


  “No—”


  
     
  


  He held up his hand again.


  
     
  


  “I said ‘could,’ not ‘is.’ The truth is, the team owns Atlas’ name and symbol; we could bring Dahmer in, slap the ‘A’ on his chest, and use him to continue the legacy John created. And there’ve been some suggestions in that direction. But John made Atlas a symbol that was bigger than just the Sentinels. He was the first, and he set the standard the public measures capes by.”


  
     
  


  He ran a hand through his hair, the lines around his eyes deepening.


  
     
  


  “Hope, John wanted the ‘A’ to be used. He was the goddamned Last Cowboy, and you know he always expected to die with his boots on.”


  
     
  


  I nodded, my throat closing up.


  
     
  


  “I never understood why, until afterward,” he went on. “But he saw the A like a marshal’s badge, a symbol to be passed on. He was wrong. Nobody else is going to wear the A. The current non-scandal will fade and all anyone will remember is the good he did, but you’re right; the public will see any Atlas-type we bring in as his replacement, and it won’t go down well. Unless you’re his replacement.”


  
     
  


  “Me?” I squeaked.


  
     
  


  “Sidekick, remember? You’re the real heir of his legacy. I’m not saying you’ve got to wear the A, and you certainly don’t want to use the name, but it’s time you stepped up. Drop the black. All the public sees now is a kid acting dramatic. Andrew sent you a new costume a month ago, in your old Atlas-colors, and if anyone knows what the public needs to see, it’s him. Step up, and we can bring Lt. Dahmer in without any blowback. The team will be stronger, you’ll be trained, and John will get his wish if not the way he expected; it’s a win for everyone. Think about it. Because tomorrow Lei Zi and I have a job for you.”


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Blackstone left it at that, and I got on with my day. Tom drove me back to get my car, as silent as Tom-Bob-Willis—the whole Platoon gang—always was. I wondered if Platoon was Blackstone’s DSA contact. Finally back in my rooms in the Dome, I wrote up the incident report, then stripped down and walked into my closet.


  
     
  


  Blackstone had said “step up” but he might as well have said “grow up.” Was I being that unprofessional? Why had I gone with black? I hadn’t felt comfortable, in the blue and white, but… Yuck. Maybe the tabloids were right for once; maybe I was acting like a drama-queen. How Victorian of me. I sighed. It couldn’t hurt to look.


  
     
  


  Shelly popped in as I pulled the new costume out of its bag.


  
     
  


  “Wow,” she said. “You’re going to do it?”


  
     
  


  “Why?” I didn’t trust her playful grin.


  
     
  


  “No reason. Just thinking you may need help.”


  
     
  


  I dropped the outfit on my bed and looked at the picture and instructions that came with it.


  
     
  


  “Oh, hell no!”


  
     
  


  My BFF since childhood collapsed into shrieks of laughter.


  
     
  


  The thing came in two parts, plus cape, mask, boots, and gloves. The mask was my old leather half-mask and wig, in Atlas’ cobalt blue. The short cape looked the same too, but blue with my star in white. But the body of the costume…


  
     
  


  I sighed. I’d dress, then I’d go strangle Andrew. He at least deserved to see why he was going to die.


  
     
  


  First I put on the white spandex tights. The legs ended in stirrups for my feet, and the high waist attached to suspenders with snaps. The blue bodysuit was harder to get into. Of layered and seamed spandex, it had the high neck and long sleeves that I liked, but its bottom might as well have been a thong. The bodysuit had to weigh at least ten pounds on its own, with reinforced ribbing that made it tight as a corset under the spandex, and heavy snaps up the front that locked me in. The suit’s leg came up to the top of my hips, and despite the tights I felt like I had a permanent wedgy.


  
     
  


  I attached the cape and looked down, ignoring Shell’s ongoing giggle-fits.


  
     
  


  “Nice boo-teh,” she gasped.


  
     
  


  “Can I go out in public in this?”


  
     
  


  “It’s not like you’re flashing skin. Fact—you’re covering more than you used to. At least the cape hides your butt.”


  
     
  


  I groaned, then pulled on the boots and gloves and looked in the mirror. Whatever else Andrew had been thinking, it did make me look more grown up. No costume could give me stature or make me look anything but elfin and petite, but the bodysuit pulled in my already-small waist and it had the usual bust enhancement, giving me an almost hourglass shape. The bright silver snaps displaced my crest, so Andrew had shrunk it and moved it higher and to the left so I wore the six-pointed star like a sheriff’s badge. The tabloids could call me a minor all they wanted, but nobody seeing me in this would pay much attention to them.


  
     
  


  I looked at the instruction card again, flipped it over. He must have anticipated my reaction, because on the back he’d scrawled The snaps are titanium-alloy and can take temps as hot as you can, and the reinforcement and fireproofing will prevent wardrobe malfunctions. You shred too many costumes, girl.


  
     
  


  Maybe The Harlequin wouldn’t mind if I only hurt Andrew a little.


  
     
  


  I dropped to the bed. “Hey!” Shelly complained, rolling over so I wasn’t lying through her virtual self anymore. I wiggled with the unfamiliar feel of the costume, sighed.


  
     
  


  She echoed me. “Did we do it?”


  
     
  


  “Do what?”


  
     
  


  “Save Blackstone. I mean—we outed the villain that killed him before, right? And the Outfit’s so not after him now. They don’t want anything to do with any of us, or what was the point of today?”


  
     
  


  “I don’t know,” I said slowly, sitting up and hugging my knees. “I wish we knew why the Wicked Witch killed him in the first place. Maybe only Blackstone was a threat to her before, but the whole team’s a threat now, and the police, and the DSA if she manages to get out of Chicago and becomes an interstate fugitive.”


  
     
  


  I chewed my lip, but before I could chase my thoughts around some more Shelly got that abstracted look. She made a face.


  
     
  


  “We’ve got a call from the CPD Detective Division, Fisher’s team,” she said. “He wants you at the Great Lakes Mercedes dealership. It’s another murder.”


  
     
  


  “Of course he does.” I looked down at myself. I could change, but what would be the point? I’d already made up my mind.


  
     
  


  “Blackstone flagged us,” Shelly added. “You’re supposed to take Galatea.”


  
     
  


  “Aaand that’s the plum in the pudding.”


  
     
  


  
    

  


  “She’s different,” Fisher said, smiling. “You, too.”


  
     
  


  “Galatea, this is Detective Fisher. Detective, Galatea, Vulcan’s gynoid field unit.”


  
     
  


  “Good evening, detective. I am pleased to meet you.”


  
     
  


  “Are you really?”


  
     
  


  She looked at me. “Is that a normal social response?”


  
     
  


  “Don’t make me hurt you,” I said to Fisher, rolling my eyes. “Galatea, file Detective Fisher’s response under ‘humor’ and don’t use it.”


  
     
  


  “Thank you, Astra.”


  
     
  


  Fisher chuckled, crushed out his cigarette, and opened the door to usher us into the dealership showroom. He hardly needed to; every one of the building’s bay windows had been shattered and we could have stepped in anywhere. I opened my mouth to ask him about the Millibrand case, and he shook his head. Later.


  
     
  


  Phelps and Wyatt turned our way as we stepped inside. Both stopped what they were doing and couldn’t decide who to look at, making me think it might have been a good idea to bring Galatea along after all; her silver and white neoprene catsuit showed the ridges and bumps of her articulation, and her mannequin’s face, barely mobile, gave away what she was to anyone who watched her for more than a second.


  
     
  


  Officer Wyatt settled for nodding to me before turning back to his interview, but Phelps joined us.


  
     
  


  “George is talking to the last customer,” he said. “I’ve got the sales manager waiting upstairs. What’s this?”


  
     
  


  “She,” I said, “is Galatea, and she’s with me.”


  
     
  


  “Phelps,” Fisher said as the junior detective started to puff up. “I’ll be upstairs in a minute, after I show Astra and Galatea the security footage and they’ve had a look around.” He led the two of us to the other side of the floor. “Two in two weeks. Sorry about this, kid.”


  
     
  


  I choked. I recognized the body hidden by the silver Mercedes.


  
     
  


  “Donald Gerrold,” Fisher said. “You know him?”


  
     
  


  And I wanted to kill him. This time I didn’t have to smell the blood—it was all over poor Don and the floor. At least someone had closed his eyes. I took a breath, swallowed, and decided I wasn’t about to contaminate the crime-scene.


  
     
  


  “I met him today, Detective Fisher,” I said.  As Hope. “He works for—worked for—Robert Early. What happened?” I managed to keep my voice even.


  
     
  


  “That happened.” He pointed to bits of metal scattered around the floor and imbedded in showroom cars. “K-Strike?”


  
     
  


  “Dude.”


  
     
  


  The hero straightened up from his post by the door, stepping over the remains of whatever it was to join us. He wore a black half-helmet and a black and gray jumpsuit armored like a motorcycle racer’s. A short black swashbuckler’s cape, slung over one shoulder, made him look like a cyberpunk highwayman.


  
     
  


  “K-Strike.” I smiled. I’d met the West Side Guardian at last year’s Metrocon blowout party, where he’d hit on Artemis in a charming but perfunctory way.


  
     
  


  “Hey Astra,” he said. “Nasty business.”


  
     
  


  “What happened?”


  
     
  


  He looked at Fisher, and the detective nodded.


  
     
  


  “I was riding home from a safety event two blocks from here when Dispatch called—said a metal-man had killed somebody and was shooting up the place. Bullets are no problem, so I came in without waiting for backup and found Robby the Robot here—” He waived around and I could see some of the bigger parts were arm or leg joints. “—firing away with a couple of built-in autorifles.”


  
     
  


  He frowned. “Metal-dude wasn’t shooting to hit anybody, or even the cars, but I figured that could change. I could see it wasn’t some dude in armor, so I took it down.”


  
     
  


  I looked around at the mess. “With what?”


  
     
  


  He reached into a belt pocket and pulled out a couple of steel marbles. His power was a personal field that could absorb the kinetic energy of anything that touched it, making him bulletproof. He could also project kinetic energy into anything he touched; he could fire those marbles hard enough to punch holes in concrete, and take the eye out of a One-Eyed Jack with one, too—I’d seen him do it on the Metrocon best-of video.


  
     
  


  “I took off its arms at the elbows so it couldn’t shoot anymore,” he said. “Then it just blew up. Lucky everyone was already under cover—the biggest bit left is its head over there.” He pointed to the caved-in robot head. It had camera-lens eyes and microphone ears.


  
     
  


  Galatea looked at it, and then at the fragments of joints nearby.


  
     
  


  “May I examine it?”


  
     
  


  Fisher nodded. “Don’t touch anything yet.”


  
     
  


  “I will not.” She knelt stiffly and placed a hand in front of the thing’s field of vision. “Detective Fisher,” she said. “The visual and audio sensors of this automaton are still active, and it is transmitting a signal.”


  
     
  


  “It’s what? Wyatt, get me a trash can.”


  
     
  


  My super-duper senses aren’t always the biggest help, but I heard the sharp thuds of unlatched steel doors and the timing set off alarms in my head.


  
     
  


  “Fisher—”


  
     
  


  The steel dragon came through the windows.
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  Chapter Seventeen


  Superhero vs. supervillan fights are often short but seldom brutal. Lots of confrontations start and end with “You know who I am, do you really want to do this?” If the hero has a formidable reputation, often it’s enough. If it isn’t, neither side is usually trying to kill the other; villains who become cape-killers don’t prosper, and heroes who kill villains have to fill out all kinds of paperwork and appear in front of unsympathetic review boards. And then there’s the other kind of fight.


  
     
  


  Astra, Notes From a Life.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  “Dispatch!” I yelled. “Civilian evac!” Galatea froze, jerking, in the oddest attack of controlled epilepsy I’d ever seen, but people began disappearing in blurs of red as Rush arrived and started clearing the deck, staff and customers first. Fisher drew his gun before a sweeping claw threw him into the sports car behind him. He bent the wrong way, but before I could even react Rush whisked him away as well.


  
     
  


  The metal monster—a serpentine Chinese dragon built out of scavenged and spot-welded parts—focused on me as I leaped upward, hoping to draw its attention. It twisted about with a thumping crash, flattened a shiny showroom car, craned its head to follow my flight, and shot me with the artillery piece sticking out of its open mouth.


  
     
  


  “Hope!” Shelly screamed as the sabot-round blew me through the roof. I barely heard her, or anything else until my arc ended in the windshield of a BMW parked in the outside lot.


  
     
  


  I pulling myself out of the car dashboard, and gasped as agony flared. Broken ribs?


  
     
  


  “Clear?”


  
     
  


  “Geez! Rush got everybody but Galatea and K-Strike, and you’re hit! Wait for backup!”


  
     
  


  “Can’t!” I launched myself back through the frameless windows, coming in high. “We need to keep it here!”


  
     
  


  The critter spun to face me, impossibly fast, its scything tail neatly decapitating Galatea where she stood. A second sabot-round whumped out as I jinked, blowing another hole in the ceiling. K-Strike darted forward to push on its left foreleg with his field and stressed metal joints screeched as it lurched. I dove for its wildly swinging head as it turned to look for him.


  
     
  


  Whang. It staggered as I struck the base of its skull, grabbing hold and pulling up with stinging hands. Weaving, it flattened another show-car as I forced its metal head back. Its tail hit K-Strike and sheared off against his kinetic field.


  
     
  


  Whump. It fired again, adding a third hole and bringing down bits of burning ceiling. My ears rang and I couldn’t understand Shelly. Damn super-senses.


  
     
  


  It swung me into the wall, knocking me off in a shower of cement. I sat up, shaking my head. “Everybody’s coming!” Shelly yelled through our neural link. Then it stepped on me.


  
     
  


  I screamed as my ribs ground together. Pinned under tons of steel dragon, no leverage, I pushed back uselessly, taking sobbing breaths in time with each lance of pain. Its head swiveled around, mouth open, barrel down, and I knew it was going to blow its own foot off to take the shot. I could see down the barrel to the chambered shell, and I closed my eyes.


  
     
  


  “Astra!” Its knee-joint exploded, then Rush was there. He grabbed my shoulder and the world slowed. I pushed again as he pulled. “Move!” he yelled, and hung on as I flew up and back. The gun fired and I saw the shockwave propagate through the showroom floor, shattering tiles in a wave that passed under us.


  
     
  


  I pulled him up to a better position on my back, cringing as the move lit a fire in my ribs. “What was that?” I yelled over the stretched-out echoes of the blast. The expanding cloud of fragments slowed and then stopped as he took us completely over the Wall into hypertime.


  
     
  


  “Shaped charge to the knee! I always carry a few on my bike just in case!” He sounded like he’d run a marathon. How many transitions had he made?  Focus. “Got any more of those?”


  
     
  


  “One.”


  
     
  


  “Bike?”


  
     
  


  “Outside on the curb.”


  
     
  


  We flew out through the glassless windows. Traveling in Rush’s freeze-frame world always gave me the wiggins (I’d closed my eyes on the bike ride this morning), but I didn’t have time to think about it. I landed beside the bike and he dropped us out of full hypertime into a slow-moving world of dopplered sound. Not letting go of me, he cracked a case behind the bike-seat and pulled out a truncated steel cone, bigger than both fists.


  
     
  


  He took a steadying breath and the world froze again. “You got a plan?”


  
     
  


  I grinned savagely. “Off with its head.”


  
     
  


  “That’ll work.” He wrapped his arms around my neck and I took off. We found the frozen dragon, head still bent groundward for the shot. K-Strike hung suspended mid-leap, his target another of the critter’s legs. I landed us on the dragon’s neck, right behind where I’d hit it the first time, and Rush slapped the shaped charge onto the joint where neck met head.


  
     
  


  Rush grunted as it sealed, set it. “On go, take us away fast. Three, two, one, go!” I launched us as Rush brought us back into realtime.


  
     
  


  Bhwoom! The crashing explosion shattered the massive steel neck-joint, and I took us to the ground even as the screech of more distressed metal announced K-Strike’s own attack. The headless dragon fell across the last of the show-cars and lay still.


  
     
  


  The floater arrived minutes later, Lei Zi, Seven, The Harlequin, and Riptide on board. While everyone else maintained distance, I checked the remains to make sure they weren’t rigged to blow like the robot had been. Aching all over, ribs burning and light-headed, I wanted to laugh. I was alive. We had won. Then I nearly wigged when Detective Fisher stepped back into the glass-covered showroom; I’d seen him bend backwards, in a direction no human was designed to go.


  
     
  


  “Good job kid,” he said, lighting up.


  
     
  


  “But—” I shook my head. Later. “Shelly?” I said. “Can you locate Galatea?”


  
     
  


  “Her transponder puts her north of you. Looks like she went the distance.”


  
     
  


  I found her head, eyes blinking up at me, behind a half-collapsed display wall. Picking her up, I started giggling uncontrollably as she looked around.


  
     
  


  “‘Alas, poor Yorick. I knew him well,’” Fisher said behind me.


  
     
  


  “I do not understand your comment, Detective Fisher,” she replied. “Unless you are asking if I am well. I am incapacitated. However, my cranial battery should sustain my higher functions until I can be serviced.”


  
     
  


  “Good to hear.”
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  Chapter Eighteen


  Many breakthroughs can bring firepower equivalent to military ordinance, making superhuman combat potentially very destructive, so naturally after the Event insurance companies began offering new and enhanced lines of damage insurance. Superhuman Damage riders have proven very profitable, since even in the big cities the insured’s chances of injury or property loss from superhuman combat is low—and of course insurance company lawyers will sue to recover damages in cases where a superheroe’s negligence has added to the damage. Which brings us to liability and the scope of superhero liability insurance.


  
     
  


  A Harvard Law School colloquium text.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  I remember being scared of doctors. Childhood cancer will do that to you, but somewhere in the last half-year Dr. Beth had stopped being a source of dread. This time he gave me a compliment on the new costume along with the lollypop—the suit took a direct hit and all it needed was some dry-cleaning, making me wonder what it was really made of.


  
     
  


  My ribs were only fractured, which meant they’d be good in a couple of days. Vulcan called and asked me to come down to the lab when I got out of the infirmary, so even though I really really wanted to find Blackstone and Jacky, after changing I headed for the Pit.


  
     
  


  Vulcan’s basement lab had serious security and containment, mostly because half of it was a clean-lab. Really clean; he could make the polymorphic molecules he played with into anything, with whatever physical properties he wanted, but the slightest impurities in the mix resulted in what Rush called “freaky shit.”  Sometimes the FS was dangerous, which is why the lab included a plasma-oven that could burn anything down to its constituent atoms in seconds; each of his reacting chambers could dump their contents into the oven with the slap of a button.  In an emergency he could seal and slag the entire lab.  It made me nervous every time I went down there.


  
     
  


  I found Vulcan consulting with Rush.  He had Rush’s prosthetic hand off, poking its socket while the fingers flexed.


  
     
  


  Rush’s first prosthetic had been a simple cosmetic one, but when Vulcan joined the team he offered to replace it with a fully functional cybernetic hand, cooking polymorphic molecules into artificial skeletal scaffolding, muscle mimickers, nerve chains, and even skin wrap.  He used the same Verne-science tech, minus the skin wrap since it got in the way of disassembly, to make Galatea, and when he wasn’t tinkering with her or making stuff for the team he donated his talents making customized prostheses for amputees.  Since nobody could duplicate his process, the waiting list was endless.


  
     
  


  Galatea stood beside him with a tray of tools, still as a statue.


  
     
  


  “Good afternoon, Astra,” she said when I stepped into the lab.  “Are you well?”


  
     
  


  The men looked up from the wiggling hand. Rush gave me the wary look he’d defaulted to since the events of January. He’d been cleared of any charges by the DSA, but he’d gotten a lot more serious about things (though you couldn’t tell from the way he acted in public). I’d heard Stacy had left him; what happened in Reno hadn’t become public knowledge, but he must have at least told her. And he treated me carefully, even off the job.


  
     
  


  But he’d saved my life today. We needed to talk, but not here. I set it aside and smiled at Galatea.


  
     
  


  “Yes,” I said. “Thank you.  And you?”


  
     
  


  “I am operating within acceptable parameters.”


  
     
  


  I laughed, looking her over.  “‘I’m fine’ is a better way to say that.”


  
     
  


  “Then I’m fine, thank you.  May I ask why, when encountering a person, one is required to ask for a self-diagnosis?”


  
     
  


  Rush snickered and I gave him a glare.


  
     
  


  “It’s a friendly salutation.  If you want, you can comment on the weather instead.”


  
     
  


  Vulcan looked alarmed, but Galatea nodded.  “I have observed this, but there are too many variables in its usage for me to confidently apply it at this time.”


  
     
  


  “Astra,” Vulcan said before the impromptu session could continue. “Thanks for coming down.”  His habitual saturnine expression twisted in a smile.


  
     
  


  He was the other reason I didn’t like coming down here, but I smiled back. “You got Galatea back up fast.”


  
     
  


  He waved it away. “She’s almost completely modular. I wanted to ask you about her seizure.” I looked at her.


  
     
  


  “My memory for the period of the recursive error is unreadable,” she said.


  
     
  


  “Oh.” I thought about those moments. “I think she froze after turning towards the civilians.”


  
     
  


  “Hmm.” He frowned. “How many?”


  
     
  


  “Half a dozen? More, with the police.”


  
     
  


  “Damn. Too many imperatives.”


  
     
  


  “English, Doc,” Rush said.


  
     
  


  “Galatea isn’t a true AI, not really self-aware; she operates on a hierarchy of directives, imperatives, and protocols. One of her main imperatives is to safeguard civilian lives, and when too many people were exposed to immanent mortality risk it triggered a recursive error—she couldn’t choose.”


  
     
  


  “That sucks.” Rush resocketed his hand, flexed it. “Can you fix her?”


  
     
  


  “I doubt it. There are just too many variables in the field. I noticed decision-degradation during the godzilla attack, but it stayed within parameters. It’s too bad; she’s a perfect disposable sensor platform and would make a great weapons platform too.”


  
     
  


  “She’s—” I stopped myself. It felt wrong, watching something that seemed human treated as a thing, but how could I get mad if she didn’t?


  
     
  


  Dispatch came to my rescue. “All Sentinels please report to the Assembly Room. All Sentinels…” Rush and I hit the door before the announcement finished, Vulcan dithering behind us. He caught up to us before the elevator doors closed, but Galatea remained behind, repacking instrument cases without ever looking up.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  The Assembly Room actually felt crowded. The round table could seat fifteen, but with Blackstone and Lei Zi at the head, Chakra, Artemis, Rush, Riptide, The Harlequin, Seven, Vulcan, and Dr. Cornelius and Orb, plus Detective Fisher sitting beside me, it was close as Willis, with Tom’s help, worked his way around the table serving coffee.


  
     
  


  It hadn’t felt this way the night before, when we’d mobilized to go after Dr. Millibrand. Had it really been just last night? I looked over at Artemis. She hadn’t come out to the dealership—Lei Zi had grounded her until we knew how daylight affected her powers.


  
     
  


  “You good?” Fisher asked, leaning over.


  
     
  


  I nodded. And why aren’t you in the hospital? I wanted to ask. I didn’t like secrets, and it sucked that my life was full of them.


  
     
  


  “Thank you all for coming,” Blackstone said, standing. “This won’t take long, but we felt this should be done together instead of by Dispatch feed. First, we’re instituting Def-1.”


  
     
  


  My stomach sank.


  
     
  


  Riptide hadn’t memorized The Book yet. “Def-1?”


  
     
  


  “Defense Position One,” Lei Zi said. “No contact with civilians outside of operations or on unsecured ground until further notice. No going home, for those of you who’s primary residences are not in the Dome. No school attendance.” She looked at me. “No physical contact with our families and friends until the situation resolves or we have reason to believe the threat is no longer considerable.”


  
     
  


  “Why?” Seven asked.


  
     
  


  “We have been attacked,” Blackstone said. “It is my opinion that the fight at the dealership was set up for us. The obviously superhuman murder naturally drew Detective Fisher’s team, and Astra, as the current CPD-CAI liaison. Once the first automaton’s pick-ups verified Astra was on site, the second automaton was fielded. They configured it to kill Atlas-types.”


  
     
  


  “Shit!” Rush swore. “This isn’t El Paso, what the hell is going on?”


  
     
  


  “Who cares?” Riptide spat. “We know where this connorito is?”


  
     
  


  “We know who he is,” Detective Fisher said. “But like Millibrand, he’s in the wind.”


  
     
  


  “Who is he?” I actually managed to sound calm.


  
     
  


  “Carl Mueler—they call him Tin Man. He can animate anything metal, but only one thing at a time. The robot and the dragon were just armored puppets wired up for video and sound so he could control them from anywhere. Remote-controlled robbery is his thing, and he went away to Detroit Supermax for eight years, got out last April.”


  
     
  


  “Not a model product of Michigan’s wonderful corrections system, to be sure,” Blackstone said. “And obviously one of Millibrand’s new associates.”


  
     
  


  Rush stayed on-topic. “Who starts a war with us?”


  
     
  


  “A good question,” Fisher said. “This new Villains Inc. is shooting every which way; killing Mr. Gerrold was a direct attack on the Outfit, meant to send all sorts of messages. Other superhumans working for the Outfit have been put on notice, and the timing means this new faction has inside intelligence; they knew about the meeting earlier today.”


  
     
  


  “And the message for us?” Artemis asked.


  
     
  


  He shrugged. “Back off.”


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Fisher disappeared before I could talk to him, but what was I going to say? I think I saw you die? Did it hurt? I went back to my rooms.


  
     
  


  The attack was all over the news, so the first thing I did was lie to Mom and Dad. It’s easier to do by texting. Yes, there had been a fight. I was fine. No, we didn’t know anything yet. The team was on alert, and wouldn’t stand down until Tin Man had been caught. Since I was in uniform for the duration, home dinners and weekends were canceled. All true, to a given value of “true”—and I hated it.


  
     
  


  Stripping off my mask, I sat at my study desk to write up the after-action report, and tried not to obsess about my family. Blackstone had promised to take their security to the next level in case the Wicked Witch wasn’t playing by the rules, which meant unobtrusive Platoons were keeping them under observation. The next level up from there was retreat to a safe place like the Dome.


  
     
  


  So instead I brooded over not being able to hit every boutique and lunch-spot I knew with Jacky and the Bees (a complete wardrobe rebuild for our new day-walker would make a great distraction for Annabeth). Then I found myself hung up on Fisher.


  
     
  


  “Shelly?”


  
     
  


  “Mmm?” She popped in, looking distracted.


  
     
  


  “Can you get me Lieutenant Fisher’s medical report?”


  
     
  


  “Which one?”


  
     
  


  “Which—oh, from today. Someone must have checked him out after the fight, right?”


  
     
  


  “Wrong.” She shook her head. “He wasn’t injured.”


  
     
  


  I chewed my lip. I wanted to say I know what I saw, but did I really? Everything had happened so fast. “Shell?” I said slowly. “You remember at the cabin, when you offered to replay your neural-linked recording of my and John’s getaway? Can you do that for the attack today?”


  
     
  


  Now she focused. “Are you sure?”


  
     
  


  “Yes. Um, wait. Can you watch it? I don’t want to relive it—I just want you to tell me what happened to Fisher.”


  
     
  


  “Sure.” She closed her eyes and covered her ears, humming the opening bars of If I Could Turn Back Time. Her eyes flew open. “Jumpin’ thumps! That looked awful! And weird.”


  
     
  


  I nodded, not happy. “I’d hoped it was a trick of my eyes.”


  
     
  


  “Nope. Fisher’s spine bent ninety-seven degrees backward between the nineteenth and twentieth vertebrae. Then it didn’t.”


  
     
  


  “What?”


  
     
  


  “He hit the car, broke his back, and then he didn’t. I slow-mo’d it to look at each micro-sec and it’s like stop-motion photography; one micro-sec he’s down, the next he’s down but fine. Then Rush grabs him and they’re gone. Hope? What’s going on?”


  
     
  


  Fisher had looked different in those weird moments in Mr. Moffat’s apartment, when Dr. Cornelius’ words had changed the world. I’d forgotten about it, but if Cornelius’ spell had shown us what was really there, then had that been the “real” Fisher? And what was he?


  
     
  


  I sighed. “Can you discretely query the DSA database? Does Fisher have a file?”


  
     
  


  “Yes, and no. But they wouldn’t know he was a breakthrough unless he’d registered himself to certify or done something to get their attention.”


  
     
  


  “What about his CPD file?”


  
     
  


  “Nothing there, either, but…”


  
     
  


  “What?”


  
     
  


  “He’s never been sick—well, he’s taken some sick-days, but he doesn’t have a medical record. Never been injured or wounded, either. And…Hope?” Now she sounded worried. “He doesn’t exist before he joined the CPD. I mean, he has a birth certificate, school records, all that, but the hospital is fictitious. So are the schools. It’s all made up.”


  
     
  


  My breath caught. He couldn’t be a fake. So he was a secret breakthrough, so what? Not every breakthrough went public or put on tights and a mask. Lots of breakthrough powers were minor, lots weren’t super-heroic. Maybe his power just made him unkillable—useful for a cop. I circled around the unthinkable; he could be a plant, an inside-man for the Outfit. They’d known to go after Mr. Moffat, hadn’t they? And he could have tipped off Millibrand about the warrant…


  
     
  


  But why make up a whole life? One that included schools that weren’t there?


  
     
  


  I raised my head. “His background. Are any of those schools at the corner of Clark and Taylor?”


  
     
  


  Her eyes widened. “No, but the fictitious children’s home is! But—what does that mean?”


  
     
  


  “I don’t know! He was looking for the man who wasn’t there. We don’t have time for this!” I stood and stretched, testing my ribs. Ouch-worthy, but getting better. I grabbed my mask.


  
     
  


  “I’ve got to talk to Artemis. Shell…” I hate this. “I need you to break open every account Fisher has. If he works for the Outfit, or somebody else, there’ll be a trail somewhere. Look everywhere he’s ever spent money. I don’t know, and we need to.”


  
     
  


  Shelly nodded unhappily, and was gone.


  
     
  


  When did I become a liar and a sneak? I forced myself to sit back down and finish my report, omitting Fisher’s undone injury, found the CPD Incident Report number and appended it, and sent it on its way. Then I sat, looking at my mask, debating really taking this to Artemis till she called me.


  
     
  


  “Astra? You should get up to the Common Room.”


  
     
  


  I knew that voice: pissed off and willing to share her pain.
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  Chapter Nineteen


  Machiavelli once said that it’s better to be feared than loved—which makes me want to go back in time and give him a good kicking whenever somebody quotes him. It’s much easier for someone with bad intentions to manipulate people who are afraid of you.


  
     
  


  Astra, Notes From a Life.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Most of the team had crowded into the Common Room, and not around the game-room side. Someone had turned on the big-screen TV to Chicago Nightly News. “After the events of the last two days, questions are being asked,” Carl Schumberg reported as they showed clips of Dr. Millibrand’s burning house and the blown-up dealership. Someone had gotten hold of the car-place’s security tapes, and had spliced together a deceptive sequence of the robot and dragon attack; watching it, you really couldn’t tell that the murder had happened separately.


  
     
  


  The commentators made it sound like the missing Dr. Millibrand was another victim, and made no mention that Mr. Gerrold was anything but a random victim too. After interviewing several bystanders—who had nothing to add besides stuff blew up and we were scared—Carl opened a split-screen dialogue with Mal Shankman.


  
     
  


  “It’s what I’ve been saying all along,” Shankman pontificated. “Our superheroes are out of control, they think they can throw down anywhere, go to town without any regard for who gets hurt, who loses their homes or livelihood! They’ve got to be made to understand that their actions have consequences!”


  
     
  


  “But the CAI teams work closely with the city police and emergency services, Mr. Shankman—”


  
     
  


  “They hide behind the law! And the police, whose job is to protect us, don’t know who half of them are! What have they got to hide? And look who we hold up as paragons! Men and women who hide behind masks, who don’t think moral decency applies do them. Look at Burnout! Look at Atlas!”


  
     
  


  “But—”


  
     
  


  And so it went, Shankman ranting right over Carl. Quin finally turned the sound off, giving us blessed silence.


  
     
  


  “Well, he’s a piece of work,” Seven said mildly.


  
     
  


  Quin grimaced. “News conference tomorrow, and our own website is putting up what details we can release to the public, but Shankman’s getting most of the sound-bites because of his election campaign.”


  
     
  


  “So how do we fight back?” Rush asked.


  
     
  


  “We don’t,” Lei Zi said. “The public record is clear—people just aren’t in the mood to pay attention to it. Meanwhile, you don’t talk to the press. Al and Quin are on that; we just need to do our job to our usual professional standard.”


  
     
  


  Blackstone seconded her. “When the Ring attacked Whittier Base, many people blamed the US government’s international policies. Now we’ve got the beginnings of a supervillain war, and if there’s collateral damage then people will be blaming us for not being able to stop it before it started, or simply for being the target. But we will finish this, and eventually most people will cool down and start thinking again.”


  
     
  


  “And meanwhile that ojete rides us into office,” Riptide snarled.


  
     
  


  Seven shrugged. “Politics.” I wished I could be as uncaring. A final scene showed the crowd of regular protestors shouting for the Domestic Security Act; already someone had pasted Mr. Gerrold’s face on some of waving placards, with How many more? printed below it. They looked professionally done. At least his widow hadn’t been one of the interviewees. Not yet at least. Oh God, did she know what he’d been doing, what he was? I hadn’t thought about his family at all, and I guiltily resolved to ask Fisher if they could give her a good story.


  
     
  


  Our circle broke up. Seven and Riptide going back to their pool game, but Artemis caught my eye and we headed for the dining room. She wanted some face time so she could razz me over my new costume, plus Willis had promised her an omelet worth killing for and she insisted on sharing it before I went out on dusk-patrol.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  With Shelly around, nobody needs an alarm clock. She woke me singing “I am the very model of a quantum-set intelligence! I‘ve information personal—oh, you’re awake!”


  
     
  


  I threw Superpooh through her. “I’m so going to kick your quantum-ass!”


  
     
  


  She stuck out her tongue. “Like you can. This isn’t a good time, but Dane just texted you.”


  
     
  


  “What? Why?”


  
     
  


  “He wants to meet up. Lots of SOS’s.”


  
     
  


  I wanted to scream. And how was I supposed to do that, at Def-1? Then I laughed. “Text back. Say ‘Meet at noon, Sentinels’ Museum.’”


  
     
  


  “But—”


  
     
  


  “He deserves to know, Shell. Everybody else seems to. So, why the wakeup call?”


  
     
  


  Her grin got wider. “Fisher’s clean. I’ve run his accounts six ways from Sunday, strip-mined his epad, broken down every case file, the man is clean clean sparkly clean. Fact, he hardly spends a dime except on smokes and whiskey, and has built up so much paid leave time his union hates him. Nothing has any connection to his casework—he has the most amazing closing record, it’s like he pulls leads out of his butt.”


  
     
  


  I felt a million pounds lighter; I’d hated suspecting Fisher. Whatever his secret, I had no urge to mess things up for our favorite chain-smoking gumshoe by telling the CPD one of their senior detectives wasn’t what he seemed. Besides, they might already know.


  
     
  


  I stretched. Even last night’s dream didn’t bring me down, since I’d woken up with a semi-solution.


  
     
  


  “Shell? Do you think you could dive back into the Future Files today?”


  
     
  


  “Sure.” She dropped to the bed beside me. “What never-going-to-happen-now stuff do you want to know about?”


  
     
  


  “I’m not sure.” I groped to put words on my thought. “Artemis says we’re fighting with an ‘intelligence disadvantage.’ Villains Inc knows all about us—after all we have our own website—but we don’t know anything about them. Well, we know about two, but how many are there? Who are they? What can they do? What might they do?”


  
     
  


  In my dream I’d been wandering through the darkened Dome, alone and threatened by shadowed figures I didn’t recognize. They’d posed and leered, but I’d been afraid to attack, not knowing what they could do.


  
     
  


  “None of this ever happened before,” Shell said doubtfully. “Or at least it didn’t become part of the public record.”


  
     
  


  “I know. I guess what I mean is, can’t you put together a list of likely supervillains? Including bad guys who just haven’t shown up yet but might be around now? If Villains Inc. stayed secret ‘before,’ maybe they would have shown up on their own in the future?”


  
     
  


  “Oh! Blackstone and Artemis are already working on a hypothetical rogue’s gallery, assigning probabilities that the Wicked Witch has recruited them like she did Tin Man.” She laughed. “Think we’ll meet the Cowardly Lion next? I can add a list of bad guys who might be operating now and we just don’t know it, if that’s what you want.”


  
     
  


  Since the Teatime Anarchist had left the Future Files to me, she needed my okay to release any information in them. I put on Mom’s serious, Foundation Boardroom Face. “Make it so,” I said. Then I shrieked as she started tickling. Tickle-fights, where your opponent is as solid as a dream, are one-sided and completely unfair.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Unable to go to class, I called around and got the lectures copied and emailed so I could listen to them later, and tried to distract myself with study. It didn’t work, and I finally took an unscheduled morning patrol. Southern winds still warmed the city, and Dispatch had instructions to only call me in for major incidents until we canceled the Def-1, so I enjoyed a quiet flight. I took a break atop the Sears Tower to enjoy the sun and dangle my feet over Whacker Drive.


  
     
  


  I couldn’t help remembering what Atlas—John—had called it. Showing the flag. Letting people know we were up here, ready to help them, that they didn’t have to be afraid of us. Breakthrough-made godzillas. City-shattering earthquakes. Car-flattening iron dragons. How afraid will people get?


  
     
  


  I landed at the Dome’s portico doors, waving back at the applause, cheers, boos, and cat-calls. “Ma’am,” one of the two patrolman on duty said, touching his cap.


  
     
  


  The park police had cordoned off a stretch of ground to the right of the Dome’s main doors so the permanent protestors didn’t block the pedestrian avenues. For our part, we’d let the CPD put two officers outside in the Dome’s portico. The current Superintendent of Police wasn’t exactly our friend, but the Dome and the Memorial were city landmarks and tourist attractions, so the mayor made sure things stayed friendly on our front porch.


  
     
  


  “Morning, Gabe.” I gave the officer a smile. “Are the concerned citizens restless?”


  
     
  


  “No ma’am. Well, we’ve been issuing warnings, but it’s mostly because of tourists here for the museum and memorial. Couple hours ago a pair of Wisconsin cheeseheads nearly threw down with some of the mouthier ones. Didn’t like the language they were using, if we hadn’t stepped in, they’d have had the whole pack on them.”


  
     
  


  “Thank you, you know we appreciate it.”


  
     
  


  He smiled back. “Can’t complain. I was there for the Paulina Street incident—we like you fine where you are.”


  
     
  


  “No.” I groaned, rolling my eyes.


  
     
  


  “Ma’am?” He winked. “We like the uniform change, too. Lookin’ fine.”


  
     
  


  “Rat! I blush, Gabe!” Laughing despite the heat in my cheeks, I waved to his partner beside the far column and went inside, feeling better.


  
     
  


  


  



  


  
     
  


  [image: ]


  
     
  


  Chapter Twenty


  We upgraded the Dome’s security after the Ring attacked Whittier Base. The ground floor used to be almost entirely open to the public, with only an armored guard (Platoon) inside the main entrance to spot incoming threats and an observer at the reception desk, usually Tom (also Platoon), to ride herd over the traffic in the Atrium. Now we had an extra station just inside the doors, where a second pair of guards (still Platoon) handed out visitor badges to everyone entering. The monitored badge station gave each visitor an unobtrusive biometric scan, matching them against our known-threat database, and the radio-tagged badges tracked visitors’ movements throughout the Dome. Heat-sensitive, the badges couldn’t be removed without tripping an alarm, and they triggered an alert if the wearer went where he wasn’t supposed to or stayed in one spot too long. Green badges meant public access. Gold badges meant secure access; wearers could take the elevator down to the secure lobby, where Bob cleared them or shut down the exits until they’d been “contained.” Paranoid, much?


  
     
  


  Astra, Notes From a Life.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Dane arrived between tours, got a green badge, and headed for the almost empty museum. They gave me the heads-up when he arrived, and I found him in the new First Sentinels Exhibit, staring at the life-sized wax figures that stood watch from behind glass at the center of the room. Shelly closed the doors and locked us in.


  
     
  


  He turned when he heard the latch.


  
     
  


  “Mr. Dorweiler,” I said, pitching my voice lower. “Thank you for coming.” I held out my hand.


  
     
  


  His eyes widened. “Excuse me? I’m here to meet… Crap on a cracker!”


  
     
  


  Laughter burbled out of me. Using both hands, I peeled off the mask with its attached wig and ran my fingers through my bob.


  
     
  


  “Dane? Dane? Hope to Dane? Yoo-hoo…” I got control of the laugh, but couldn’t stop grinning.


  
     
  


  “Damnit Hope, you can’t—. No way—. Well, hell!”


  
     
  


  “Uh huh. C’mon.”


  
     
  


  Taking his hand, I pulled him over to the padded bench in front of the Blackout wall. I adjusted my cape as he cautiously sat beside me, scowling ferociously.


  
     
  


  “Damnit, Hope, I didn’t buy it for a moment—Annabeth would have been going nuts—but I was worried!”


  
     
  


  I flushed, remembering my cover story for disappearing for training last September. I’d hated the returning-cancer-scare excuse for my “leaving” just before the start of our freshman year.


  
     
  


  “And when you came back and got that apartment here in the Loop instead of moving on-campus, I wondered… But you’re all still as thick as thieves at school. This explains a lot. Didn’t you trust me?”


  
     
  


  My breath hitched and my flush burned hotter. “I don’t know; it felt like, the fewer people knew the less real it was?” I played with my cape, unable to meet his eyes.


  
     
  


  “It was our first real fight, you know,” he said bitterly. “Me and Annabeth.”


  
     
  


  My stomach sank. Annabeth was a cheerful ditz, Dane such a big good-natured goof, that I’d always wondered how they ever decided anything or if they just agreed to whatever the other one wanted. Damn it, Annabeth shared everything. I owed her an apology for not letting her share this, but now what could I say? The silence stretched, got painful.


  
     
  


  “I’m sorr—” I started.


  
     
  


  “Look—” He stopped and grunted, mussed his male-model curls.


  
     
  


  “Pass,” he said. “We can talk about the foul some other time.”


  
     
  


  I nodded, relieved. “So what can I do to help? Shouldn’t you be talking to Julie or Megan?”


  
     
  


  “Megan would make unhelpful jokes and Julie would try and argue me into staying. I don’t need an argument, I need help. I can’t lose Annabeth. And I can’t lose this opportunity. You know what it means to me.”


  
     
  


  I nodded. I did—I’d been thinking about it all morning. Dane was only ever intense about one thing: The Game. As devoted as he was to Annabeth, it always seemed like when he was off the soccer field he was just marking time. She couldn’t go with him, and he couldn’t stay. I sighed. He’d been my second teen crush—and there was no way he ever going to learn that—and the thought of the two of them not together made me physically ill.


  
     
  


  His shoulders slumped when I didn’t say anything. “I was hoping… Hell, you’ve always been the smart one.”


  
     
  


  “What? You’re confusing me with Julie.”


  
     
  


  “Nope. Julie decides what you’re all going to do, but half the time you’re the one who suggests ways and means. Especially when it gets tricky.”


  
     
  


  “No, we just…” I sighed. “We all talk, and it happens. God, I miss it.”


  
     
  


  “So let’s talk. There has to be something.”


  
     
  


  I sighed again, chewing on a lock of hair. “Okay, so you have two objectives, right? Play professional soccer and keep Annabeth.”


  
     
  


  “Right.”


  
     
  


  “And if you turn down this offer, you’re not likely to get another one unless you have an amazing college career. So let’s define ‘keep Annabeth.’ Talk to me, Dane.”


  
     
  


  “Well…”


  
     
  


  “Still be Danabeth?”


  
     
  


  “Yes!”


  
     
  


  And I saw it, like staring at an optical puzzle for hours and suddenly have it turn into a pretty flower because you squinted just right. It was simple. Not easy, but simple. I suppressed an eye-rolling, Shelly-style duh.


  
     
  


  “Dane, I know you’ve always thought the Bees were inseparable, but didn’t you ever think about eventually? Like eventually you’re going to move in together? Trade rings? Have a basket of babies? Real adult stuff?”


  
     
  


  “Well, yeah, but—”


  
     
  


  “What you’ve got going now won’t work for this, not long distance with no goal in sight.” I stood up and paced. “If you’re leaving town, Annabeth needs to know what she’s waiting for, so get down on one knee. Set a date for next year. Then go off and give the Red Bulls the most amazing rookie year they’ve ever seen while racking up frequent-flyer miles. If you can’t convince the Chicago Fire to take you after that and come home, well, Annabeth can go to school in New Jersey next year. Or one of you can get on a plane every weekend.”


  
     
  


  I held my breath and waited for his stunned look to pass. A wide grin slowly split his face.


  
     
  


  “You think she’ll go for it?”


  
     
  


  Well, duh. “I’ve only known her for three years and she’s still surprising me, but if you don’t think she’s already Annabeth Dorweiler in her head, then you’ve taken too many hits from that ball.”


  
     
  


  He stood up. “I’ve got Gram’s engagement ring, and I know Annabeth’s ring-size.”


  
     
  


  Yes! “So go. Woo. Score one for the team. We can talk about my foul later.”


  
     
  


  “The ref ignored it. So, Astra, huh?”


  
     
  


  “Apparently.”


  
     
  


  “What’s it like?”


  
     
  


  A huge sigh. “I used to have time to at least think about boys,” I said wistfully.


  
     
  


  He looked at Atlas’ figure, posed in his first, cheesy costume. “Is it true about…”


  
     
  


  “Yeah. Everything but the scandalous bits.”


  
     
  


  “I’m sorry.” He was bouncing to go, but he stopped himself. “Hope…” Grabbing my face, he kissed me hard. “I knew I could depend on you. Thanks.” He was gone before I could catch my breath.


  
     
  


  “Woo-hoo!” Shelly said, popping in beside me. “You know that’s on Dome video, right? Blackmail!”


  
     
  


  “To your grave, Shell,” I said. “To your second grave.”


  
     
  


  “Well, duh.”


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  By the time I’d gotten my mask back on and exited the museum, The Dane had left the building; now that he’d seen the goal, he was driving for it. I waved to Tom at the reception desk, and then stared at the visitor talking to him. I’d only seen the man once, on video, but he couldn’t be here.


  
     
  


  “Shelly?” I whispered. “Call a security situation, Atrium, reception desk, quiet.”


  
     
  


  “Done,” she confirmed through my earbug. “What—”


  
     
  


  “That’s Mr. Moffat.”


  
     
  


  Out of the corner of my eye I saw the guards stiffen, but Tom didn’t react as I walked up to the desk. The atrium was nearly empty. Good.


  
     
  


  “Afternoon, Tom.” I nodded to our dead visitor. “Can I help you, Mr….?”


  
     
  


  “Kitsune. Kit-SOO-neh,” he said, grinning cheerfully and offering his hand. “I was hoping to speak to Blackstone, but I don’t have an appointment.”


  
     
  


  We shook. Warm grip, pulse, all good. And nothing was going to start up here. I made myself smile back. “I’m afraid they gave you the wrong badge. Tom, may we have a gold one?” Can I take this obvious but unknown superhuman downstairs?


  
     
  


  “Of course, ma’am,” he said, handing our guest a new one and accepting the one he’d clipped to his tie.


  
     
  


  “Thanks Tom. If you could let Blackstone know we’re coming, I’d appreciate it.”


  
     
  


  “Of course. Have a nice day.”


  
     
  


  I walked Mr. Kitsune to the elevators, ushered him, in and hit the Lobby button.  “Shelly,” I said as the doors closed. “Lockdown, please.”


  
     
  


  “Going down.” We dropped fast as I counted to five and Mr. Kitsune’s eyes widened. Our hard-stop brought him to his knees, and the shaft rang as the titanium hatch above us slammed shut. Extending a hand, I helped him up.


  
     
  


  “Lockdown, Mr. Kitsune, means we’re at the bottom of the shaft, sealed in and not going anywhere without authorization from upstairs. You’re not getting an inch closer to Blackstone until I’m happy, and I’m pretty sure the worst bit is this damn elevator music.” I didn’t mention all of the ways the elevator could neutralize its occupants—some of which could incapacitate me.


  
     
  


  He nodded. “I can see that, and it’s not ‘mister.’ Kitsune is Japanese for fox or fox-spirit.” His face changed, and for a second she was the woman who walked out of the vault. Then she was a younger, red-headed girl with bright almond eyes. “And aren’t you worried that I’m an inch away from you?”


  
     
  


  “Nope. Barlow’s Guide to Superhumans: physical shapeshifting is almost always a solitary power. You can bleed on me if you’re really determined.”


  
     
  


  “There are other dangers,” she said. And suddenly she was Mom.


  
     
  


  Her eyes flew wide when my left hand closed around her neck and squeezed gently. “Hope…” Shelly whispered, barely heard over the blood pounding in my ears.


  
     
  


  “I know I look like Barbie’s kid sister,” I said softly, cold and hard as Artemis. “But I can squeeze until you pass out, and if you don’t change this freaking second I’m going to see what you look like unconscious.” I stopped talking, amazed I wasn’t screaming out the rush of sick rage gathering in my chest. Smile gone, she jerked a constricted nod and changed back into the half-Asian girl.


  
     
  


  I forced myself to relax, loosening my grip till she gasped.


  
     
  


  “You’re crazy!”


  
     
  


  “And you just threatened my mother. Try again.”


  
     
  


  “No! No! I didn’t mean anything by it!” Her voice shook, and suddenly I felt queasy. Cold, I dropped my hand. She took a gulping breath, backing up as far as the elevator car allowed.


  
     
  


  “I just wanted to… it was stupid.”


  
     
  


  “No kidding. Blackstone.”


  
     
  


  She rubbed her throat. “He’s met me, but not this face. I passed him some information on the Outfit before I dropped by the bank last week. Look, they’re after me now—somehow they’re able to find me. But I can tell you all about them, who they’re working for, if you’ll protect me.”


  
     
  


  I looked up at the ceiling. “Blackstone?”


  
     
  


  “Indeed, my dear.” He sounded quite pleased. “I’m aware of the incident to which she’s referring, and by all means we need to speak.” I heard the pop as the shaft unsealed, and we started to rise. Then the lights turned red and siren-wails split the air.


  
     
  


  “SECURITY BREACH IN DOME ATRIUM; INITIATING FULL LOCKDOWN AND EVACUATION.”
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  Chapter Twenty One


  It’s not paranoia if they’re really out to get you.


  
     
  


  Astra, Notes From a Life.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Multiple shocks announced the re-closing of the shaft above us as hatches sealed each level. No, No, No! The elevator doors opened onto the empty residence level, and I practically threw Kitsune out into the hall and the arms of a startled Willis as I mashed the ground-floor button.


  
     
  


  “Damnit, let me up!”


  
     
  


  “Astra,” Lei Zi called in my ear. “You are to secure Kitsune, exit through ET-3, then engage as you see fit. Understood?”


  
     
  


  “Secure, Exit ET-3, engage, got it!”


  
     
  


  “I can secure our guest, miss,” Willis offered. “You’ll be needing this?” He handed me a mob-kit and I laughed.


  
     
  


  “Thanks Willis!” I called back as I flew down the hall. Right, left, right, pop hall-panel and crack hatch, down the tunnel and then straight up, ignoring the rungs. I grabbed the latch and twisted, blowing the seals, and popped out and onto the avenue just around the corner from the portico doors.


  
     
  


  Tourists fled in all directions and protest-signs littered the ground. A loose terrier bounded across the grass, barking hysterically. At least I didn’t see any bodies, and I found Gabe and his partner in the portico. His partner couldn’t sit up, but Gabe had pulled himself to his knees. No blood. Picking Gabe up, I gently set him down, protesting, on grass fifty feet back around the Dome, then did the same for his partner. If things went our way, I didn’t want anyone blocking the exit.


  
     
  


  “Astra at the main doors!” I reported. “Outside is clear, going in!”


  
     
  


  “Roger, Astra,” Blackstone replied. “Lei Zi, Rush, Seven, The Harlequin, Riptide, Artemis, Galatea engaging. Watch your tags.”


  
     
  


  Tags? I shrugged, and flew through the doors.


  
     
  


  A storm of bullets met me and I dropped for the floor, trying to see through the smoke. Here there were bodies—our armored team, two of Platoon—crumpled behind their station, torn and burned. No civilians, thank God. The shooters, in black jumpsuits and hooded facemasks, poured auto-fire on me like it would do more than sting. Every one of them had a spectral green tag floating beside him, reading Flash Mob: Redux-type, temp-clones; swing away.


  
     
  


  Tags. “Shelly!” I laughed; she always hijacked my senses to make herself real through our neural link—now she was using the ability to give me a heads-up tactical display.


  
     
  


  “Tagging them as I call them!” she sang out through my earbug. “Green means engage now, blue active, red stay away! Kinda busy!”


  
     
  


  “Thanks!”


  
     
  


  I launched myself into the gunmen, swinging. They went down like dominoes, the hard-hit ones vanishing as they hit the wet floor. The smoke and steam made it hard to count, but I guessed a couple-dozen and there didn’t seem to be more popping up. Some ignored me, shooting downrange away from me, and at the far end of my vision I saw Rush’s blur—two sets: odd, but he had to be pulling civilians.


  
     
  


  I kept swinging until all of Flash Mob was gone, then headed further in.


  
     
  


  And smacked right into the floor. I lifted my head off cracked marble paving, guts heaving, too dizzy to focus. What the hell?


  
     
  


  “It’s about time.” Another black-masked figure rose from behind the shattered reception desk—this one red-tagged Warp: remote attack, vertigo-nausea; fragile.


  
     
  


  Red-tagged. Thanks for the warning, Shell.


  
     
  


  “Don’t fight it,” he said. “And we won’t need to be hard on you.”


  
     
  


  “This is easy?” I wanted to vomit, couldn’t.


  
     
  


  “Easier. You’re not who we’re here for.”


  
     
  


  “Good to know,” I gasped, pulling a flash-bang grenade from my pack.


  
     
  


  “Bright light,” I whispered, counting on Shell to pass the warning as I pulled the pin and threw myself at the desk.


  
     
  


  BANG!


  
     
  


  I landed as the stun grenade flashed a million candela in my hand and beat the air with 150 decibels, blinding and disorienting. Even my ears rang, and my hand stung, but I grabbed for Warp as I fell off the edge of the battered desk. I missed, but Artemis came out of the mist and shot him with both of her elasers, crack crack.


  
     
  


  Her leather catsuit was sliced up, straps and buckles dangling, and somewhere she’d lost her skull-mask, but she was laughing. She helped me sit up, found the glue-tape in my kit, and started wrapping while my stomach settled and the world stopped spinning.


  
     
  


  “You okay?” she asked. I nodded, wincing as she used a couple of strips to securely blindfold Warp; removing it would take away hair. She patted his shoulder cheerfully. “He can’t attack what he can’t see. Move your tiny ass—the tough guys are further in.”


  
     
  


  “Right.” My vertigo fading fast, I launched myself towards the back of the atrium. “Positions?” I queried, and Shelly passed it on.


  
     
  


  “We’re dealing with Tin Man and some kind of clay thing outside of Dispatch,” Lei Zi responded calmly. “Blackstone reports penetration of the main elevator shaft by an Atlas-type. Take it.”


  
     
  


  “Main elevators, on it!” I confirmed. Titanium hatches, and someone was penetrating? I ignored the sizzling snap of Lei Zi’s bolts off to my left, almost drowned by the wailing alarms, and found the elevator bay. The security doors had slammed down, sealing the bay the instant the alarms had tripped, but they’d been ripped aside.


  
     
  


  Someone had forced the doors to the center elevator open, exposing the shaft. The emergency lights had cut out, filling the shaft with darkness, but I could see someone down there; his body-heat lighting him up in the black. The floating green tag read X: Atlas-type, unknown class. Ringing strikes echoed up the shaft as he hammered on the first hatch.


  
     
  


  Anyone that could go through the security doors could take what I dished out: I looked back into the Atrium, then stepped into the shaft and dropped feet-first, helping gravity speed me along. My impact burst the first hatch and flattened us against the second, but the villain I’d landed on recovered faster and heaved, smashing me against the shaft wall. Steel-reinforced ferroconcrete refused to yield, and my half-healed ribs screamed.


  
     
  


  “Stay down!” he snarled. “I’m not here for you!”


  
     
  


  “I heard!” I bounced back up, bringing my head down to smash his masked face.


  
     
  


  He howled but he grappled me, grip like steel clamps, arms like cables. “Bitch! You can’t win!” Unable to break his hold, I flew us into the wall behind him, hammered him with repeated short knee-kicks to his gut and chest, smashed him in the throat with my elbow when he let go. I was screaming.


  
     
  


  “Can’t? I trained with Ajax, you moron! Get! Out! Of! My! House!” He swung us into the opposite wall, but my elbow crushed his nose and now he screamed, launching us straight up. I tried to spin us, but he got me above him and when we hit the top of the shaft my world exploded. I let go.


  
     
  


  Fifty feet down to the second hatch, and it rang like a gong when I hit. Move! I told myself, but I wasn’t listening. One breath. Two. Nothing. The world slowly came back, but he was gone. I sat up, only to whimper and grab my side while the world spun some more.


  
     
  


  “Lei Zi?” I took a breath and tried again, louder.


  
     
  


  “Status?” She sounded mildly interested—like I’d interrupted a card-game.


  
     
  


  “The shaft is clear. Do you need me?”


  
     
  


  The Dome shook and the overpressure blast popped my ears. “Negative,” she said. “Stand down.”


  
     
  


  “Yippie,” I whispered, dropping back. The cool titanium felt wonderful.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Flying didn’t hurt, so I didn’t stay down long. Back up the shaft, the Atrium was a wreck; water covered the floor—Riptide had been busy—and burning bits of Tin Man’s latest mecha-man creation lay about, smoking and steaming.  The final concussive explosion had ripped apart the inner wall separating the Atrium from the office section, but it looked like the museum doors were intact. The smell of scorched metal and burned flesh hung in the air, and I found Tom, dead at his post; somehow I’d missed him when I fell over the reception desk. Since he was one of Platoon, I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.


  
     
  


  Lei Zi put me on perimeter-watch as the Dome’s alarms went silent, giving way to the rising whoops of landing emergency vehicles. I went outside to check on Gabe and his partner, waving the EMTs in as they unloaded their gear and came running. Steel Drake and Bolt, two Chicago Guardians and the guys who‘d airlifted the pair of ambulances, trotted up to me.


  
     
  


  “You look hammered, A,” Drake said bluntly. “What can we do?”


  
     
  


  I hesitated, looking around. “Could you check the park? But stand by for airlift.” When I’d taken Kitsune downstairs the Atrium hadn’t been empty—as fast as Rush had moved, there had to be civilian casualties inside. He fired off a salute and they flew up and around. I found Gabe and Officer Ryan where I’d left them, white as sheets and painfully bent from retching spasms, and helped them up. Together we took up positions at the portico doors and watched the incoming tide of emergency vehicles, city police, and newsies.
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  Chapter Twenty Two


  Nos Praestolor: We Stand Ready.


  
     
  


  The Motto of the Chicago Sentinels.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  A fresh costume does wonders, and by unspoken agreement we all changed before joining each other in the Assembly Room four hours later. Once more Guardians arrived from their precincts, I’d spent my time flying critically injured to waiting trauma centers and then cleaning up the heavier pieces of Tin Man’s contribution. Only two civilians had been killed in the battle in the Atrium, but lots more had been hurt, some badly. The Harlequin, a crackerjack EMT, had saved lives; Rush and his new sidekick—Crash, aka Jamal, the second blur I’d seen and the breakthrough-speedster from the Puccini’s fight last week—had both been amazing, pulling the crowd out of the Atrium before we sealed it off.


  
     
  


  Standing beside Rush, Crash (and what kind of name was Crash?) looked jazzed to be surrounded by supercelebrities. The night of the fight the only impression I’d gotten had been young, black, cool corn-rows. I’d been busy. Seeing him now, he looked like a half grown puppy-dog; lean, angular, hands and feet still a bit too big, with the ropy muscles of a runner. He wore a blue cotton jumpsuit, presumably till Andrew could do up a sidekick costume, and if the fight had shaken him I couldn’t tell. Rush had taken the time to thank me—apparently Quin had considered my request and come to him with the idea of mentoring Jamal as an alternative to the academy. I didn’t say how the deal was going to work, but maybe the new, more serious Rush could do it. I hoped so.


  
     
  


  Artemis looked cool and together as ever, her cuts already gone; obviously being alive again hadn’t compromised her ability to shrug off injuries. Where did she find a ‘blood-donor’ in all the chaos? Lei Zi wore ointment on her burns; she’d gone head to head with Furnace, the psychotic and now deceased pyrokinetic villain who’d tried to burn down the place using bystanders as fuel.


  
     
  


  Beside Vulcan, a banged-up Galatea grinned at me. She’d given me a broad wink when I came in. “Just wait,” Shell had giggled in my ear, and I so wanted to know how she’d convinced Vulcan to let her cybernetically possess his favorite toy.


  
     
  


  “Thank you, everyone,” Blackstone said, nodding to include Dr. Cornelius and Orb in his greetings as we all sat down.


  
     
  


  “As an update, you’ll be happy to know that the most critically injured are now listed as stable. Thanks to the efforts of The Harlequin, Rush, and Crash”—he didn’t stumble over the name at all—“there will not be more fatalities. Thanks to Astra, our attackers were unable to attain their goal; the removal of a new guest from our custody.


  
     
  


  “Unfortunately,” and now he lost his smile, “our guest’s stay was short-lived. When Willis evacuated the residential levels, she made her departure.”


  
     
  


  We sat in stunned silence, and he sighed, folding his hands.


  
     
  


  “While it is highly probable that Kitsune was the bank-robber who’s successful heist last week precipitated events, we are not the police; without a warrant, we cannot detain an individual who is not caught in commission of a crime or a clear and present danger. She was free to go, and she did.”


  
     
  


  Rush swore. “So she waltzes in here, we kick the crap out of the scumbags after her, and she waltzes back out?”


  
     
  


  “At least now we know what she looks… Well, hell,” Seven said, and we all laughed. It wasn’t a happy laugh, but it helped.


  
     
  


  “The good news,” Blackstone continued, “is that although Villain-X, the unknown Atlas-type escaped, we did capture two of the new Villains Inc.: Warp and Ginsu. The clay monster turned out to be a magic construct, a golem according to Dr. Cornelius, more of Dr. Millibrand’s work. Although some here—” he looked at me and everyone chuckled—“refer to her as the Wicked Witch, I have decided to designate her Hecate. Both Warp and Ginsu are talking to the police at this moment, but Detective Fisher has let me know that they appear to be low-level soldiers at best and won’t be able to tell us much we don’t already know beyond the location of a “lair” that is now empty.”


  
     
  


  “So what do we know?” Seven asked.


  
     
  


  “We know they’re desperate, and they’re less a “supervillain team” than they are a master-villain and a bunch of supervillain henchmen recruited and kept loyal by money and threats. At this point, I believe I can piece together the chain of events. Kitsune, whoever she is, got far enough inside the Outfit to learn the identity of the ‘rogue associate’ Mr. Early informed us about. The heist alerted this associate of his danger, at which point he precipitously dispatched Hecate to tie up all loose ends—which included the unfortunate Mr. Moffat since they couldn’t be sure how involved he was. I suspect that, but for the invaluable intelligence provided by Dr. Cornelius, an untroubled Hecate would have been able to capture Kitsune and wring the identity of any contacts out of her. One of those contacts would have been me, so I am eternally grateful that members of this team were proactive on my behalf.” His look took in me, Artemis, Seven, and even Galatea.


  
     
  


  Vulcan looked lost. “So, if you’re a contact, why doesn’t she turn herself in to you? Or at least pass along what she knows?” Heads nodded around the table.


  
     
  


  “I can only assume Kitsune is playing her own game. Fortunately it seems to include the destruction of the newest incarnation of Villains Inc.. And today was a disastrous move for them.”


  
     
  


  “Why?” Vulcan shook his head. “They lost two goons. So what?”


  
     
  


  Blackstone smiled coldly. “This isn’t the movies. Are you familiar with the classic song, The Night Chicago Died?”


  
     
  


  “My geek-cred doesn’t cover music.”


  
     
  


  “It’s a 70’s pop song about the all-out shooting war between Al Capone’s mob and the Chicago police,” Blackstone explained patiently. “Great song, never happened. Capone was never crazy enough to go to war with the CPD—after all, how could he win? And say he did win that night. He’d be facing the state police, the US Marshalls, the US Army, however much firepower it took to restore order and bring him and his gang in. So he bought or blackmailed cops and judges, worked around the law or made the law work for him, but he never went to war with it.”


  
     
  


  Lei Zi nodded and looked around. “We’re not the police, but we’re the law, the super-powered arm of it, and attacking us head-on, they’ve brought the storm. The CPD, the DSA, all the Guardian teams are making themselves available. When the time comes, we’ll be able to bring a hammer as big as it needs to be. First we’ve got to find them, but one by one or all together, we will. And we’ll bring them down.” Echoes of hard agreement rose around the table, and I felt my spirits rise.


  
     
  


  My mask itched, my wig flattened my hair, and now I was wearing them all the time. I couldn’t see my friends—I’d thought Dane had at least been safe in the Dome, but five minutes more and he could have been in the morgue. They’d attacked us, scattered bodies around, made war in our own home. But now it was our turn.
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  Episode Three: Countermoves


  Chapter Twenty Three


  “Light is both a particle and a wave. All futures are both contingent and destined. It’s temporal physics as Zen.”


  
     
  


  The Teatime Anarchist


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Even with everything that was happening, the fact that my BFF was now a gynoid robot was still kind of a big deal. Lei Zi kept us for an action review, but I grabbed Galatea-Shelly as we left the Assembly Room, prying her away from Vulcan’s side.


  
     
  


  “Isn’t Crash a cute one?” she asked.


  
     
  


  I closed my eyes. “Shelly, you—dammit, Shell!”


  
     
  


  “Hey! First, he’s only a year older than I am, and, second, I’m not staying this way.”


  
     
  


  “That’s right,” Vulcan said, following us. “Shelly as she is now is a ‘proof of concept.’ When your friend introduced herself to me and suggested this, I didn’t know if 22nd Century tech could interface with the polymorphic neural net that Galatea used.”


  
     
  


  I turned on him. “Used?”


  
     
  


  He grimaced. “I’m beginning to think that even with my poly-neural system, a true AI isn’t achievable. It does well enough around the lab, so when I get Shelly’s new body built I’ll return this one to autonomous function and keep it as a lab assistant.”


  
     
  


  I ground my teeth, but held it in. “And then what?”


  
     
  


  Shelly laughed. “And then to everyone else I’ll be Teen Galatea.”


  
     
  


  “Shell—”


  
     
  


  “Um,” Vulcan cleared his throat, finally getting a clue. “I’ll just be down in the lab. You girls go ahead and talk.” Watching him go, I tried to swallow my dislike. Shelly watched me, which felt utterly weird since she did it from two feet up. Vulcan had built Galatea tall and leggy.


  
     
  


  Artemis touched my arm and leaned in. “Let’s take this downstairs,” she suggested softly, trying not to laugh, turning us towards the elevators. When we got to my rooms, Shelly started on her list before we’d closed to door.


  
     
  


  “First, I really—”


  
     
  


  “Shell, stop.” I turned and hugged her. “I get it, and I’m sorry. So, how’s this going to work?”


  
     
  


  “Really? You’re okay?”


  
     
  


  I forced a smile. “You just surprised me, is all.”


  
     
  


  “Great!” She spun around. “Vulcan’s auto-molding a younger body from my old sketches—remember the Robotica character I designed?”


  
     
  


  I groaned and she giggled happily; the sketch had looked like a Japanese anime robot: cute, big-eyes, but with visible seams and machine joints.


  
     
  


  “Thing is,” she said, suddenly serious, “I’ll have to transfer myself into Teen Galatea. I’ll be able to keep up my Dispatch links, but not the part of me dedicated to our neural link. So when I’m the new me, I won’t be able to be with you, know what I mean?”


  
     
  


  So, not a copy: a real move. Somehow I kept my smile.


  
     
  


  “You won’t be Shelly the Teenage Ghost? So no more one-sided tickle fights. I can live with that—you’re still my wingman.”


  
     
  


  She threw her arms around me and I held on. A brain transplant. What could possibly go wrong? I tried not to think about it, and caught Artemis watching me carefully.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Dr. Beth re-examined my aching ribs before he released me back into the wild. The other CAIs could have covered for us but, more than ever, Blackstone considered it important that patrols continue and right now that was just me. The news crews got plenty of footage of me taking off on my evening flight; dusk-patrol, Atlas called it.


  
     
  


  But once night settled in, I broke procedure and went home.


  
     
  


  Shelly had slipped me some info earlier about my new costume: it held up so well because Andrew made it out of a polymorphic-molecule weave spun up by Vulcan at Blackstone’s suggestion. The stuff was almost as tough as I was, but more importantly, Vulcan gave it chameleon-suit capability; even the mask had been coated to change, and if I wrapped my cape around my head, the heavy silver snaps on the bodysuit were the only parts that didn’t blend right into the environment with the click of a hidden tab. I had mixed feelings about it; Vulcan gave me the wiggins, but we owed him more and more.


  
     
  


  With all the old-world streetlamps and huge oak trees, our Oak Park neighborhood was as dark as I could want. Switching on the chameleon setting, I came in high and dropped hard into the shadowed back yard.


  
     
  


  “Hope, what are you doing?” Shelly whispered in my ear as I hit the grass.


  
     
  


  I swallowed around the hard block in my throat. “Breaking Def-1. Not one word, Shell.”


  
     
  


  A hurt silence, then “Both Platoons are still on duty. One’s in the garage watching the property and internals, the other is down the street monitoring the neighborhood. They caught you coming in, but I cleared you with them.”


  
     
  


  I winced. “Shelly, I’m sorry—”


  
     
  


  “S’okay, really. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


  
     
  


  “I—yeah. Goodnight.” I switched the earbug to vibrate, sighing. Great, Hope—way to treat your best friend.


  
     
  


  Floating up, I switched off the security on my bedroom window and climbed over the sill. College Bear watched me from the bed, obviously surprised to see me. Peeling off my gloves, I dropped my boots beside the bed, unsnapped my cape, and set my mask on the bedside table. Much as I wanted to strip down and throw my whole Astra costume into the back of my wardrobe where I couldn’t see it, I didn’t. Damn Def-1.


  
     
  


  Curling up, I wiggled a bit—still uncomfortable with the new uniform—and held onto College Bear. The collar of his letterman’s jacket scraped my cheek as I closed my eyes. He didn’t complain, but a few minutes later the hallway floor creaked and heavy knuckles rapped on my bedroom door.


  
     
  


  “Sweetheart?” Dad asked through the door. “Can I come in?”


  
     
  


  I sat up and wiped my eyes. “Sure.”


  
     
  


  He opened the door, turning the light on, and I blinked. He wore sweats and, sitting on the edge of the bed, he smiled at College Bear. “I think I can do better than a stuffed animal,” he said. “C’mere.” Opening his arms, he changed. The heavy oak bed protested as he transformed into the tough, living steel of Iron Jack.


  
     
  


  My breath caught. “Oh, Daddy…” He wrapped his arms around me and I held on tight and closed my eyes and didn’t think. Humming quietly into my hair, he rocked me slowly until I sighed and relaxed.


  
     
  


  “Better?” he asked, and I nodded.


  
     
  


  “So,” I giggled wetly. “Who tipped you?”


  
     
  


  “To quote a red-headed juvenile delinquent, ‘well, duh.’ She keeps us in the loop—she called us about the Dome attack before it even hit the news, to let us know you and Jacky were alright.”


  
     
  


  “I’ll bet she didn’t tell you that today I choked someone and threatened to squeeze till they passed out, or that I wanted to kill a man.”


  
     
  


  “No, she left those bits out.”


  
     
  


  “Dad? Was I wrong?”


  
     
  


  He knew I wasn’t asking about today, and his arms tightened for a moment.


  
     
  


  “No sweetheart, you weren’t wrong. But if you’ll listen to your old father’s advice—” I snorted, giggling, and he chuckled. “Anyone who says with age comes wisdom is full of it, but experience does give you perspective. I think you knew what you were going to have to give up, but you didn’t understand. Not just college with your friends, but peace, and safety, and even childhood. You never had it easy, and you’ve had to finish growing up fast.”


  
     
  


  I sniffed. “I’m so scared,” I whispered to his shoulder. “Not for me—well, except occasionally. For everyone else.”


  
     
  


  “Hah.” Dad chuckled drily. “I wish you would be more scared for yourself. I can’t tell you how often you’ve scared the life out of your mother and me. Do you want to talk about it?” I nodded again, moving around to rest my head on his broad shoulder, and told him everything as he held me. Blackstone, Dr. Cornelius and the demon and what came of it. Mr. Shankman’s media attacks. Everything.


  
     
  


  He sighed when I finished. “Ah, the glamorous life of a superhero.” I laughed again and he gave me a last squeeze. “Your mother is downstairs heating up every leftover in the fridge. Are you going to come down?”


  
     
  


  I nodded and he kissed my forehead. “Good. I think we can make it a game night.”
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  Chapter Twenty Four


  It’s easy to mistake Verne-science for the real deal, until you realize that it’s only as real as a Merlin-type’s magic. There’s no difference between a talisman that protects you from possession and a psychic shield that runs on triple-A batteries, or between a fireball-throwing wizard and a guy in powered armor firing an impulse-cannon. I still prefer Verne-tech; magic is weird.


  
     
  


  Astra, The Chicago Interviews.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  I wasn’t very gentle, but my first priority was to make the idiots stop shooting. Flipping the stolen Lexus over worked nicely—they lost their guns as the windshield shattered, and I pulled the stunned gang-bangers out through the windows before they recovered enough to try and scramble, cuffing all four with nylon zips.


  
     
  


  Dad had driven me back to the Dome in the morning, my costume in a gym bag, and sent me in through the secret parking-garage entrance. Blackstone said nothing at the morning briefing about my night off the reservation, but I’d still felt like the time at Lake Willahoo that Shelly and I had snuck across the lake to the boy’s camp. The morning got eventful when Dispatch sent me after a carload of gun-happy gang-bangers; we don’t often get called in for lawbreaking normals, but when bank robbers shoot a guard and then go on a high speed chase shooting wildly at any patrol car that gets close, the police like to involve us.


  
     
  


  “Bitch!” One of them complained as I propped them up against the car. “It’s not fair!”


  
     
  


  “Karma hurts,” I said. According to Shelly, they’d announced their intentions by shooting the unsuspecting guard first, then terrorized and pistol-whipped patrons while they cleaned out the tellers. Wailing sirens drowned out his swearing, and in moments Chicago’s finest arrived to manhandle them into the backs of their police cars. Patrolman Jobs tipped his hat.


  
     
  


  “Thanks, Astra,” he said with a grin, changed to a scowl as he watched one of the perps smack his head squeezing into the backseat. “High-speed chases suck. Forget the guns—the cars are lethal weapons.”


  
     
  


  “No problem, officer. I’m always glad to help.”


  
     
  


  “We know, but you handle yours, we’ll handle ours. You’ve got enough to do.” We shook hands and he turned away as I took off. He was nice, but I found myself frowning. I wasn’t sure I liked the idea of theirs and ours. Lots of supervillains could be handled by a trained officer with the right weapons and gear; crazies with guns could be handled by any Atlas-type and lots of other breakthroughs. Maybe the New York police had the right idea.


  
     
  


  Shelly and I talked, and everything was right—a good thing, since she told me Vulcan had a blank neural-mimetic matrix ready for her transfer now; she’d be in the process of moving house for the next few days. I ruthlessly squashed every are you sure you want to do this response and promised to come down to the Pit to check on her.


  
     
  


  That afternoon, Blackstone announced that Orb and Dr. Cornelius would be returning to LA—but before they left, we needed to know what Dr. Cornelius had been working on. Truth, I’d been too wigged by Monday night’s little adventure to ask. He took us all downstairs to the maintenance and security level where Platoon kept his armory and the staff kept everything else.


  
     
  


  The secured armory had been expanded to include a new room and, stepping across the threshold, I felt the world balloon into the same infinite space stuffed inside four walls that I’d felt when Dr. Cornelius cast his spell at Mr. Moffat’s apartment. Nobody else seemed to notice, as, crowding into the room, we found ourselves looking at the Dome.


  
     
  


  Someone had helped Dr. Cornelius make the kind of high-detail model the most expensive architectural firms did up when they wanted to impress clients. Enclosed in banker’s glass, the diorama took up the whole center of the room. It even included the surrounding walks and cherry trees, and around it and through it, with a draftsman’s precision, Dr. Cornelius had traced the kinds of circles and symbols we’d seen at the Wicked Witch’s house. To me, the lines looked more solid than the surface they’d been drawn on. Beyond the diorama and opposite the door, a solid display cabinet of the same thick banker’s glass was even more disturbing; it held dolls of us.


  
     
  


  The Sentinels were contracted with Adrai’s Figures, a company that produced porcelain celebrity dolls, and each of us had a run of a few hundred. The eighteen-inch dolls were individually hand painted and outfitted in hand-stitched reproductions of our costumes, but as high quality as those were, I’d heard of artists who bought these expensive collector’s dolls and repainted them so realistically that enlarged photos could almost be mistaken for studio-shots of the real hero. They re-dressed the figures in just as much detail, and could resell the artistically enhanced dolls for ten to fifty times their original price. We were looking at a full lineup of the redone dolls, each standing inside its own magic circle of realer-than-real lines.


  
     
  


  “Our biggest fan’s figure-collection doesn’t look this good,” Quin said.


  
     
  


  She didn’t seem at all bothered by it, but looking close at my doll made me feel like I’d wandered into a funhouse’s mirror-room, and when I looked back at the model of the Dome I got the dizzying conviction that I was looking at the real thing from high over Grant Park. Laying a hand on the glass, I caught Dr. Cornelius watching me out of the corner of his eye.


  
     
  


  “Each figure has been ceremonially named,” he said as we stared at the displays. “And I’ve tucked twists of hair with threads from your costumes into their outfits. Sympathetic magic is crude, but effective. These are essentially sophisticated poppets; they’re warded against magical attack, so you are too. The same with the Dome; I had them use scrapings of paint and concrete from the actual Dome in the model.”


  
     
  


  Riptide crossed himself. “Dios. You cast a spell on us?”


  
     
  


  “Yes, and before you decide to burn me at the stake, I conferred with Father Nolan—the magic tradition I use is not geotic, and therefore falls under the category of accepted magic traditions recognized in the Pope’s encyclical on breakthroughs and the supernatural.” He smiled drily. “If you’re Baptist, you might have a problem.”


  
     
  


  That settled Riptide, but he didn’t look happy. Chakra simply smiled; she’d probably felt the enchantment happening, though I was sure it wasn’t the same as her psychic-tantric magic.


  
     
  


  “In any case,” Blackstone said, “this is why all Hecate could send against us herself yesterday was a golem. Projections like the demon that Astra and Artemis encountered can’t cross the Dome’s new wards and we can’t be targeted directly. What she can do when we’re face-to-face may be another thing entirely, so nobody get cocky.”


  
     
  


  I stared at Blackstone’s doll, circled by protective symbols that seemed to me to glow. I couldn’t shake the wooginess of it, but there would be no box for Blackstone now. Whatever else happened, we could face it as a team.


  
     
  


  I was still glad to get out of there, but as the others dispersed Dr. Cornelius pulled me aside.


  
     
  


  “Astra,” he said. “May I take a minute?” There was nothing left of the strung-out druggy I’d met in LA. He’d even ditched the pin-studded coat for a black three-piece suit with a silver talisman where the tie would have been.


  
     
  


  “How’s Orb?” I asked. We’d seen little and heard less from the unnervingly silent PI since the second night.


  
     
  


  “Fine. Eager to get back to her practice. Look.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I’m no hero. The kind of fights you guys get in… I can’t stick around for that. I’m going back to my research, but the wards are the best I can make for you people. And—” he watched me closely “you felt them, didn’t you?”


  
     
  


  I nodded, rubbing arms that had developed goose-bumps under my sleeves, and he grunted.


  
     
  


  “In the attack, I released two of the three Words given to me in Aztiluth—the words for Roeled and Phthenoth, the decans of protection and healing.”


  
     
  


  “Released?”


  
     
  


  He shrugged. “I didn’t speak them so much as let them speak themselves. You feel the reality of the patterns of the wards. Imagine that reality multiplied exponentially and sitting in your head. With only one Word left, there’s finally room inside my mind for me, but I need to explain. You…”


  
     
  


  “I’ve changed, haven’t I?” I supplied when he stopped to look for words.


  
     
  


  “Yes. Phthenoth is the decan of healing, and its Word healed us all, but Roeled is also the decan of insight.”


  
     
  


  He waved a hand.


  
     
  


  “I think exposure to its Word may have given you what you could call Second Sight. You’ve become sensitive to the inner world behind our hologram of experience. Not—” he stopped me when I opened my mouth to protest “that you believe in that. It might go deeper, but you can see magical operations now. It may wear off, but rely on that insight when you feel it; it’ll tell you when you’re facing something of Dr. Millibrand’s. Or of mine or somebody else’s. We aren’t the only breakthrough mystics in the world, after all.”


  
     
  


  “Thanks? I suppose…” I shook my head, and he held out his hand.


  
     
  


  “Goodbye, then,” he said.


  
     
  


  We shook, and he turned away. “Doctor?” I blurted.


  
     
  


  “Hmm?”


  
     
  


  “What is the last Word? The one you’ve still got?”


  
     
  


  “The word for Kurtael.” His smile held absolutely no warmth. “The decan of death.”


  
     
  


  Sometimes you just shouldn’t ask.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Just before sunset, Detective Fisher called me in on another superhuman homicide, this one an obvious Villains Inc. hit. Or an Outfit hit—nobody was wearing colors showing their side. The victim, Sammy Deines, a D Class Ajax-type with a long rap sheet, had long been suspected of being a mob-hitter. They found him wrapped in a car someone had crushed like a beer can, and there wasn’t much for me to do other than look good and sweep for trace. No witnesses, but no dead bystanders either, so Fisher figured it was all good.


  
     
  


  Apparently Chief Garfield didn’t think so—he was threatening to pull Fisher off the Villains Inc. cases unless he found something for him soon; the identity of the bank-robber who’d started the whole thing was first on the chief’s hit-parade. At least I’d been able to give Fisher a name, Kitsune, and another description, though it was anybody’s guess how meaningful the new description was.


  
     
  


  Chicago News broadcast crime-scene footage of the villain-on-villain slaying as we sat down for dinner.


  
     
  


  Dinner, at Def-1, meant everyone was present and dressed for action. Willis had whipped up a spicy goulash and rice dish for the main course, delicious as always. Watching everyone eating in costume, I had to smile; we looked like movie actors chowing down in the studio canteen before heading back to the set for our next big scene. And it was fun watching Blackstone and Chakra eat; they might as well have been alone together in a restaurant. They were cute.


  
     
  


  After desultory conversation faded and silverware clinked in the silence, Quin put her foot down; we were all going to go stir-crazy if we didn’t get out—and besides, we needed to be seen off-duty or the press was going to get the idea we were turtling up. Blackstone held out until Chakra leaned in and whispered something I definitely didn’t hear, and finally agreed to split-shifts, Lei Zi and the guys first, so that Quin, Artemis, Chakra, and I could have a high-profile Girl’s Night Out.


  
     
  


  Which was all the excuse Quin needed to drag us off to The Fortress and get us into the evening news for the third night in a row.


  
     
  


  


  



  


  
     
  


  [image: ]


  
     
  


  Chapter Twenty Five


  Civilization is not an inevitable good or a natural state; it is enabling good over evil, imposing justice over nature, and it must be always defended.


  
     
  


  Professor Charles Gibbons, The New Heroic Age.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Low clouds rolled in around Chicago’s towers, crowning their upper lights with halos, and the night breeze carried blossoms into the city canyons. We landed on The Fortress’ red carpet, waved to the cheering line, and Marcus—a C Class Ajax type, former supervillain and now The Fortress’ most popular bouncer—passed us through the rope and into the club.


  
     
  


  Once inside, I realized I should have paid more attention to the line outside; tonight was obviously Girl’s Costume Night—the popular monthly event where girls only got in if they wore a costume good enough to pass the bouncers’ inspection. I looked around and my heart sank.


  
     
  


  They obviously hadn’t held the contest yet.


  
     
  


  “Girls!” Safire bore down on us, and I winced. The Fortress’ event hostess always dressed in a purple-pink flame motif; tonight she wore a fringe of leather microskirt and matching bustier with a satin cape that barely reached her waist. Her over-the-knee boots and token domino mask matched the rest of it, a club costume version of her one-piece field outfit.


  
     
  


  “Safire,” Chakra replied, hiding a smile. She might have been showing nearly as much skin as Safire, but Chakra had taste.


  
     
  


  Chakra changed her costume more often than I did—always around a Hindu theme—and tonight she wore red, a midriff-baring satin choli and full belted skirts that brushed the tops of her boots. A hooded scarf added mystery and made her a contrasting match for Artemis’ black leather catsuit and hood. Quin wore a black and white, diamond-checkered bodystocking and domino mask, accessorized by a frilly cravat and snappy tricorner hat for the evening. Whenever we all went out together I might as well have switched the chameleon-setting on; I was the invisible one in the group. Tonight I was the invisible one in the room.


  
     
  


  And Safire made even Chakra look anorexic with her Junoesque curves. She flashed a smile at our group, then focused on me.


  
     
  


  “Astra! I love your new look! Turn for me!” I did and she clapped her hands. “Wonderful!” she enthused, forcing a laugh out of me.


  
     
  


  “This is going to be great,” she bubbled. “We haven’t announced the categories yet, so we can model after you girls tonight. Classic, sexy, spooky, and fun!” All the while she shepherded us through the crowd to our table. Our table. The one blazoned with the Sentinels ‘S.’ In gold. She left us there to whirl away back into the crowd.


  
     
  


  “Looking good tonight,” Quin yelled over the band, scanning the dance-floor. Tonight Sakura Wind, a Japanese hero-pop band I hadn’t heard before, provided the noise. There were so many packaged hero-pop idols coming out of Japan that new groups had to have serious talent, and the lead singer moved with his own chorus of glowing angel-girls.


  
     
  


  “Costume Night always raises the game,” Chakra said. She gave our server her order and kept looking. A smile spread across her face. “And someone’s taking notes.” Following her pointing finger, we spotted Andrew across the room. He sat alone at a table, notebook in hand and drink at his elbow.


  
     
  


  Quin laughed, giving us a wink. “Send my drink over there,” she said and dove back into the crowd. Watching her push her way through the throng, Chakra smiled. I seconded her; Quin needed the downtime; our current public-image problem was mostly her headache, and she worked hard at it.


  
     
  


  Over dinner Quin had reminded me about Jamal. In her opinion a new sidekick was just what we needed, but now she was stuck trying to find a situation for the poor kid. He could have easily gotten away from his tormentors instead of sticking around to beat the crap out of them once his speed emerged, so he’d been charged with “aggravated self-defense.” He had no family, and the juvie-court judge had agreed to remand him into the Sentinels’ custody only so long as we could find a new foster-situation acceptable to the court—but with Rush now divorced, not a single Sentinel qualified and she’d asked if my mom could come up with something. Otherwise, it was off to the Academy.


  
     
  


  I actually had an idea, but I’d have to see first.


  
     
  


  Our drinks arrived and I sipped my virgin cooler. Artemis nibbled a tiny tapa, scanning the crowd for her own drink, and her eyes locked onto Hector, an East Side Guardian and one of her occasional “dates.” She whispered an apology before disappearing, which wasn’t good; now that she was famous she didn’t hunt at The Fortress much. I hoped she’d be discreet.


  
     
  


  “They’ll be back before the judging,” Chakra said. Looking over my shoulder, she smiled and stood up herself. “Have fun,” she whispered before heading for the bar. Huh?


  
     
  


  “May I join you?” a masculine voice said. “Your friend approves.” I spun around.


  
     
  


  Yikes, he was yummy. If Shelly’d still been on our neural link I’d have been hearing happy commentary and suggestions. “Konichiwa,” he said, nodding politely with a confident smile. I blinked, grabbed onto my social training, and smiled back.


  
     
  


  “Konichiwa. Sit, please. Are you with the band?”


  
     
  


  His smile widened. “Their manager,” he said, taking Artemis’ chair. “Do you like them?”


  
     
  


  “Hero-pop isn’t my thing,” I replied honestly, “but they don’t suck.” To my surprise he didn’t instantly hand me his card. Instead he held out his hand.


  
     
  


  “Yoshi Miyamoto. It is an honor to meet you.”


  
     
  


  “It is very nice of you to say so.” We shook hands and his smile reached his almond eyes.


  
     
  


  “I am quite sincere,” he pressed, and I felt my cheeks warming.


  
     
  


  “I believe you. Aren’t you a little young to be a manager?”


  
     
  


  He studied me, still smiling, and my flush got hotter. His narrow face was almost feminine, but with no softness, and I guessed his age at twenty to twenty five. He could have been an idol himself.


  
     
  


  “To be truthful,” he admitted wryly, “I’m older than I look. Now I’ve admitted a truth, tell me one of your own. What is a beautiful word?”


  
     
  


  Okay…  “Daffodil.”


  
     
  


  “Why?”


  
     
  


  “Just saying it makes me want to laugh. It’s happy. And daffodils are beautiful—like tears of golden sunlight.”


  
     
  


  “Yes. Tears of Amaterasu. ” He sipped his drink, looking at me like I was the most fascinating thing in the world.


  
     
  


  “A thing of beauty,” he said softly, “is a joy forever. Its loveliness increases; it will never pass into nothingness, but still will keep a bower quiet for us, and a sleep full of sweet dreams, and health, and quiet breathing.”


  
     
  


  “What?” The flush had gone so deep my hair should have lit on fire.


  
     
  


  “Keats.” He looked away.


  
     
  


  And where did that come from? Quick, new subject.


  
     
  


  He provided one. “Can you tell me what is going on tonight?”


  
     
  


  I looked at the dance-floor, unutterably thankful for the out. “It’s Girl’s Costume Night, so most of the superheroes here tonight aren’t real capes. You’d call it cosplay?”


  
     
  


  “I don’t see any impersonators.”


  
     
  


  “Some fans do like to dress up as their favorite superhero,” I said, wondering if I’d been complimented or hit on. Either way, it had been the most poetic pickup line I’d ever heard. “But only original costumes can enter the contest.”


  
     
  


  He frowned. “It is different in Japan. Most otaku purchase pre-made costumes and play their favorite kensei or mech-warrior or magical girl. There the prize would go to the closest match.”


  
     
  


  I decided to take it as a compliment. “You should be grateful; you’re going to see some pretty scary stuff tonight.”


  
     
  


  “And the woman who brought you to your table? She directs the event?”


  
     
  


  “Safire hosts a couple of nights a month—she’s very popular.”


  
     
  


  “She is…colorful.”


  
     
  


  “She makes your eyes hurt.” I said, rolling mine. “But don’t let her fool you, Mr. Miyamoto. Sure, sometimes her events have all the class of a wet t-shirt contest, but she’s a B Class Atlas-type, a West Side Guardian, and a crackerjack EMT—if you need someone to peel you out of a car and get you to the hospital alive, she’s your girl. Her save-stats are amazing, and believe me her fans keep track. And…” I sipped my drink. “She has a big heart.”


  
     
  


  And like Chakra, she’d broadened my horizons considerably. Often in ways that left me vaguely horrified.


  
     
  


  My defense of Safire earned me another careful look and I turned to watch the dance-floor, wondering if my encounter with Charming had left me more aware of men. I hadn’t been, since John, but Yoshi’s eyes raised goose-bumps on my skin.


  
     
  


  I heard him sigh, and we talked about the Japanese hero-idol scene until the rest of the girls returned. Quin brought Andrew with her. Artemis didn’t bring her snack, but I spotted Hector across the room chatting up a…pink ferret?…as if nothing had happened. I introduced Yoshi around; again, he failed to hand out his business card. Hmm.


  
     
  


  Sakura Wind ended its final number with a thundering riff and bowed to generous applause and whistles. A fangirl in the audience threw a bright bit of wadded cloth at the stage and the lead singer caught it with a laugh (it couldn’t be what I thought it was). Then Safire took the stage, to more whistles and applause, and began explaining the rules. But I wasn’t listening. The mystery that was Yoshi made my mind wander, and now a guy in the audience caught my attention. He wore a fancy trench-coat that must have been hot, and a spandex skull-mask that stretched right down to his collar. He wasn’t watching Safire either, and as I watched, his infared signature brightened visibly. He was scared, or excited, and working himself up to something.


  
     
  


  “Guys…” I said. And that was as far as I got before he spun around, reached into his coat to cross-draw two autopistols, and started shooting.
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  Chapter Twenty Six


  Hollywood makes it look like every week’s a new supervillain battle, every day you step out for a Starbuck’s something will happen. So not true; most superhero work is patrol and rescue, and nothing you don’t expect ever happens on your days off. But when you spend most of your time out in the thunderstorms, lightning is more likely to find you.


  
     
  


  The Astra Interviews


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  I swept Yoshi behind me as the gunman hosed our table. Bullets chunked into bodies around us, and Chakra and Artemis went down. The screams spread outward, but I was over the table as spent cartridges chimed on the dance floor. The world shrank to the skull-masked gunman, time dilating and not in a good way; there were at least a good dozen real capes in the club tonight, and I had to get to him first.


  
     
  


  I caught a hand and squeezed the fingers around the grip and trigger as he shrieked, but he kept shooting past me as I flailed for the other. Then the back of his head exploded, screams climbing the scale as his blood and bits spattered club-goers behind him. Dropping the body, I scanned the mob. Safire yelled directions and the servers scrambled to push people towards the exits, but the only people moving against the tide were capes I recognized. Including K-Strike, standing with another steel marble in his hand. No more shooters.


  
     
  


  Dropping to my knees, I rolled the corpse for a quick search, averting my eyes from the ruin above his collar. Under the shooter’s coat and the pistol-harnesses I found only clothes. Homicidal yes, suicidal definitely, but not wearing a bomb, thank God. The Fortress’ staff could handle him now—I abandoned him for our table and his victims.


  
     
  


  Quin was yelling for first-aid kits. Any bullets that hit her had simply bounced, and Artemis had misted to leave the ones that got her behind, but she held an arm close to her side as she and Quin knelt over Chakra.


  
     
  


  Oh God. I stopped breathing and started praying.


  
     
  


  Quin yelled into her earbug as she made a pressure-bandage out of Chakra’s hood, and I forced myself to turn away to look for more victims. And there were more. Yoshi might have been momentarily stunned (I’d bounced him off the wall), but he knelt beside another Fortress patron. She cried breathlessly, a high-pitched whine he ignored as he gently checked her over, and I followed his example, triaging victims and not even bothering with Dispatch; they’d just distract and help was already on the way.


  
     
  


  Rush arrived only heartbeats later, his arms full of field-kits he laid out in a blur, one for each of us and even for Andrew and Safire. I focused on my work; there was enough for everybody.


  
     
  


  We’d all cross-trained in field trauma—enough to know when bullet-wounds, broken bones, and other kinds of injuries were life-threatening and what to do till help arrived. One victim I checked was already gone; she’d taken a bullet through the neck, bled out arterially in seconds. Next to her a guy, probably her date, held in an abdominal wound that pumped dark blood. I applied a pressure-bandage and wrapped it tight while telling him to lie still and count by tens, and was working on another—a contestant with a bullet hole in her arm and a bleeding graze on her temple—when the paramedics arrived to take our place. Then it became a race as we strapped the worst wounded onto rescue boards and it was my turn, mine and Safire’s.


  
     
  


  Now I paid attention to Dispatch as they called instructions in my ear.  Northwestern Memorial’s trauma center stood ready to receive us as we came in, Chakra and the gut-shot victim first, to drop our cargoes on waiting gurneys. They disappeared through the doors, whisked inside by flapping white coats, and we returned to fly every shooting victim that couldn’t walk themselves into the back of an ambulance. The shooter’d had less than three seconds, and he’d managed to hit more than half a dozen people. I tried not to think of my last sight of Chakra; bone-white but repeating some kind of chant to herself between painful breaths. She hadn’t felt me squeeze her hand.


  
     
  


  The police arrived behind the paramedics, cordoning off Rush Street while we worked to stabilize and transport everyone. Then we were done.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  “Astra?”


  
     
  


  I looked up at Fisher and realized that I’d wandered back to our table by instinct. Blood spotted it, and I wasn’t touching the cold tapas.


  
     
  


  “Astra?” he repeated. Around the room, cops I recognized were taking statements or safeguarding the room till the crime-scene examiners arrived. Phelps was talking to Yoshi and writing as he listened.


  
     
  


  “Jeez, kid.”


  
     
  


  “What?”


  
     
  


  He pointed at my face. Reaching up, I felt a bump on my mask over my forehead, and picked out a bit of red bone. Back-spatter. I set it on the table.


  
     
  


  “He was standing kind of close.” I said carefully. “I’ll have the screaming willies later, but right now I’m in my happy place. There are bunnies.”


  
     
  


  “Can you tell me what happened?”


  
     
  


  I nodded and straightened up, and he set his phone on record while I talked. “Do you know who he was yet?” I asked finally.


  
     
  


  Fisher nodded. “Got a hit off his record. He called himself Nemesis—he’s a wannabe vigilante. I’m headed to his place next. Want to tag along? We could use you.”


  
     
  


  Standing, I shook my head. “Now you’ve got my statement, I’m going to the hospital. Keep me in the loop?”


  
     
  


  “Garfield won’t like it, but, sure kid. You did good.” He looked back at Nemesis’ covered remains, at the two draped bodies by the wall.


  
     
  


  “Jesus. Sorry, kid.”


  
     
  


  I sighed. “S’okay.”


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Once upon a time just stepping into a hospital freaked me out; the unique smells, the beeping machines, brought back Bad Stuff. Now I didn’t even think about it. The nurse behind the desk told me Chakra was stable and directed me to the intensive care unit, after handing me a bunch of wipes and sending me into the staff restroom to clean my face and mask.


  
     
  


  Looking less like a horror movie extra, I found the ICU. Chakra lay sleeping behind glass, attached to wires and tubes and surrounded by blinking and beeping equipment. Blackstone turned away from the observation window when I pushed through the doors.


  
     
  


  I was glad to see Seven behind him, even though Blackstone wasn’t a specific target anymore. Probably.


  
     
  


  “How did she know?” I blurted.


  
     
  


  “Pardon?” Blackstone leaned on his cane, normally a costume-prop.


  
     
  


  “Hecate. How did she know we’d be at The Fortress tonight?”


  
     
  


  He actually smiled. A sad smile, but still.


  
     
  


  “Astra,” he said. “Stop for a moment, and assume that Hecate doesn’t wear her panties on her head and talk to her flying monkeys. Given what little we know of her goals, is there any reason you can think of for her to be behind tonight?”


  
     
  


  “But—”


  
     
  


  “Artemis is back at the Dome coordinating with the police, but I doubt we’ll learn he’s one of Hecate’s minions.”


  
     
  


  “We’re attacked three times in three days and it’s a coincidence?”


  
     
  


  “I didn’t say that.” He sighed, drawing himself up. Tap, tap, tap, his cane rhythmically beat the floor. He looked bone tired.


  
     
  


  “Anti-superhero sentiment is rising. Shankman, the recent violence, the political battles… Quin tracks these things, but she tells me that, while our approval numbers haven’t dropped much, our disapproval numbers have risen sharply; many people who were personally indifferent to superhumans and superheroes are increasingly inclined against us. There has always been angry rhetoric, but now people are listening.


  
     
  


  “I was aware of Nemesis—he’s always been one of the few normals on our vigilante watch-list. He was a fanatic bodybuilder and martial artist, a wannabe street-hero who’s had a hard time finding a target for his righteous anger. Last summer he got three years probation for beating up some drug-dealers, and went inactive so far as we knew.


  
     
  


  I couldn’t believe it. “He thought he was a Good Guy?”


  
     
  


  “Which makes you wonder who he thought the Bad Guys were. I will not be at all surprised if the industrious Detective Fisher finds evidence he’s been listening to Shankman and his ilk. Possibly even a confession tape in which he boasts of going down in a glorious battle against the false icons who are corrupting society.”


  
     
  


  “How—?” I closed my mouth, and he sighed again.


  
     
  


  “Doubtless, Dr. Mendel will suggest he was really acting out his envy; she believes that vigilante normals like Nemesis are generally motivated by their unconscious desire to be superhumans—or to at least to prove they can match us. He needed a better class of enemy, and Shankman gave him one. It is unwise, my dear, to blame a known enemy for everything that happens to us.”


  
     
  


  I didn’t know how to respond to that, and in the pause the beeping machines reminded me where I was. Oh God. Chakra was lying behind glass and maybe fighting for her life, and they never said but they were together and I hadn’t even asked how he was doing while he stood there patiently trying to teach me an important lesson.


  
     
  


  “I’m sorry. I—”


  
     
  


  “Don’t be, dear child,” he said gently.  “Focusing on stopping more of this doesn’t mean you don’t care what has happened already.”


  
     
  


  He turned back to the glass. Behind him, Seven shrugged helplessly and I wanted to scream. Chakra looked so pale, and suddenly I couldn’t breathe as my old phobia came up to bite me.


  
     
  


  “I, I’ll go back to The Dome,” I said. Blackstone nodded without looking away, and I fled.
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  Chapter Twenty Seven


  Whenever somebody asks me to define what a hero is, I remember Latane and Darley’s experiment, staging epileptic fits in front of one, two, or three observers. A solitary observer will help immediately if he’s going to help at all, but the larger the crowd the longer the delay. It’s the Bystander Effect: the wider the diffusion of responsibility, the greater the impulse to let someone else go first. The hero goes first.


  
     
  


  Dr. Mendell, Superhero Psychology.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Sometimes being the Good Guy sucks. I turned in my after-action report, showered, changed, and desperately missed Shelly. So I went upstairs to the gym and rang the gong—the strike-plate I used for a punching bag—till the walls vibrated with each hit and pain shot up my wrists, and tried to remember what Atlas had told me, to think strategically, like Ajax.


  
     
  


  Most supervillains avoided direct confrontations with superheroes. Fashion-villains were mostly really gang-bangers, petty criminals, or foot-soldiers for organized crime when they weren’t just posers—they were willing to throw down if confronted, but not likely to target heroes. Professional villains, bank-robbers like Kitsune and professional killers like Hecate, considered a superpowered fight a failure, win or lose. Supervillain terrorists—nationalists, religious fanatics, militant environmentalists, whatever—generally went for easy targets (with enough exceptions for our crazy security).


  
     
  


  Blackstone was right; the Dome attack had been a desperation move (Why? What did Kitsune know?), and Nemesis’ brief rampage didn’t fit the pattern. He was probably just a lone nut who’d started talking to the walls and who’d latched onto Shankman’s hateful talk. He’d grabbed for glory and committed ‘suicide by cape.’


  
     
  


  I switched to Mr. Smith, my favorite practice dummy for targeting knee and elbow strikes.


  
     
  


  But we didn’t know.


  
     
  


  Tin Man had been a surprise—a burglar with no history of violence till now. Even before that, Artemis had been out every night, scouring the underworld for leads, “talking” to people. She’d come up with zip, and we still had no in on their motivation and methods, outside of their tendency to use bodies as messages. We saw no reason why their fight should directly involve us, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t one.


  
     
  


  Mr. Smith came apart and I decided to stop before I trashed the place. My ribs ached and my chest felt tight. It can’t happen again. It can’t.


  
     
  


  We needed Kitsune, but how could we find a shapeshifter? How had Villains Inc. found her? They’d find her again and kill her, and we’d have nothing. Who else could—?


  
     
  


  I dropped to the floor, panting, and fell back to stare at the ceiling. The enemy of my enemy is my intelligence source. Kitsune wasn’t the only player who knew more than we did.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  When you tell a friend “I want to go visit a mob associate and convince him to tell us all he knows,” she says “Okay!” At least if your friend is Artemis.


  
     
  


  My displacement activity of choice had been a workout; hers had been to dive into her intelligence-analysis role, and she’d been glad for anything that pulled her out of repeated combing of exhausted data. But once I told her exactly what I wanted to do, she put her foot down; this had to be off the radar, and we weren’t going in cold. The night was old and a day to prepare was non-negotiable, especially since we couldn’t tap Shelly’s special gifts right now.


  
     
  


  Sternly ordered to go to bed!, I texted the parentals and the Bees, worried about Chakra and Blackstone some more, wondered how Shell was doing as my head hit the pillow, and dropped into sleep.


  
     
  


  Warm spring zephyrs danced across the moonlit hills. I lay on my stomach in the grass, propped up on my elbows, and watched the parade of foxes circling the blooming cherry tree. As pale as the snow-white cherry blossoms, the foxes paced in silence. Glowing points of ghostly fire drifted beside each of the elegant creatures.


  
     
  


  One fox in the strange procession raised its head and turned to look at me with shining animal-eyes. It pricked its silver-tipped ears towards our hill and the breeze changed direction, plucking blossoms from the tree to dance over the grass until they lighted on my skin like flakes of fragrant snow. The beautiful creature followed the breeze, bounding gracefully over the young grass to sit on the slope just below me. Its own spark of fox-fire followed along.


  
     
  


  “How do you fair, human child?” it asked as I went cross-eyed trying to count its tails. Three? Five? When I tried to focus I just saw one, but it multiplied when I looked away.


  
     
  


  “I’m not a child,” I objected, giving up. “I’m almost nineteen. And why can’t you be John?”


  
     
  


  “I could be, but you’d object.” It stretched its neck, like it was sore. “And I didn’t enjoy that the first time.”


  
     
  


  I jerked upright in bed, heart racing.


  
     
  


  Great. I was dreaming in Disney-color and even the talking animal couldn’t take me seriously. Still, an epiphany was an epiphany, even if it was the head banging, how-dumb-can-I-be kind. Fisher was going to take away my Junior Detective badge. Pushing my hair out of my eyes, I found my phone. He answered on the third ring.


  
     
  


  “Astra? What time is it?” He spoke carefully, like someone who’d drunk a few too many and knew it.


  
     
  


  “Half past four,” I said, reading off my nightstand clock. I dropped back onto my pillow, trying to shake the sleep from my brain. “Sorry! I just thought—”


  
     
  


  “Calm down, kid,” he said, getting clearer. “Now, what did you want to tell me?”


  
     
  


  I took a breath, my free hand bunching my sheets as I stared at the shadowed ceiling.


  
     
  


  “Kitsune. Kit-soo-neh. Fisher, I—” I almost said I know what this is about. But I didn’t, though I could feel it. What did I know?


  
     
  


  “Our elusive thief. Go on.”


  
     
  


  “I can’t imagine why I missed it before. The fox on the business card.  And when I saw her in the Dome, she looked—” Breathe. You remember how. “She looked younger than in the bank video. Half-Asian.”


  
     
  


  “I remember. And Jenny told me that kitsune is Japanese for fox. But the description you gave us doesn’t match anyone in our databases.”


  
     
  


  “Yes, but—. Wait, did Jenny say anything else about the name?”


  
     
  


  “No, just that it sounds like our thief is Japanese. In Japanese folklore foxes are shapeshifters. What are you thinking, kid?”


  
     
  


  I pulled myself up, trying to remember. Thunk. Thunk. Thunk. My head was harder than the headboard.


  
     
  


  “I think… A kitsune is more than just a fox. Jennifer’s right, but it’s more than that. In Japanese mythology all foxes are spirits. They call them kami, I think. It’s complicated. I remember seeing a Japanese print—a gathering of white foxes around a tree.”


  
     
  


  What else? I’d known something when I woke up. “They can be male or female, but when they look human they’re almost always beautiful women.  And, and, as they get older they get stronger—the number of tails tells you how strong they are.”


  
     
  


  “Number of tails?” He didn’t sound like he was laughing.


  
     
  


  “The oldest and wisest have nine. I think the good ones serve a Japanese goddess, too—you see their carvings at a lot of shrines.”


  
     
  


  “So we should look for a fox with a plethora of tails?”


  
     
  


  “No! Here’s the thing; if Kitsune is a supernatural—not a traditional breakthrough—he might think like a real kitsune—I mean—” I sputtered and stopped.


  
     
  


  “I know what you mean,” Fisher said reassuringly. “Do you remember anything from the stories? Motivations?”


  
     
  


  Now I felt stupid. “No… I don’t remember them being greedy. Wait! I think sometimes they’d get attached to families. Do one a favor, and it might watch out for your children? Or if a kitsune actually married a mortal, it might watch over its family forever. Or take vengeance on anyone who harmed them.”


  
     
  


  “That’s interesting. Where did you get all this?”


  
     
  


  “Comparative mythology class. It’s all a lot more relevant since—you know. Does it help?”


  
     
  


  There was a thoughtful silence on the other end, and I held my breath.


  
     
  


  “It might,” Fisher said at last. “One thing I’ve been asking myself since the Dome attack is why this Kitsune is still in Chicago. She’s got the bonds and everybody’s after her, but how can you stop a shapeshifter from skipping town?”


  
     
  


  Now I felt really stupid.


  
     
  


  “Blackstone talked like Kitsune was playing his own game.”


  
     
  


  “Mm-hm. Any reason why you’ve switched to ‘he’?”


  
     
  


  And then I knew what it was about. Part of it anyway.


  
     
  


  Thunk. Thunk. Thunk.


  
     
  


  “Kid?”


  
     
  


  “I think I might have met him again last night. Yoshi Miyamoto.”


  
     
  


  “Who?”


  
     
  


  “Sakura Wind’s band manager.”


  
     
  


  “Their manager is a Ren Katsu, and he wasn’t there. Kid?”


  
     
  


  “He introduced himself as the band manager.” I pulled my voice back down. “And he had to know who I was, but he didn’t give me his business card. And his English was too good and he knew Keats. Blackstone was wrong.”


  
     
  


  “Wrong?”


  
     
  


  I waved hands he couldn’t see.


  
     
  


  “Not about—I mean—what he said made sense, but he didn’t know Kitsune was there!”


  
     
  


  “Whoa, slow down, kid. Deep breathes now.”


  
     
  


  I counted to five. Okay. “Blackstone assumes Nemesis was a nut-job who targeted us pretty much randomly so he could go out big. Suicide by cape. He’s not saying that’s what Nemesis was—just starting there. But if Kitsune was at our table last night, he could have been the target. At the Dome he—she—said ‘they’ were tracking her somehow…”


  
     
  


  “And if they still can and want her dead,” Fisher finished for me, “it makes sense to use someone like Nemesis that nobody would link to them. Kid, you might be onto something. We didn’t find anything pointing that way in Nemesis’ apartment lair, but we’re going to look closer at everything. Can you tell me what he looked like?”


  
     
  


  “Better. Phelps interviewed him while I was talking to you. Ask him—I can’t believe I missed it. I’m going to hang up and be stupid now.”


  
     
  


  Now Fisher really was laughing.


  
     
  


  “Don’t beat yourself up. And thanks, kid. If you’re right, this gives us a lead to follow. And anything that adds to our psych-profile is good.”


  
     
  


  We hung up, but was too late to go back to sleep so I showered and dressed, leaving the mask and wig off while my hair dried. I’d never get used to being in uniform nearly 24/7, and was already missing Shelly’s novel wakeup visits. On the plus side of everything, I’d had no nightmares last night. After being so close to a kill I’d been splashed, from past experience I’d expected my dreams to be no fun at all. Maybe the Word of Healing had changed the way my brain processed mental trauma.


  
     
  


  Either that or I was getting hardened to violence.  Mental note: talk to Dr. Mendel about it at our next session.


  
     
  


  I called Dispatch to learn that Shelly was still on “sick-leave.” No surprise—it had been less than a day. Biting my lip, I called downstairs and got Vulcan, who cheerfully reported that her transfer was “going very well” and I shouldn’t worry.


  
     
  


  Yeah, right. I couldn’t help feeling like my BFF was undergoing an elective and risky medical procedure. To become a robot? When Shelly’d gleefully announced her plan, I’d flashed back to the horrible, world-ending moment when Mom told me her body had been found, that she’d jumped off an apartment building. Nearly four years ago now, and I still remembered the shock—like I’d run into a wall that hadn’t been there. Why hadn’t I tried to talk her out of this?


  
     
  


  Because being a ghost can’t be enough for anyone.


  
     
  


  I sat and brushed my hair and tried to convince myself the situation wasn’t the same. Vulcan knew what he was doing. And if something did happen, Shelly was backed up, right?


  
     
  


  Enough. Worrying about Shelly did no good. Worrying about Chakra, or about what Villains Inc. might do next, did no good. But there was something I could do while I waited for Artemis to green-light our little expedition.


  
     
  


  Picking up my cell, I saw a message I’d missed when fumbling to call Fisher. Dane had texted “AB sd ys!” Good boy—he’d probably only waited long enough to get the ring. Grinning ear to ear, I replied with multiple exclamation points and, on that good-omened note, made a quick call of my own.
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  Chapter Twenty Eight


  One of the pivotal moments in the history of the Sentinels was their decision to create a junior division. The Young Sentinels, under their slightly older leader, seized the public imagination after a rocky start and went a long way to recapturing the early post-Event enthusiasm for superheroes. Which makes it interesting that the steps leading to that historic decision were accidental ones.


  
     
  


  Terry Reinhold, Years of Service.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  It’s amazing how fast you can get stuff done when you have juice, and even with the public beating we’d been taking lately, the Sentinels still had lots with the city government. Jamal’s caseworker was a pinch-voiced man with zero tolerance for personal discretion, but once I verified the foster situation, Quin called a judge who called him and that was that.


  
     
  


  Blackstone had further relaxed Def-1 conditions; still minimal civilian contact (especially after last night), and still a full  in-base presence, but we didn’t have to be in uniform—just take them with us. So when I told Willis we were mounting a rescue mission he produced caps and shades, even a pair of wigs better than the one I’d worn last year, and politely suggested I take Artemis with me to get some sunshine. Jacky hadn’t gone to bed yet, and I talked her into a surfer-blonde wig to compliment my new brunette curls. Quin gave me the address of Jamal’s temporary juvenile home, promised to call ahead for us, and gave us New Tom and the armored Caddy since we were still at Def-1 (we stashed our uniform packs in the back).


  
     
  


  New Tom was as quiet and inscrutable as the old Tom. Since the Platoons that I knew were all perpetually Just Business Ma’am (except for Willis, who had a funnybone you could actually detect), were there secret Platoons somewhere who just lived in eternal Margaritaville, who caught the waves, sunshine, beer, and girls for the rest of them?


  
     
  


  I tried to picture a Platoon in sandals and a floral shirt, sipping coolers under a cabana, and my imagination shut down.


  
     
  


  Jamal’s temporary home sat on South Buffalo, not the best place, but not the worst; the kind of place that had curfews and checkouts and routine searches, but let the kids out for school and play. Jamal’d had no juvenile record before the Puccini’s fight, but they’d still low-jacked him with a GPS anklet that went off when he “sped.”


  
     
  


  It wasn’t right, and somewhere between the Dome and the home, an absurd spirit took over. When we pulled up, I yelled “Keep the engine running, Tom!” as Jacky and I jumped out. We dashed to the door and I flashed my Sentinels ID at the man standing by Jamal. He was pinch-faced, and he gaped like a fish when Jacky slung Jamal over her shoulder and ran for the car.


  
     
  


  I bit down and managed a “company” face as I shook his hand.


  
     
  


  “Thanks for all your help, but we’ll take it from here,” I blurted. “Of course we’ll have to beat him, so pay no attention to the bruises. He falls down. Lots.” And, grabbing Jamal’s bag, I ran for it. Quin was so going to hate the next phone call she got.


  
     
  


  I actually heard laughing in the front seat as I threw myself into the back and yelled “Punch it, Tom!” He peeled away with a gratifying squeal of rubber while Jacky giggled, something I hadn’t believed possible. Scrunched between us, Jamal just looked, well, stunned. And Shelly hadn’t even thought this one up.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Mom and Dad bought me a car and a stun-gun when I turned sixteen, but before I finished Drivers Ed and got my license, they enrolled me in the most brutally practical self-defense course Dad could find. Master Li taught the course. A master of Bagau born in Philly, he’d studied in China before opening his school in Oak Park to sell graceful meditation to soccer moms and serious self-defense and discipline to kids. A Buddhist, Master Li taught that the path to wisdom was Mountain Dew—that and knowing what you didn’t know and whether it was important to know it. Really, if he’d been a guru on a mountaintop, any eager acolytes who scaled the peak in search of enlightenment would have been handed a six-pack and advised to go study something useful.


  
     
  


  Looking through the round street windows, we could see a beginner’s class in the gun (the school’s training hall). They were going through basic form drill under a junior instructor, and we stopped for a moment to watch the children pace, with intense concentration and occasional catch-up hops, through the graceful and fluid palm changes.


  
     
  


  “I’m going to stay here?” Jamal asked, looking at me.


  
     
  


  “Mmhm,” I confirmed, hoisting his bag. “Sifu—Master Li—is cool. He and Debbie are registered foster parents, though they normally host Chinese kids over here for school.”


  
     
  


  “Did he teach you to fight?”


  
     
  


  “Actually, he taught me to run. I didn’t learn much of that.” I waved at the window. “I learned how to use pepper spray, a stun-gun, and in a pinch, a small baton. The fanciest move he drilled into me was a knee-sweep—kick your attacker in the knee and then run like the wind.”


  
     
  


  I laughed at his disbelieving look. “When you’re my size, self-defense means situational awareness, personal preparedness, and bugging out if there’s any way to. He also made me promise to get a concealed-carry permit and a gun as soon as I was old enough. I think I can pass on that one.”


  
     
  


  Jamal looked disappointed, and I reassured him that Master Li was much more likely to teach him all the secrets of Bagau. I didn’t think he’d be interested in the Asian culture lessons Master Li also taught (they’d been good towards my AP Comparative Culture credits), but he’d probably get them anyway.


  
     
  


  We took the weapon-hung hallway to the back, past the tiny office and out the back door. A yard divided by a gated wall separated Master Li’s home from the school, and in good weather his students used the school side of the yard for outside instruction. The family side of the yard was Debby’s garden, now bare soil and budding bushes, and both the yard and house were as ornately Chinese as the school.


  
     
  


  We went through the gate without buzzing and Master Li met us at the door to lead us into the open family area, decorated mostly by wall-scroll replicas of inked landscape paintings and lacquered bamboo furniture. I’d learned my love of Asian art here.


  
     
  


  He’d laid out his prized gongfu tea set (two red and unadorned clay teapots and matching cups and water bowl, heating pitcher, and utensils) on the table where he had taught me the strategy of Go. We sat, he nodded, and I prepared the tea while Jacky and Jamal watched.


  
     
  


  Rinse the smaller teapot with hot water. Fill it to one-third with oolong tea leaves. Rinse the tea leaves by filling the pot to half full, then drain it completely into the water bowl. Pour more hot water into the teapot, carefully so that no bubbles form. Silently contemplate the whichness of what while the infusion steeps for thirty seconds. Pour into the cups with the remainder poured into the second teapot so again only the leaves remain for further infusions.


  
     
  


  Master Li thanked me and we all took up our cups. He inhaled the fragrant steam, then sipped. “Very good.”


  
     
  


  I sipped mine, thinking hard while he waited.


  
     
  


  Finally I said, “Good things come. Bad things come. Accept both with equanimity.”


  
     
  


  He chuckled. “An excellent fortune-cookie aphorism. Stuff happens. Get over it.”


  
     
  


  I grinned. “Thank you, Sifu.”


  
     
  


  He shook his head. “Ted, please. Sifu is for students.” He scowled at Jamal. “That’s ‘teacher’ in Chinese, and you will use Sifu.” Jamal almost dropped his cup.


  
     
  


  After that I caught Master Li up on everything that had happened in the past year, and Jamal talked a bit about his background: no dad, mom died just after finishing paralegal studies, foster homes. Any time I feel like karma’s made me its play-toy it’s easy to find someone who’s had it way worse, but he got it all out with a stiff chin, daring us to feel sorry for him.


  
     
  


  Master Li listened with few comments. He knew how to deal with boys who arrived with stories—a lot of his foster kids came from the worst-off Chinese states. Afterward, he showed Jamal to his room and walked Jacky and me to the door.


  
     
  


  My manic mood had worn away, and Master Li picked up the change. “Don’t worry,” he said. “Debbie will smother him and I’ll thump him, and he’ll be fine. And you must come more often. And your mother. It was very nice to meet you, Jacky.”


  
     
  


  Jacky thanked him and didn’t say anything else until we got back in the car. I sat back as New Tom pulled away from the curb, rolling my head to look at my friend.


  
     
  


  “It feels good to actually rescue someone, doesn’t it?”


  
     
  


  She looked back at the school, frowning.


  
     
  


  “So he’s a martial arts master. Will he be able to handle the kid?”


  
     
  


  “Didn’t I tell you? He’s a speedster like Jamal and Rush. Never uses it in the gun, but I caught him at it the time I almost broke his tea set. He gave me permission to spill it this morning—the secret, I mean. I’m pretty sure he’s ex-military, like Lei Zi.”


  
     
  


  “Sniper, ma’am,” New Tom said from the front. “Belonged to my old special unit.”


  
     
  


  “Well, there you go.” I turned to look back myself while Jacky stuttered. “You know, one of the things he taught us was stories of the xia, the wandering martial artists of Imperial China who fought bandits and bullies on behalf of the common people. Kind of like the Knights of the Round table, but cooler.”


  
     
  


  Now I frowned. “I can’t believe I’m thinking this, but I’m going to have to give Jamal the speech Atlas gave me—the one that says the cape isn’t the only option.”


  
     
  


  Jacky raised an eyebrow. “Will he listen?”


  
     
  


  “Nope. But he’ll remember it.”


  
     
  


  “Where to, ladies?” New Tom asked.


  
     
  


  “The hospital, thanks. And, Tom? If you could polarize the windows and raise the glass, we’ll change back here.”


  
     
  


  The glass went up.


  
     
  


  It turned out Artemis had never mastered the essential life-skill of changing in a backseat—probably because she hadn’t had an overscheduled childhood. I could change anywhere, but we never made it to the hospital.
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  Chapter Twenty Nine


  It’s amazing what you can do with a half-mask, a wig, and a padded bra. But that only works for pictures; if you’re serious about keeping your civilian identity secret then don’t ever let the same people meet you in costume, and if you do then don’t open your mouth. The most unbelievable thing about Superman was Clark Kent and his glasses.


  
     
  


  Astra, Notes From a Life.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  I was trying not to kick a hole in the roof with my boot when Dispatch called.


  
     
  


  “A-One do you copy?”


  
     
  


  So not Shelly. I’d always suspected she re-mixed her own Dispatch calls so they sounded by-the-book.


  
     
  


  “A-One copies.”


  
     
  


  “Bad crowd situation at The Fortress. ETA?” Beside me, Jacky listened to her own earbug, and the sedan bounced as Tom pulled us into a 7-11’s corner parking lot in the shadow of an old tenement block.


  
     
  


  “ETA, two minutes.” I jammed my mask down, lined up the eye-holes, and yanked my gloves on, feeling something tear. A look confirmed that Jacky was still fighting with her leather suit. At least she’d got her skull-deco half mask on and her hood up.


  
     
  


  “Go,” she said, and Tom popped the trunk while I hesitated, torn. Even if she couldn’t mist or use her Jedi mind-tricks with the sun up, she was still wicked-quick and could body slam an Olympic weightlifter. And she could still do Dark and Dangerous like nobody’s business. If I had to face down a mob…


  
     
  


  “Make that ETA four minutes, A-One and A-Two,” I corrected, pulling her out of the car. She squawked and then shut up as we both buckled and zipped her in. When she was completely Artemis, New Tom handed us our arrest kits and I grabbed her hands and launched, lifting us up over the old tenements.


  
     
  


  “The CPD is mobilizing a crowd-control unit,” Lei Zi cut in, filling us in as we flew. “It looks like Mr. Shankman decided to give a speech to his faithful outside the club this morning; apparently the place is ‘a temple to false idols.’”


  
     
  


  I wasn’t getting it. “That doesn’t sound too bad.”


  
     
  


  She chuckled darkly. “Maybe not, but there’s a gang of construction workers from the renovation site across the street mixing into it, and they’re not happy with what the good Mr. Shankman is saying. Add friends of last night’s victims—some of them arrived this morning to put up a flower-shrine outside the club.”


  
     
  


  “Okay, bad now.” Mom’s training left me over-socialized and sometimes I regretted my general lack of swearing vocabulary.


  
     
  


  “Sure dropping us into the middle is a good idea?” Artemis asked, not sounding terribly concerned.


  
     
  


  “It’s a terrible idea,” Lei Zi returned. “And we’re not. I want the two of you on top of the Newberry Plaza Tower in case it all goes pear-shaped. If the police can handle it, fine. If not, you two and Rush are going to make things peaceful. The North Side Guardians are standing by as backup, but they don’t have a great power-mix for this, either. Rush is dropping Seven off by the crowd, plainclothes, to see if he can add his luck to the situation. I’m coming with The Harlequin and Riptide.”


  
     
  


  That sounded better. I took us west to approach from the other side instead of overflying Rush Street, and came in above the Chicago News helicopter to hide in its blind spot. Artemis let go when her feet touched the graveled roof, and we stepped to the east edge to look down on the scene. Marino Park, the wedge of brick-topped ground where Rush Street angled into State Street, was greening beautifully in the spring sunshine, and the young leaves of its carefully tended trees hid a large chunk of the crowd below.


  
     
  


  The Fortress sat on the corner of Rush and Bellevue, and with its granite-faced walls and narrow windows, it had always looked like a, well, a fortress to me. Now it was a fortress under siege. The narrow sidewalks didn’t give the protestors much room, so they’d spilled across the one-way street and into the small “park.” A pair of police officers stood directing the northbound traffic east onto Bellevue. From the signs waved, it looked like the protestors from the Dome had decided to relocate here for the day. Maybe they thought it was safer.


  
     
  


  “What’s going on?” Artemis asked. At our height, she couldn’t identify anyone and my telescopic vision was stretched.


  
     
  


  “Shankman’s standing in front of the club doors. I can’t make out what he’s saying, but he’s got volume.”


  
     
  


  Police worked the edges of the crowd, erecting yellow barriers to check the spread, but we could see more people arriving from all points and the police weren’t keeping them all out. News of the incident had to be spreading by text and by tweet, not to mention live TV coverage. When protestors meet counter-protestors, is the result mutual annihilation?


  
     
  


  “Astra? Artemis?” Dispatch brought me a new voice. “Captain Verres, here. I’m the situation commander for this morning’s show. My station is on State Street, just south of Bellevue.” We looked down and spotted the big antennae-covered police van. Around it, helmeted police were unloading with riot shields.


  
     
  


  “We see you, captain,” I said.


  
     
  


  “Good. I don’t want to see you, unless it gets really bad. Red flags. Bulls. Understand?”


  
     
  


  “Understood.”


  
     
  


  “Good. Glad you’re here.” A chime told me he was gone, and that worked for me; Atlas had held firm against our being used for public order operations against normals, and the final Go No-Go would be Lei Zi’s anyway.


  
     
  


  “He sounds on top of it,” Artemis said. “Do you see the workers Lei Zi mentioned?”


  
     
  


  “Um, yeah. South edge of the crowd, making noise. It looks like the mourners are stuck up against the side of the club, but they’re not trying to go anywhere.” The small knot of people carrying flowers and frames had formed up tight and were shouting back at the crowd. It looked like some of the late arrivals were trying to force their way through the crush to join them… “Oh no they’re not.”


  
     
  


  “What’s going on?”


  
     
  


  “The Bees are here. And Dane.”


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Scenario One: send Rush in to “disappear” each of them from the middle of the crowd. Like they’d go willingly. Scenario Two… My thoughts stuttered around the impossibility of doing any kind of quiet extraction, while a big part of me hysterically demanded to know what the hell they were doing there.


  
     
  


  “Are they really?” Artemis asked, sounding mildly interested.


  
     
  


  I desperately wanted Shelly. She could have easily gotten them on the phone and passed them to me through our neural link, bypassing Dispatch. Seven. If he was close enough…


  
     
  


  Artemis handed me a cell.


  
     
  


  “What?”


  
     
  


  “Burner phone. Never know when you need to talk outside the system.”


  
     
  


  Don’t ask. I dialed Megan’s number. Pick up pick up pick up.


  
     
  


  “Megan here,” she came in clear against the crowd noise. Artemis leaned over to listen.


  
     
  


  “Hi Meg, I can see you,” I said carefully.


  
     
  


  “TV or live?”


  
     
  


  “Live.”


  
     
  


  “Cool. We were down in the Loop when Julie got the tweet. Shankman’s an ass.”


  
     
  


  “And you’re all here to tell him? Go away.”


  
     
  


  “Can’t. Annabeth wants to tear him a new one first.”


  
     
  


  “Annabeth?”


  
     
  


  “I know, right? Righteous indignation’s a new one.”


  
     
  


  The background pitch got louder, angrier. I heard yelling, but they’d moved under the trees.


  
     
  


  “Meg?”


  
     
  


  “Ooh. Looks like we’re not going to make it that far.”


  
     
  


  “What’s happening?”


  
     
  


  “People shouldn’t be stereotypes. Big guy, bigger mouth, bad hygiene. He’s telling Annabeth off and Julie’s yelling at him.”


  
     
  


  “Meg, get them out of there.”


  
     
  


  “Too late—one of them pushed Annabeth. Oops, she tripped.”


  
     
  


  I closed my eyes.


  
     
  


  “Aaand Dane just decked him. Talk later, gotta kick some ass.” And she hung up.


  
     
  


  Artemis began checking her e-lasers, loosening her shoulder and hip holsters. “How will they do?”


  
     
  


  I handed the cell back, strangely calm. “Megan and Julie took Master Li’s class with me, and Meg usually packs a collapsible baton. I saw her use it, once.”


  
     
  


  That once was when some drunk varsity boys tried to pick a fight with Dane after a game, and Meg decided she didn’t like the numbers. She whipped the thing out (six inches retracted, nearly a foot and a half extended) in a swing that locked it open with a wicked k-chunk sound, and asked Dane if she could have the extras. That ended the party.


  
     
  


  A knot of motion caught my eye. “And it looks like they’ve got help. A bunch of the construction guys just headed under the trees.” Over by The Fortress’ doors, heads turned towards the park as Shankman lost the attention of his audience.


  
     
  


  “Astra, Artemis, Rush, stand by,” Lei Zi said. “We’re almost there. If Captain Verres gives the go then Artemis and Rush will tag, Astra will tie. Work the south edge; the Guardians will work the north.”


  
     
  


  “South edge, understood, I said. “Dispatch, Captain Verres please?”


  
     
  


  “Stand by,” he responded. “I’m sending in a squad to try and isolate the fight. This doesn’t have to spread.”


  
     
  


  Then someone fired the rocket. The fire-trail bloomed, from the trees right into one of the club’s narrow windows, and the explosion threw chunks of the wall into the crowd ahead of the fireball.


  
     
  


  “Sweet mother of— Go!” Verres yelled.


  
     
  


  “All Sentinels, cancel containment, assume public-safety priorities!” Lei Zi seconded.


  
     
  


  Artemis leaped off the edge and I caught her hands as we fell, free-fall most of the way down to pull into a gee-ripping arc under the trees. I dropped her into the middle of the fight and kept going, landing on the sidewalk at the edge of the dust-choked blast zone. Where a guy with a sign took a swing at me.


  
     
  


  “Are you completely insane?”


  
     
  


  I took the broken sign away and zip-cuffed him, then did the same for the idiot covered in cement dust who emptied his pistol into my back. From the suit and tie, I guessed the guy fancied himself one of Shankman’s bodyguards. The Next Great Statesman himself ran for it, surrounded by more suits. With no more threats of violence, I turned to examine the stunned and fallen demonstrators in time to see Rush drop Quin off in a blur of speed.


  
     
  


  “Astra, we have the street, take the interior,” Lei Zi instructed.


  
     
  


  “Interior, on it!” I launched myself for the hole in the wall, and the second rocket caught me. It helpfully blew me through the hole, throwing me through the tables to slide across the dance floor.


  
     
  


  “Astra! Status!” Lei Zi called through the ringing in my head.


  
     
  


  “Just—  Hit but mobile.” I sat up to prove it and sucked in a breath, eyes tearing. Not the ribs again.


  
     
  


  A moment ticked by, then “Rush has found the launchers, two laser-guided throwaways. They put a guy on top of the Marino Park coffee kiosk with them. Stand down till you’re able.”


  
     
  


  “Thanks,” I said, then looked up. Marcus tossed a table aside to loom over me, offering a hand up I gladly accepted.


  
     
  


  “You okay?” the bouncer asked. “Rough entrance.”


  
     
  


  I nodded. “I’m good. Is anybody hurt?”


  
     
  


  “Nah. Hardly anybody’s here before ten, and I sent everyone else out the back way when Shankman and his boys started their scene. Figured I could take them myself if they got through the door.” He looked around at the shattered and scattered tables. A few were burning, and flames crept up the outside wall’s interior paneling.


  
     
  


  “I don’t think we’re opening for lunch. Let me get the extinguisher before the fire-system goes off.”


  
     
  


  “Don’t mind me.” He got busy while I hugged my ribs and tried to think. My head rang, the world wobbled, spent rocket and explosive burned my nose, and I was beginning to see a sad trend. Enter a house, get blown out the window. Visit a dealership, get blown out into the parking lot. Drop in on a riot, get blown into the club. Did the Hollywood Knights have weeks like this?


  
     
  


  When the wobbliness faded, I exited through the club’s front door. The “park” was chaos, but, amazingly, there were no fatalities. Probably nobody would ever know the credit belonged to Seven. He’d left his GQ look behind and I’d flown right by him without noticing. Collar open and shirtsleeves up, he’d worked his way through the mob so that when the rockets went in he’d been standing right next to the tight group of mourners by the wall. Later he told me he’d been focusing hard on nobody getting killed, and apparently his luck listened to him.


  
     
  


  Paramedics stepped carefully among sitting and prone protestors. Captain Verres’ riot-trained officers moved through the crowd in threes and fours, efficiently cuffing and directing. They didn’t have a lot of fighting to put down; the explosions had changed most demonstrator’s priorities and, going with the flow, they’d thrown flash-bangs to encourage confusion and flight (I’d heard them from inside). Now they swept through a mostly pacified crowd. The air reeked of burned magnesium-ammonium perchlorate, and I stepped around rows of zip-cuffed detainees, searching.


  
     
  


  I couldn’t see them. Focus. Be Astra.


  
     
  


  “Dispatch.” I queried. “Status nominal. Location of Lei Zi?”


  
     
  


  “Lei Zi location police command center, A-One. Standing order: do not engage. Assist at discretion.”


  
     
  


  “Thank you. Artemis’ location?”


  
     
  


  “A-Two location 300 feet to your southwest.”


  
     
  


  I didn’t run.
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  Chapter Thirty


  Every concentration of power creates its own opposition, whether that power is military, political, monetary, or social. Opposition groups may or may not be violent, largely depending upon their aims and whether or not they believe the political environment favors them. Citizen-militia groups existed previous to the Event, and their membership has grown in the wake of each superhuman-caused disaster.


  
     
  


  Department of Superhuman Affairs, Threat Assessment 10.4, Summary.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Lei Zi and Riptide didn’t even get directly involved, which was all to the good; Lei Zi could have stunned dozens, she was that good with her control, and Riptide brought his own water-cannons to the fight, but both would have been hard on the crowd.


  
     
  


  I found Artemis with Dane and the Bees. Annabeth sat on the bricks, shaken but looking okay, while Julie washed the blood off her knees. Squatting beside her, Dane sported bleeding knuckles and the battle-light of his raiding, slaving, Viking ancestors in his eyes. Megan’s open baton lay ignored a few feet away—she wasn’t stupid enough to claim possession of an illegal concealed weapon in the middle of a police action. A couple of construction guys gave statements to an officer while others stood around.


  
     
  


  I nodded to Artemis and kept going. I had an excuse; at the command center, I could hear Lei Zi yelling at Captain Verres.


  
     
  


  “Why didn’t anybody tell us about the Paladins?” I’d never seen her seriously angry, and she had good volume.


  
     
  


  “Ma’am,” Verres replied politely. “We had no idea they were in town.”


  
     
  


  Now I wanted Shelly back for the virtual memory she provided. I vaguely remembered seeing a report on some anti-cape militia groups. They met on weekends to train and prepare, waiting for the day when all of us capes decided it was time to openly take over the government and the country and grind norms beneath our heels. No, really.


  
     
  


  “And how could you people miss rocket launchers?”


  
     
  


  “Ma’am, the team on the kiosk held cameras until they fired. Newsfeed timestamps show they didn’t fire until the Chicago News helicopter spotted your pair on the Newberry Tower. We think their intent was to lure your girl in, then pot her.”


  
     
  


  “Brilliant conclusion, captain.” She made his rank sound like a swearword.


  
     
  


  “They’d have probably settled for any flying cape,” I said, stepping up. I made sure my voice was strong and I stood straight. “Captain Verres. It’s good it was me—someone like Red Robin would have been… Well, yuck.”


  
     
  


  “Astra.” Taking my offered hand, he returned a firm shake. He looked like his voice, completely bald, bull-neck, solid and competent, and he gave me a quick scan. Under the dust and scorch I must have looked alright, because he chuckled.


  
     
  


  “Glad it was you, then. Hate to have a hero go down on my watch.”


  
     
  


  “Do you know anything about them, yet?”


  
     
  


  “Only that they’re locals.” He rubbed his head. “The DSA hasn’t warned us about any local chapters, but both are in our database for public disturbances. My guess is they’ve just been talk till now, and Shankman’s campaign pushed them into action.”


  
     
  


  So now we had a team of supervillains and homicidally paranoid normals with bad intentions. We were never coming off of Def-1. Lei Zi must have read something in my face, because she exhaled and deliberately relaxed.


  
     
  


  “I apologize for my outburst, captain,” she said. Then, quietly, “Astra, I’d like you to return to the Dome; we left no one on watch.”


  
     
  


  I looked back at the cleanup, nodded. “Thanks, boss. Captain.” He flipped me a salute as I took off.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Dr. Beth actually sighed when I walked into the infirmary. It hurt to peel out of my costume bodysuit (pretty much a loss, miracle-weave or not) and my breath hitched when I raised my arms. He took one look at my scans and ordered me off patrol duty for at least three days. And no workouts.


  
     
  


  “Watch” is a joke; it’s not like the TV shows, where a superteam has a monitor room and they spend all their time watching the news feeds and listening to emergency-channel chatter and waiting for Things To Happen. Dispatch plugged right into the Chicago Emergency Dispatch System along with police and emergency services; we got our calls when a situation met a determined set of circumstances. So being on watch just meant waiting—and training, studying, eating, sleeping, or catching up on paperwork while waiting. In my case, catching up on schoolwork for the classes I wasn’t attending right now.


  
     
  


  So I carefully showered and changed into a fresh costume, with one eye to Chicago News’ live coverage of the mess. Willis brought me a sandwich and, in my room and mask off, I filed my after-action report, called Mom (I didn’t call the Bees; the way I felt now, we’d have words), and then called the hospital to check on Chakra and had to reassure Blackstone I was fine. Apparently Chicago News got a beautiful shot of my encounter with unfriendly fire.


  
     
  


  And he said Chakra was awake! Which meant that now she could speed her healing with her own powers. Just hearing that made me feel a million times better; Chakra and I didn’t have much in common, but she’d become kind of an older sister—an often embarrassing older sister. Maybe an eccentric aunt? After that I settled in and killed time studying up on the Paladins.


  
     
  


  Apparently their founder, Daniel Nathanial Allred, started the first chapter in rural Vermont just a year after the Event. The report said they were mostly survivalists and weekend-warriors; they stocked food and weapons in their compounds against the day when we took over, and did a lot of pamphleteering and online ranting. But a recent DSA report hinted that they might be developing “action arms” (Gee, do you think?).


  
     
  


  The rest of the team returned, and Lei Zi kept the debriefing short, reminding us to file equipment expenditures for used zip-ties and such, and stood us all down; unless something major blew up—literally—all Dispatch calls would be shared among the Guardian teams for the rest of the day. Artemis and I visited the lab to check on Shelly’s progress. The titanium-cased sphere holding her “brain” looked, wow, just spherical and spherical. Vulcan had put up a screen with a task bar for non-geniuses like us to see; the bar looked half-done, which meant about as much as a NASA launch countdown. Then we went up to her rooms. I cautiously stretched out on her big bed and admired her panda picture. She’d had it professionally framed after moving in.


  
     
  


  She stripped off her half mask and dropped her guns and gear before gently sitting on the bed beside me. Propping her head on her knee, she looked me over. “So? Want to hear the skinny?”


  
     
  


  “Just tell me they didn’t get arrested.”


  
     
  


  “Not even Megan. Worst damage was Dane’s cut knuckles. Someone needs to tell that boy you don’t box without gloves.”


  
     
  


  “Why?” I covered my eyes.


  
     
  


  “Because teeth cut and you can break your hand on somebody’s skull.”


  
     
  


  “No, why were they there? It’s not like they’ve ever had the urge to protest anything.”


  
     
  


  “Well…” And I could tell she was smothering laughter. “I think it had something to do with being your friends.”


  
     
  


  I puffed out a breath, giggled, and winced. I’d pay anything for a picture of Annabeth facing down those punks. “Okay, but this has to stop.”


  
     
  


  “Sure. How?”


  
     
  


  Putting my hands down, I looked up at her. “I know you said our project has to wait—but we need to do something now. It’s like… ice cream and murder.”


  
     
  


  “What?”


  
     
  


  “Every summer ice cream sales rise. So does the murder rate. Neither is causative but they’re related. It gets hotter, people buy more ice cream and tempers get shorter. All of this—” I waived a hand vaguely. “It’s like ice cream and murder. Shankman and this morning’s riot, it’s all really about Villains Inc. turning up the heat.  Atlas always said we do what we do so people would feel safe. They don’t feel safe. One big fight with lots of civilian casualties, and it’s all going to explode. We need to turn down the heat.”


  
     
  


  She closed her mouth. “That’s…actually pretty much what Blackstone is saying. Without the ice cream.”


  
     
  


  “So why can’t we—”


  
     
  


  “I never said we couldn’t; I said I needed information. Which I’ve got. I know where you man is hiding. We can go talk to him tonight.”
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  Chapter Thirty One


  There’s an art to fighting another Atlas-type. A solid hit can knock one back pretty far, but then most of the force of the hit is lost. To get the best bang for your punch you need to force the other guy to absorb the full kinetic force of the hit instead of turning most of it into motion. That means trapping him against something bigger, or getting a good grip on him so he doesn’t go anywhere when you hit him. Which can turn fights like ours into an aerial grappling match with every dirty trick of close-quarters nastiness.


  
     
  


  Astra, The Chicago Interviews.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  The Outfit had “gone to the mattresses.” Which in this context, meant that Robert Early was sleeping on an unknown mattress should Villains Inc. want to kill him in his bed. Artemis had needed to find the mattress so we could talk to him alone, and even with her resources it had taken a bit of work.


  
     
  


  Mr. Early’s mattress wasn’t even in Chicago. Apparently the Outfit had decided to disperse some of its associates for the duration of the war. His wife and daughter had gone to her aunt’s for a holiday, and Robert had crossed the lake; a friend of a friend owned a vacation home in Grand Beach, the little summer resort town on the Michigan side. Right on the beach, it could be reached by boat in a night trip, which made it a good hideaway across the watery state line.


  
     
  


  After nightfall we snuck out through the bay doors, Artemis on my back since I could fly a lot faster than she could float along in mist-form, and I activated my costume’s chameleon mode before heading straight up fast enough to make my passenger complain. A normal person couldn’t have held on. At three thousand feet, we switched our earbugs to their receive-only settings.


  
     
  


  On a clear night the Lake Michigan shoreline is defined by its glowing ring of cities and towns, but since towns aren’t labeled in big glowing letters Artemis steered us by a GPS unit with Mr. Early’s address punched in. I’d Google-Mapped it earlier so I’d recognize it from above; Mr. Early’s friend owned a nice piece of property right on the beach, with an unpretentious main house, a guest house, a pool, and a stairs leading down to a beach deck. Over the lake, we dropped back down to fly close to the water; we might be black holes in the sky, but on a bright and cloudless night there was no reason not to be careful.


  
     
  


  “There!” Artemis pointed ahead and left—I’d forgotten her night-sight was actually better than mine. I corrected as we came in, flying just above the gentle waves. The beach deck stood out, with no neighbors. At her signal I landed in its shadow, heart racing.


  
     
  


  “My turn,” she said, handing me another preset burner-phone with a Bluetooth earset. Nodding, I clipped the cell to my belt and fitted the earset. She tested our setup, then shifted into mist to float up to the deck and out of sight.


  
     
  


  I waited, listening to the lazy waves on the shore, my heart in my throat. Minutes ticked by, and I jumped when my cell buzzed.


  
     
  


  “I’m in,” she said when I answered. “He’s got prime security, but not from the inside out. The upstairs balcony door is open and I’ve turned the outside systems off.”


  
     
  


  For a moment, just a moment, I opened my mouth to tell her to get out of there. We were so far off the reservation it wasn’t funny, but we needed this.


  
     
  


  “I’m coming in,” I whispered, and lifted off to ghost up the scrub-covered slope separating the beach from the property’s tree-shrouded backyard. I found Artemis waiting in the doorway—the kick I got from seeing her glowing with a healthy, living light like everyone else still hadn’t worn off—and stepped inside.


  
     
  


  The balcony door opened into a second-floor study, a nice room with leather furniture and shelves of leather bound books between tasteful knickknacks, figurines, even a Swiss clock. She pointed at a paneled door between bookshelves. “Bedroom,” she said softly. “Bodyguard sitting out in the hall, nobody else. How do you want to play it? This isn’t my usual kind of negotiation.”


  
     
  


  “As politely as we can.” I’d been thinking all the way in, and hoped my instinct wasn’t wrong. She smiled. “Thought so. I unplugged the house phones and put away his cell. Left his gun—thought it might make him feel a bit better.”


  
     
  


  I took a breath, squaring my shoulders. “S’okay, it might help at that.” Running through my traditional pre-meeting checklist, I stopped on appearance and switched off chameleon mode, reverting to my proud blue and white. At a nod, Artemis cracked the bedroom door and I entered the darkened bedroom. Not completely dark; Mr. Early had a vanity light on in the bathroom and the door open. Smart. Artemis hung back as I stepped up to the bed and cleared my throat.


  
     
  


  Mr. Early had to have been an Outfit soldier when he was young; he swept up his piece—a businesslike .45—before he’d even sat up, got it aimed at my center of mass before his eyes were fully open, and would have fired if I hadn’t stuck the tip of my index-finger behind the trigger, my fist wrapped around the barrel.


  
     
  


  I waited till he had time to process our positions and come down off his automatic, normally quite effective, reaction to finding an intruder in his room.


  
     
  


  “Softly, Mr. Early,” I said earnestly. “We need to talk, and making a fight of it won’t help anybody.” Then I let go of the gun.


  
     
  


  Hard eyes studied me, then looked past me to Artemis, and finally towards the hallway door.


  
     
  


  When I nodded, he lowered his piece. “Carl,” he called. “I need you to come in here.”


  
     
  


  The hall door opened, checked halfway, and eased partly shut. I held my breath.


  
     
  


  “Are you alright, Mr. Early?” the man on the other side asked. “I see at least one other person with you.”


  
     
  


  How—  Oh. A handy dresser-mirror stood against the wall to the right of the bed, and in it I could see out the door to the tall man holding it open.


  
     
  


  “It’s fine, Carl,” his boss said. “These ladies just want to talk to me.”


  
     
  


  The door opened all the way and Carl stepped inside. He held his gun out but pointed down, conspicuously away from us.


  
     
  


  I exhaled silently, unutterably relieved, and put on Mom’s society smile. “I apologize for arriving unannounced, Mr. Early, and you can’t be comfortable. If we stepped into your study would you join us?”


  
     
  


  He looked surprised, then thoughtful. “Yeah, I would. Carl, go with them.”


  
     
  


  A good soldier, Carl holstered his piece without comment and followed us out. Artemis left the door open behind us so I could hear easily. The wardrobe door opened, closed, and a moment later Mr. Early joined us wearing bright vacation sweats and a pair of loafers without socks. He left his piece in the bedroom.


  
     
  


  “Drinks?” he asked. When we declined he opened up the liquor cabinet and poured himself three fingers of scotch. Taking a sip, he settled and I sat across from him, straightening my cape. Artemis stood behind me, mirroring Carl’s position. With his intensely dark hair, narrow build and face, and air of restrained violence, he and Artemis could have been a matched set—though of course he couldn’t see that under her hooded mask.


  
     
  


  “So,” I said, when Mr. Early’s silence passed me the opening serve. “Do you come here often? Grand Beach is beautiful in the summer. I’ve been out here many times.”


  
     
  


  He took another sip, smiling back but still watching me with shrewd eyes. “My daughter loves it. Swims like a fish and terrorizes the local boys. Organizes everything. Sophie thinks it’s too far from the good stores. What can I do for you, Ms. Astra.”


  
     
  


  And here we go. “We appreciated your message the other day, Mr. Early, but I’m afraid it’s not enough.”


  
     
  


  “It isn’t.”


  
     
  


  “I’m sorry, but no. You know about the Dome attack, and I’m sure you heard of today’s events.”


  
     
  


  “Nothing to do with us.”


  
     
  


  “That is not quite true, Mr. Early. So far you have two dead that we know of, one in a very public attack with a lot of collateral damage. Every new incident of superhuman-on-superhuman violence increases public apprehension, enabling people like our good friend Mr. Shankman to turn up the rhetoric. Blackstone says the Outfit is eating itself, and as far as he’s concerned that’s fine, but every day your war is adding more gas to the fire.”


  
     
  


  “We’re taking care of it.”


  
     
  


  “I’m sorry, but that’s not good enough anymore. The attacks have been public, so now we have to be seen to ‘take care of it.’”


  
     
  


  He grunted. “And why did they send you? Why aren’t I having this conversation with Blackstone?”


  
     
  


  I rolled my eyes. “Plausible deniability?” True enough—what Blackstone didn’t know about couldn’t be his fault. “And do you think he’d leave the hospital to talk with you now?”


  
     
  


  His gaze wavered. Good. Our family’s been hurt, so you wonder how responsible he holds you for it. I closed my mouth and let him think about it.


  
     
  


  He swirled his scotch, set down the glass and sat back.


  
     
  


  “So what can we do? We’re already at war.”


  
     
  


  Somehow I managed to keep my expression neutral.


  
     
  


  “Information, Mr. Early. We need to know what and who we’re facing. Blackstone thinks you revived the old Villains Inc. and it got out of hand.”


  
     
  


  He nodded.


  
     
  


  “Smart man. What has he told you about it?”


  
     
  


  “Only that it was modeled after Murder Inc., your old hitman-for-hire operation.”


  
     
  


  “Meh,” he said. “Maybe. And you guys laid it out but good. Business, no hard feelings. But can you see why we couldn’t just leave it there?”


  
     
  


  “The gangs?”


  
     
  


  “The gangs. They make good buyers, good soldiers, but get a few breakthrough gang-bangers together and they start thinking like comic-book supervillains. They’ve got the powers—why should they take orders?”


  
     
  


  “So you brought Villains Inc. back.”


  
     
  


  “Damn right, and fast. Some, they’re out-of-town hires. Others, they’re street villains themselves—we pay them well and we know where their families live. And we always pay a few of them quietly, let them stay in their own little groups so we know what’s going on on the street and they don’t know what we know. But you cleaned most of those ones out last year when you took down the Brotherhood and the Sanguinary Boys.”


  
     
  


  I leaned forward. “So what happened?”


  
     
  


  “The witch happened. Look.” He retrieved his glass, rolling it between his hands. “The associate who ordered the banker’s hit went over the line. We don’t use those assets for public messages, not anymore. That associate is no longer a concern, and when you guys got on the witch’s tail she should’a taken the severance package we offered her and got out of town. Instead she reached out to our other hires. Don’t ask me how—we kept the guys on our books separate. But she’s pulling them together, wants them working for her and us working for them. Call it management reorganization.”


  
     
  


  “Has she got all of them?”


  
     
  


  His face set. “Not hardly, but we’re having a hard time moving against her, not knowing who to trust. But the world’s bigger than this town, you know? And we have deeper pockets.”


  
     
  


  Great. So they were hiring mercenaries for their war. He smirked, message delivered.


  
     
  


  Behind me Artemis shifted, and it took everything I had not to look back at her. It would be like we were suddenly south of the border with the warring drug-cartels; this fight could burn Chicago down. Or put us under martial law.


  
     
  


  We are so far over our heads. I waited until I could be sure my voice was steady.


  
     
  


  “You know how that’s going to end,” I said. He shrugged.


  
     
  


  “Maybe, but we didn’t start it. We’ll clean our own house.”


  
     
  


  “And we’re in the middle of it. As I said, it’s not good enough. And as you say, it’s your house. Their actions are still your responsibility.”


  
     
  


  His eyes narrowed. “What are you saying?”


  
     
  


  “That people have died under our protection, and they were our responsibility, Mr. Early. You know the people responsible. We want Villains Inc. If not locations, then names or at least descriptions so we know who we’re up against.”


  
     
  


  The silence stretched tight. I listened to the gears of the Swiss clock until he grunted, tossed back the last of his scotch, and set the glass down with a click.


  
     
  


  “This is where I say we don’t like threats, you say it’s not a threat, and we both get counterproductive. So here’s the deal. We take care of our own, and I mean the ones who have stood with us. The rest, you can have them, the one’s we’re sure about. We’ll even tip you the nod when we learn anything you can legally act on that doesn’t compromise our own interests. We keep it friendly between us.”


  
     
  


  I nodded, not trusting myself to say anything.


  
     
  


  “Then we understand each other. I’ll have to speak to some associates, iron out what’s fair, but you can take something home tonight to show our good faith. The witch has three lieutenants I’m sure of.  They’re—”


  
     
  


  Carl took hold of Mr. Early’s head and twisted it with a sickening sound, killing him instantly.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  I froze, but Artemis drew and fired as Mr. Early slumped bonelessly forward over the coffee table, both e-lasers out and snapping. Carl turned to leave, ignoring the shots that should have dropped him twitching to the carpet. Shaking off the shock of sudden death, I launched myself at his back and he slammed me into the wall. Bouncing, I met another kick on the way down. My side exploded in pain as this one threw me across the study desk and into the shelves.


  
     
  


  Pulling myself up, I watched Carl turn on Artemis and I knew. Villain X, the unknown Atlas-type from the Dome attack. Mr. Eager had been wrong in his trust. Carl tossed the couch aside, reached for her, and she danced away into mist.


  
     
  


  “Hey!” I yelled, and hit him with the desk. Oak is heavy and I followed it, smashing us through the balcony doors, taking the fight out into the night.


  
     
  


  He fell, off balance, and I kept up the momentum to smash Carl down into the pool patio. He took the hit and flipped me off over his head. We both paused for breath, floating over the patio.


  
     
  


  “Did you carry the gun to floss your teeth?” I asked.


  
     
  


  He shrugged. “Camouflage. People see you packing, they think that’s what you’ll use. You’re a cutie; let’s see what you’ve got.”


  
     
  


  “Cutie? I’m one of the hundred strongest people on the planet! I’ve gone through three costume changes! I’ve got a rep now! What do I have to do?”


  
     
  


  We smacked into each other and clinched. I used my shorter reach to get a shot in on his solar plexus, locking his diaphragm into spasms, but he got a knee up into the same ribs he’d hit before and my vision exploded. He drove us back down into the patio, me beneath him. Our hit shattered the concrete, collapsing our end into the pool.


  
     
  


  Our slide let me twist and I broke his hold. I got a solid punch on his jaw, two more hits to his stomach, then took one in the head with no room to roll with it.


  
     
  


  My vision swam and I lost my hold. He pulled back for another hit but Artemis came out of mist to put one of her .45s to the base of his skull. Bang. He let go and I fell to the lawn as he climbed into the sky. I leaped after him, and everything went weird and dark.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  “Hope?”


  
     
  


  A hand squeezed my shoulder and I spat out grass.


  
     
  


  “Hope?”


  
     
  


  “This lawn tastes terrible.”


  
     
  


  She actually laughed. “I’m going to roll you over now.”


  
     
  


  I hissed. Too much pain makes you want to not move, not breathe, not think. If you don’t, the pain can’t find you. I opened my eyes to find her resetting her earbug, and reached up to wrap my hand around hers.


  
     
  


  “Don’t,” I managed.


  
     
  


  “Don’t? We’re getting you home right now.”


  
     
  


  “No, we’re not.” I held my breath, sat up carefully, and managed not to pass out. “You’re going home right now. Dispatch can’t track you while you’re mist. That keeps you off the radar till morning.”


  
     
  


  “But—” She shut up and I watched her think it through. I helped her.


  
     
  


  “My first meeting with Mr. Early is in the official record, suitably edited. We can’t leave a murder scene, can’t make tonight not happen, but me being here isn’t—isn’t so bad for us. Somebody has to tell the story to the police, but you can’t be here. This has to look like what it was, a meeting, or it’s over. Help me up.”


  
     
  


  “ No. God, Hope.”


  
     
  


  “I’ll be fine, Jacky.” I forced a smile; desperation can make an actor out of anybody. “And you get the wonderful job of explaining it all to Blackstone. My part is easy; I only have to talk to Berrien County’s finest. They’ll be here in a few minutes.”


  
     
  


  “Sirens?”


  
     
  


  I nodded, standing up on my own now that the world had decided to hold still.


  
     
  


  “I’ll be fine,” I repeated, and she gave up. “Don’t move,” she said, and disappeared to reform on the balcony and duck inside. In moments she was back to take the cell and Bluetooth from me.


  
     
  


  “I reconnected the phones. You’ll have to explain the security—”


  
     
  


  “S’okay. Go.”


  
     
  


  “If you—”


  
     
  


  “Go.”


  
     
  


  She swirled into mist, fading from sight. If she caught a good wind, she’d be home long before sunrise. The sirens drew closer, the flashing lights illuminating the property’s bordering trees, and I crushed my earbug before dropping it in the grass and limping over to a pool chair, back to not thinking. Getting arrested was so going to suck.
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  Episode Four: Endgames


  Chapter Thirty Two


  Repeat after me: a superhero is not a vigilante, a superhero is not a private investigator, a superhero is not a freelance do-gooder with a self-issued license to…to do good!


  
     
  


  Astra (Repeated with variations many, many times.)


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Sheriff Deitz put me in the office cell, the one that shared the room with the desks and filing cabinets, and left me in the custody of Deputy Sweet. Deputy Angel Sweet. Really. She stayed to watch me and answer calls while he rejoined the state troopers at the crime scene; he had jurisdiction, but they had the manpower. I couldn’t complain about the cell—with bars on two sides and the door open, I wasn’t sinking under claustrophobic flashbacks of the Dark Anarchist’s private cell block.


  
     
  


  Which meant instead of wigging out, I could wallow in my own stupidity.


  
     
  


  Because tonight had been the worst idea in the history of ever, and it had been all mine. By the time the sheriff and deputy had made their way around to the back of the Grand Beach property, conveniently lit by automatic outside lights, I’d been ready to confess to anything just so they’d keep me in Michigan and I wouldn’t have to face Blackstone again. Except then he’d cross the lake just to testify at my trial.


  
     
  


  Of course they arrested me. Politely detained me for questioning, really; with a body upstairs, a hole in the wall, and the study desk floating in the cracked pool, they hadn’t had a lot of choice. At least I’d had the presence of mind to make a coherent statement, and Sheriff Deitz never asked if my meeting had begun with trespassing, and so far nobody had asked if Artemis had been within a hundred miles of any of this.


  
     
  


  And now that I’d calmed down, I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to be charged with anything. They’d taken my gloves and trace from my hands for forensics before driving me to the Grand Beach Sheriff’s Office (it was pretty obvious how Mr. Early had died, and Sheriff Deitz wanted to be able to solidly confirm I wasn’t the one who’d twisted his head around). So now I had to face Blackstone and tell the parentals that their beloved daughter, who’d never even gotten a speeding ticket, had spent a night in jail. Looking at the clean white ceiling, I reminded myself that Canada was close.


  
     
  


  “How are you feeling?” Deputy Sweet asked from her desk. When they’d come around the side of the house she’d been carrying the biggest civilian weapon I’d ever seen—a tri-barreled thing she probably used to hunt dinosaurs—and she wasn’t happy to be babysitting now. She wore a crisp deputy’s uniform, complete with tie and forest-ranger hat, but the way she moved screamed special-ops and she’d been ready to shoot.


  
     
  


  Sheriff Deitz, on the other hand, had simply introduced himself and asked if I could tell him what had happened, like interviewing beat-up superheroes on Grand Beach lawns was something he did every day. Is Grand Beach more exciting than I thought?


  
     
  


  I blinked and realized I’d spaced her question.


  
     
  


  “I’m fine,” I said half-honestly. My ribs stabbed with each breath but I wasn’t coughing blood anymore, which meant my healing power was handling it (I’d swear it was working faster each time I took a beating). They’d offered me a chair in the office, but I’d taken the cell cot instead. I was beginning to wonder if it was my fate to always take it in the ribs. Fate lacked imagination.


  
     
  


  “Are you going to tell me I should see the other guy?” she asked, arching a narrow eyebrow when I didn’t go on.


  
     
  


  “Nope,” I sighed. “He won this one. We’re oh-for-two now.” And I was so going to fix that, assuming I didn’t fly to Canada.


  
     
  


  “The house has a news helicopter over it now,” she said, eyes on her desk computer. “Good shot of the backyard.” She chuckled when I groaned and covered my eyes. They’d given me my one phone-call (I took the coward’s option, calling Dispatch instead of Blackstone), and I was sure somebody was on their way. Just in time to run into all the newsies.


  
     
  


  To my complete horror, the front door opened and Blackstone stepped into the railed-off visitor’s area, trailed by New Tom.


  
     
  


  Unless you avoid the circus completely, duh. Shelly wasn’t here anymore and she could still get sarcastic at me.


  
     
  


  “Deputy Sweet, I assume?” His eyes twinkled as he removed his top hat with a small flourish.


  
     
  


  “Who wants to know?” She stood and came around her desk, not giving an inch. Blackstone blinked, then smiled with great charm.


  
     
  


  “Blackstone the Magician, my dear. Not, of course, Blackstone the Great, or his son Harry Blackstone Jr. I am merely a devoted disciple of their art, allowed to do by gift what they accomplished by diligent craft.”


  
     
  


  “Okaaay… Astra?”


  
     
  


  I’d managed to sit up with only a small, silent squeak. “Yes, Angel. That’s my boss.”


  
     
  


  Five minutes later I’d been bundled out of the station and into the back of one of our town cars. How did they get here so quickly? Deputy Sweet elicited my promise to return to answer any further questions should Sheriff Deitz think it necessary, and closed the car door on me with a smile. She seemed glad to be rid of me; I obviously hadn’t impressed her, and I meant more paperwork.


  
     
  


  The car door closed the dividing window dropped, showing me how they’d gotten here: they’d flown. Lei Zi watched me in the rearview mirror while New Tom started the car and pulled out of the small parking lot. He took us down a side street, and once out of sight of the main road I felt the wheels leave the ground as she floated us away on a cloud of supporting electrostatic fields.


  
     
  


  Blackstone’s smile disappeared.


  
     
  


  “Artemis reported your injuries and Dr. Beth is waiting for you,” he said.


  
     
  


  “I’m sorry,” I whispered. It was all I could do to keep my voice from cracking.


  
     
  


  “There’s time for that later. What did you learn tonight?”


  
     
  


  “No names.” I dropped my head back. “Mr. Early said that not all of their villains had gone over to Hecate’s side, and they’re bringing in outside help. Then he died, and I can tell you what Villain-X looks like. What are we going to do?”


  
     
  


  Blackstone stroked the silver head of his cane.


  
     
  


  “You are going to give Fisher the same description I imagine you gave Sheriff Dietz. And then once Dr. Beth checks you out, you’re out of the field until further notice.”


  
     
  


  “But—”


  
     
  


  “Go home, Hope.” He sighed.


  
     
  


  “I am reminded,” he said, “of a young lady who decided to help a mysterious and possibly mercenary vigilante thwart an assassination attempt in the middle of a convention full of superheroes.”


  
     
  


  “Tonight was my idea.”


  
     
  


  “Amazing. Artemis has claimed credit also—and, yes, she called me the minute she left you, before she set out across the lake. Vulcan sent the drone to meet her.”


  
     
  


  I sat upright and gasped. “She’s lying,” I said when I recovered my breath. “I mean—”


  
     
  


  “I know, and I believe you. If she had thought of it, she would have kept it to herself and gone solo. Fortunately she called me on my private line; there is no official record of her admission.” He frowned wearily.


  
     
  


  “Hope, I gave you a pass on your California adventure, but tonight… Let us leave aside the question of your entry to Mr. Early’s property. You are not a private citizen; you are a state actor, as much as any police officer or city inspector. This means the City of Chicago is responsible for actions you undertake as Astra, and by going to Grand Beach in costume you engaged in official investigative activities far outside our jurisdiction. From our phone conversation, Sheriff Dietz seems a reasonable man and I don’t think he’ll be filing a complaint But he could.”


  
     
  


  I wanted to disappear. I knew that, and the relationship between the Sentinels and the City of Chicago was fragile enough already. The last thing I’d wanted to do tonight was add to Blackstone’s worries.


  
     
  


  Watching me, he nodded.


  
     
  


  “Good enough, then. Write your after-action report as soon as Dr. Beth is finished. I realize Artemis wasn’t there, but perhaps she can help you recall some details. It’s been a long night. Then go home. You need to rest, regardless, and you’ll be on leave until the review board has a chance to read your report and you have a chance to heal.”


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Dr. Beth was not happy with me, and this time he wrapped my abused ribs in carbon-fiber bandages to give them some support—and apparently to keep me from breathing deeply enough to do anything, since the improvised “medical corset” made me light-headed at the slightest effort. His orders were “Don’t run, don’t lift, above all don’t fight.” I couldn’t have agreed more; once he released me and I’d dictated a report, alone, I made a call to Rush’s voice mail and one to Vulcan’s and then let New Tom drive me home in my car. Managing to sneak in quietly, I crawled into bed and dropped into slumberland the instant my head hit the pillow, the pain far away.


  
     
  


  Cherry blossoms fell like snow to float on the breeze, and burning hounds howled around the base of the hill. The white fox sitting beside me panted for breath.


  
     
  


  “They can’t pass the tori,” he said, watching them mill in front of a freestanding gate of red-painted wood columns.


  
     
  


  I strung the wildflowers in my lap into twists of white rope and watched the hounds mill about below. Their howls sounded frantic, painful, as they looked every which way but up at us. It made me sad.


  
     
  


  “They can’t see me here, either.” The fox yawned. “So she drives them and kills them.” It put its front paws on my knee and stretched up till its whiskers tickled my chin. “Scratch behind my ears. Now.”


  
     
  


  I woke up to find Graymalkin sitting on my chest and nosing my chin, and realized it was Sunday, one week since my trip to Los Angeles.


  
     
  


  What was all that about? Scratching Gray’s ears, I called her a pretty kitty while she purred. It was so not my kind of random dream—not like the last one, which had so obviously been my subconscious mind knocking on my forebrain and saying Hello, Kitsune equals Japanese fox equals Yoshi the not-manager, hello?


  
     
  


  When I failed to have any eureka! moments, I got up. Over breakfast, I broke the news of last night’s adventure to the parentals and found them worryingly unconcerned. As in, completely. Instead, Mom thwarted my attempt to mope around waiting for Rush and Vulcan to call by practically throwing me into “that nice spring dress” and dragging me off with them to mass at St. Chris. Afterward, I lit a candle for Mr. Early while they conspicuously lingered to talk to friends. Giving it a moment’s thought, I added one for Charming, then another for Nemesis and two more for the bystanders he killed and the ones from the Dome. And as always, candles for Atlas and Ajax and Nimbus. Father Kreiski gave me a funny look as he passed, and he had a point; my votive offerings were getting kind of large. I knew way too many dead people.


  
     
  


  Work on that, please? I asked the Holy Mother. I didn’t want to know any more.


  
     
  


  When I turned to go I bumped into Jacky and Father Nolan. A little healthy pink had appeared in her cheeks since she’d gotten a pulse and come out in the daylight, but she still looked like an evil Snow White. The red dress didn’t help.


  
     
  


  What happened to Def-1? I was benched, procedurally and medically, but she should have been on station just in case.


  
     
  


  She read my mind. “Almost useless during the day, remember?” she said quietly. “Wait while I talk to the nice priest?” I nodded and they disappeared. Nobody’s eyes followed them out; I had to find out just how much of her ‘influence’ she could really use when the sun was up. Was she sending out Don’t Look At Me vibes?


  
     
  


  I let the parentals know I’d wait for Jacky (they weren’t surprised, so, aha), found a quiet pew, and tried to relax. So naturally both Vulcan and Rush called in minutes of each other, making me jump both times—I hate the vibrate setting. Vulcan gave me the thumbs-up on Shelly, and promised to have my own special request done by the time I’d healed; when I offered to come in for measuring, he reminded me Andrew had my stats down to the micron. Rush called to thank me for finding a place for Jamal, bug me for not telling him about Master Li, and let me know my requested addition to his combat-pack was an easy add—at least once he fixed the rack on his cycle for it.


  
     
  


  Jacky finally came back and took me to lunch at Trattoria’s, the new Italian-Greek restaurant in the Harrison Arts District. She ordered the Greek pizza with house cheese while I stuck with grilled salmon in lemon sauce with basil (yum!). Tucking into my entre and looking at the framed paintings of sun-drenched Mediterranean villas that covered the walls, I finally started to relax; we were just two girls, out for a Sunday lunch.


  
     
  


  Until she told me we were lesbian lovers.
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  Chapter Thirty Three


  There are three of Me: me when I’m Astra, me with the mask off, and the me the newsies insist lives a much more exiting life.


  
     
  


  Terry Reinhold, quoting Astra in “This is a job for…”


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Some revelations should not be made over lunch.


  
     
  


  Jacky started innocently enough, confessing complicity with Mom and Dad; I’d guessed right—she’d called them before sunrise to let them know what went down and that I was fine but ordered to take it easy. She had arranged to meet me after mass. Then she hit me with it.


  
     
  


  “Terry called last night,” she said after downing a bite of pizza with an expression of absolute bliss.


  
     
  


  “Terry Reinhold? The journalist?”


  
     
  


  “There are other Terry’s?” She carefully tucked a long string of cheese away. After doing my interview last year, Terry had become the go-to newsy for Sentinels interviews; he’d done Jacky, and then Lei Zi, Seven, and Riptide as they’d each joined the team. I felt a gathering sense of doom.


  
     
  


  “Did he want to know about last night?” Questions about talking to known mobsters—dead known mobsters—would be, well, awkward.


  
     
  


  “Actually, no.” Jacky didn’t smile, but her eyes were dancing.


  
     
  


  “Well that’s something, I guess,” I said cautiously. Maybe the Sentinels’ could avoid all the blowback from our wild adventure.


  
     
  


  “He got a call from a friend who works for The Daily Metropolis, you know the one?”


  
     
  


  Did I; it was the Chicago-based tabloid that devoted most of its page space to the doings, real and imagined, of the city’s hundred-plus capes; only the Hollywood heroes got as much attention as we did. It was the rag that had screamed the loudest over my supposed underage status, and over the whole Atlas-Astra thing because of it.


  
     
  


  “Well, his Daily Met friend sent him some pictures and asked for his opinion. When we bailed out of the car in the 7-11 parking lot Saturday, someone got some shots of us.” Jacky was working really hard on not grinning. Doom doom doom, but I couldn’t see it.


  
     
  


  “So they got some pictures to sell,” I said. “We had our masks on before we got out.” My panicked memory told me that yes, we did.


  
     
  


  “Yes, we did,” she reassured me. “And I’ve got to say I’ve never seen anyone that good at getting dressed in a backseat. Something I should know?”


  
     
  


  “No. Just a childhood going from school to field hockey to Foundation stuff. I can do my face in downtown traffic, too.”


  
     
  


  “Okay.” She shrugged, lips twitching. “Anyway, here’s the money shot.” She held up her cellphone so I could see; it showed the two of us standing beside the sedan. I was helping Jacky with the last few buckles. Masks were on and it looked alright to me.


  
     
  


  “So?”


  
     
  


  She rolled her eyes. “Geez, Hope, you’re so naïve. We were caught piling out of the car? Half-dressed? Look again.”


  
     
  


  I looked. My cape was askew—I’d straightened it when we landed on the tower—and Artemis’ costume was definitely still all about, but it was just a shot of the two of us getting out of the car helping each other dress before taking off to answer the alert!


  
     
  


  I didn’t spit my salmon across the room, or scream, or yell Oh my God! Mom raised me better than that. But I stopped breathing until my vision cleared. My eyes must have been saucers.


  
     
  


  “We’re…”


  
     
  


  “Uh huh.”


  
     
  


  “We’re…”


  
     
  


  “Lesbian lovers. Saphic sisters. Chick chicks.” Now her grin split her face. “At least we will be tomorrow morning when the copy hits the checkout stands.”


  
     
  


  I pushed my plate away, dropped my elbows on the table, and covered my eyes.


  
     
  


  “This is— I don’t know what this is, it’s so beyond anything.”


  
     
  


  “We’re going to raise Atlas’ child together.”


  
     
  


  Now I screamed. A squeak, really, but heads turned towards our corner. I glared till they looked away.


  
     
  


  “So now I’m not just a Lolita,” I hissed when I found the air. “I’m a pregnant bisexual Lolita? Mom and Dad are going to die.”


  
     
  


  “I don’t know—they’re already grandparents.”


  
     
  


  “You’re lucky I don’t shoot death-beams with my eyes.”


  
     
  


  She took another bite of pizza. “This is really good. Want a slice?”


  
     
  


  “So lucky.”


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  In revenge I took her therapy-shopping; since she wasn’t a fiend of the night anymore, she really needed a new wardrobe. I needed the Bees for the full effort, and I had to read them in on the sensational revelations of tomorrow anyway. Megan was snarkely thrilled for us, Julie horrified, Annabeth ready to set fire to the Daily Met, and I felt better. Or not better, but at least strong enough not to cull Chicago’s wild newsy population the next day.


  
     
  


  Ignoring that, the next four days should have been great. I got to hit every class, startling professors and classmates resigned to knowing me as an occasional face attached to top grades, hung out on campus with the Bees, and actually got to catch the social side of student life. I even introduced the girls to Jamal—and had to fight hard to keep them from turning him into a makeover project. Smart boy, he relegated them to the Big Sister’s Annoying Friends category and put up with their enthusiasm. He fell hard for Annabeth. Dane didn’t mind; they always do, and in his opinion it just showed good sense.


  
     
  


  But as my ribs healed, the only updates from the Dome were on Shelly’s “neuro-integration process” (whatever that meant). And my public absence only fed the fireworks kicked off by the horrible story. At least The Story almost completely buried the Grand Beach Incident, but it also gave Mr. Shankman one more “sad example of the depravity of self-appointed heroes.” Quin had to be going crazy; I’d become the Bad Girl of the team, which was just surreal, and all Quin could do was repeat the news-point that I remained on the injured list. Meanwhile, two more supervillain slayings hit the news—one with a high bystander bodycount—and everyone seemed to be screaming for the Sentinels to Do Something.


  
     
  


  At last Dr. Beth called me in, smiled over the good, strong remodeling he found in my ribs, and ended my exile.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  “She looks so…normal,” I said.


  
     
  


  The woman on the Assembly Room screen could have been someone’s aunt. Brown hair showed grey streaks, and narrow librarian’s glasses framed a nice, lived-in face. Her mouth, lined by a bitter twist, spoiled the picture; she was unhappy and mad about it. Did she look like someone capable of summoning a demon to render victims into soup? No.


  
     
  


  “That’s the best, most recent picture we have,” Fisher said as we all looked her over.


  
     
  


  The Friday morning briefing played to a full room. Fisher brought us all up to speed on the Hecate investigation, and two more heroes sat at the table: Watchman and Variforce. I knew Watchman as Lieutenant Dahmer, and his fitted leather jumpsuit—military cut, green and darker green, with silver shield on the left breast and Sentinels’ patch on the right shoulder, topped by a black military beret—made me wonder if he remembered he’d gone civilian. He sat at attention.


  
     
  


  I sat stiffly myself, wearing the armor Vulcan had worked up for me. A solid piece of molded armor covered my torso as part of my bodysuit (the cape buckled onto it) and left my arms bare. Vulcan called it a cuirass. Bracers replaced my gloves, and “greaves” and “poleyns” (I was beginning to think Vulcan was a history geek) molded into my boots protected my legs all the way up over my knees. It all looked kind of like fancy motorcycle armor, and was made of The Stuff—in this case cooked up to be stronger than titanium or ceramic composites. Vulcan had made it metallic blue to match the rest of my costume.


  
     
  


  Sitting to my left, Variforce looked bothered .


  
     
  


  “Are we sure Dr. Millibrand is this Hecate person?” he asked. “From what I understand, we have only circumstantial evidence and hearsay connecting her to Mr. Moffat’s murder.”


  
     
  


  “Which is why we don’t have a General Warrant out for her arrest just yet,” Fisher agreed. “But we are circulating her picture to all the CAI teams and police precincts.”


  
     
  


  A former US Marshal, Variforce came to us as a new recruit through the Department of Superhuman Affairs; his ability to project and manipulate articulated variable-property force fields made him great on offense and defense, and Blackstone was serious about ramping up our fighting strength. His black and silver spandex bodysuit flaunted a physique as tight as a Chicago Opera Ballet dancer’s, but he looked anything but girly.


  
     
  


  “However,” Fisher continued, “we do have a General Warrant for this man.” A point and click brought up a shot of Mr. Early’s bodyguard from Saturday night. I looked at his dark, heavy-jawed profile, and swallowed, remembering the sick snap when he twisted his boss’s head around.


  
     
  


  “Sheriff Deitz passed along Astra’s description, along with corroborative descriptions from the neighbors. ‘Villain-X’ is Sergeant Jason Leavitt, formerly of the US Army. Sergeant Leavitt finished serving four years in military prison last year, for improper actions during his unit’s deployment in Iran. He is an A Class Atlas-type who experienced his breakthrough during basic training, and he is considered extremely dangerous by the DSA. If you find him, you are to serve the warrant with all the force you need to bring.”


  
     
  


  I looked across the table at Watchman; I remembered his easy humor, but he wasn’t smiling now. One of his own, gone bad. He caught my eye, and nodded.


  
     
  


  Another click, and we were looking at a split-picture of two men, the guy on the right a ratty-looking blond and the guy on the left a dark-haired… average kid. The kind of kid you expected to see behind a counter asking “Do you want fries with that?”


  
     
  


  “We still don’t have a complete roster of Villains Inc.,” Fisher said. “But from your own encounter, we know these two; Tin Man and Flash Mob. Tin Man appears to have stepped up his game, from remote-controlled housebreaking robots to serious threats like your dragon last week. Flash Mob is a military nut who was turned down by the US Marines for psychological reasons. He loves big guns, big explosions, and can spontaneously generate twenty or so short-lived duplicates—all just as crazy as he is, and determined to have fun before they disappear.


  
     
  


  “Hecate, Tin Man, and Flash Mob are all what the military calls force projectors. Since force projectors don’t engage in fighting directly, it’s very hard for us to prove their involvement in any specific crime; you can imagine how valuable this made them with the Outfit.”


  
     
  


  Fisher brought up Kitsune’s picture next, his Yoshi Miyamoto-face. “We have had no luck following Kitsune’s trail,” he said. “However, Jenny followed a hunch that our shapeshifter’s chosen codename, being Japanese, might mean that our suspect is, in fact, Japanese. Combining it the latest name and face Astra provided for us, she found this.”


  
     
  


  The picture changed to the redheaded half-Japanese Kitsune I saw in the attack on the Dome.


  
     
  


  “This is Rei Pascarella. Her mother’s maiden name was Mari Miyamoto; she changed her given name to Mary when she married Johnny Pascarella.  Ms. Miyamoto was the daughter of Yoshi Miyamoto, a Japanese businessman.”


  
     
  


  “Was, Detective Fisher?” Blackstone asked.


  
     
  


  “Yes, sir. Mary and Johnny Pascarella, and their daughter, were killed in a home-invasion gone bad five years ago. The murders remain unsolved, but a flag in the case-file leads to our Organized Crime Division; it appears Johnny was a wiseguy who was quietly negotiating to turn state’s evidence and get out of Outfit. Internal Affairs couldn’t find any evidence of a leak, and now it’s a cold case.”


  
     
  


  “And Mr. Miyamoto?”


  
     
  


  “Disappeared three years ago. He had no other family, and it took us awhile to get his information from Osaka Prefecture in Japan.” Fisher brought up a picture of a grandfatherly Japanese gentleman.


  
     
  


  “Right,” Rush laughed. “And what are the odds it’s coincidence?”


  
     
  


  “None at all,” Fisher said. “Jenny gave us this.” The push of a button de-aged the face and I stared at the Yoshi I met in the club. “We are proceeding on the assumption that Kitsune is in fact Yoshi Miyamoto, aged 78, of Osaka Japan. And the ten million was never his objective; he’s here to collect on his debts.”


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  When the briefing broke up, Chakra and Quin stopped to welcome me back. Artemis waved and then disappeared, but Fisher took me aside before I could follow her.


  
     
  


  “Got a few minutes, kid? And a place?” He held up his pack of cigs and I grinned.


  
     
  


  “Blackstone? Can we have the room?”


  
     
  


  Chakra took Blackstone’s arm and gave us a wink. “Play nice,” she said as they left. I picked up an empty coffee cup and slid its saucer over to Fisher. “Instant ashtray.”


  
     
  


  “Thanks.” He lit up, sighed. “Glad to see you’re alright. Nice look.”


  
     
  


  “My ribs approve. What have I missed?”


  
     
  


  “Five more hits, two in public—hard to say which side hit which. Garfield is ready to take the investigation from me and hand it all to Organized Crime. Has Kitsune been in touch with you again?”


  
     
  


  I shook my head. “Why would he?”


  
     
  


  “No idea. But why did he reach out to you the second time?” He shrugged, obviously not expecting an answer.


  
     
  


  I thought about Saturday night’s Kitsune-dream. It hadn’t faded like dreams normally do. “There is one thing…” I said. And I told him.


  
     
  


  He took a long drag when I finished, stubbed out the cig.


  
     
  


  “Burning hounds, huh? And she kills them?”


  
     
  


  “That’s what the fox said.”


  
     
  


  “Then there’s something I want you to see.”
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  Chapter Thirty Four


  Only a decade into the superhero era, we are already seeing recycled names. Possibly this is because there are only so many cool superhero codenames. Certainly in the case of Watchman, Chicago’s new Sentinel, it’s not a legacy-name; its previous owner was a B Class aerokinetic who worked for Night Patrol in San Francisco. The Sentinels paid Watchman’s estate an undisclosed sum to acquire all copyright and trademark rights to the name, just so their newest Atlas-type recruit wouldn’t be called Awesome Man.


  
     
  


  From Terry Reinhold’s City Watch Column


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  When Fisher said he wanted to show me something, it was usually a body. He never said it was, but I was getting good at anticipating the need to disassociate from the next thing I saw. I didn’t have anything scheduled till the afternoon training sessions and I’d been ordered to take it easy anyway, so I checked out with Dispatch while Fisher called ahead. Dispatch listed me as Active, allowing Watchman (who’d stood up for me since Sunday) to fly out to Washington. Since Fisher wanted to talk enroute, he drove me down to the Cook County Morgue.


  
     
  


  To my surprise, the Chief Medical Examiner took time for us herself. Dr. Abigail Sinclair had a warm Southern drawl and a laugh that dripped like honey. She smelled like vanilla, wore pearls with her suit, and liked to touch whoever she talked to—which was mostly Fisher. She took us up two floors to a smaller examination room where she’d laid out two bodies.


  
     
  


  “Here we are, sugar,” she said. “I kept our last two; we couldn’t keep the family from claiming victim number one.”


  
     
  


  Fisher shrugged. “Shouldn’t be a problem, Doc. Can you tell Astra what you told me?”


  
     
  


  Snapping on some gloves, she twitched aside the cover over the first body to bare the head and torso. I swallowed.


  
     
  


  “The medical term for this is cooked,” Dr. Sinclair “Call me Abby” said.  “Which is impossible.”


  
     
  


  The body hadn’t been burned, even I could see that. It—he—still had his dark shock of hair and thick eyebrows.


  
     
  


  “The victim’s clothes were intact,” she said to me. “Not even singed, and he collapsed in the middle of a crowd. Until then nobody noticed him. The first reading of his core temperature was ridiculous; he couldn’t have been alive, let alone walking down a street, and the degree of…baking…indicated he’d been that hot for hours.”


  
     
  


  Fisher watched me, and I forced myself to think about what I was looking at. There was something wrong about it, and not just the condition of the body.


  
     
  


  I opened my mouth, and a different question spilled out. “Was it… did it hurt?”


  
     
  


  “No way to tell, kid,” Fisher said softly. “But I don’t think so. Witnesses said he was just walking slowly, and dropped without a sound. Like he’d passed out. The others were the same.”


  
     
  


  That helped, but he didn’t offer anything else, which wasn’t like him. Even Abby looked puzzled.


  
     
  


  When I took a step closer, the wrongness grew. I spun to look at Fisher.


  
     
  


  “This is—”


  
     
  


  “This is what?”


  
     
  


  “Magic.” The body didn’t have the same too-real feeling of the special room in the Dome, but it was close—like a lingering smell or fading after-image.


  
     
  


  Fisher didn’t blink. “And the other one?” I stepped around to the second table, shaking my head when Abby offered to uncover the body. “This one, too. But… not as much.”


  
     
  


  He snorted. “That one is the second victim, found on Tuesday. Our man here died last night. Dr. Cornelius told me about your ‘sensitivity’ before he skipped town, and that it might last awhile. Good to know he was right.”


  
     
  


  Abby looked interested. “You can sense supernatural effects, honey? That would be very useful. We get a few ‘cause unknown’ cases every year, and we’ve got no magic breakthroughs on staff to sniff out curses.”


  
     
  


  I must have let my panic show, because Fisher shook his head. “We can talk about that later, Doc.” He took my elbow. “We really need to be going.”


  
     
  


  “But—”


  
     
  


  “I’ll call. Promise.” He got me out of there quick, leaving the doctor with her mouth open, and didn’t say anything else until we were back in the car.


  
     
  


  “Wow,” I said when I could trust my voice. “You’d better apologize with wine and candles.”


  
     
  


  He glanced at me. “You’re laughing.”


  
     
  


  “Yes,” I giggled. “And thanks for the save. Ugh!” Shuddering, I leaned back and closed my eyes, trying to get the image of the dead man out of my head. What a wonderful first day back… Think of kitties. “Those were some of the hits you talked about?”


  
     
  


  “Actually, no. The first case didn’t even cross my desk—Garfield gave it to Phelps. I caught the second. He’s a John Doe, but his face came up in our image recognition software.”


  
     
  


  “Huh? How?”


  
     
  


  “After you told me Mr. Miyamoto was probably Kitsune, I pulled the security footage from The Fortress. Nemesis found his target because victim number two pointed him out. The weird bit is that, looking at all the tapes, number two got plenty of room—like everybody could smell him and gave him lots of space, but nobody even looked at him. He had to grab Nemesis to get his attention. You can watch the files if you want.”


  
     
  


  “But you couldn’t ID him.”


  
     
  


  “Nope. But his picture went in our database, and two days later he popped up dead on the street.”


  
     
  


  “So, what—”


  
     
  


  The curbside mailbox shattered the windshield into a million tiny flying slivers and hammered Fisher through his seat and into the back of the car. I stared at the blue box steel beside me, and then reflexively ducked and covered my head as we swerved, slid, caught something and rolled end over end. The crunch as we met the tree and wrapped around it ended our trip. I found myself upside down and pinned against the shredded bark, my window gone.


  
     
  


  No. No. No. He’s dead. He’s dead. God, please let us have missed everybody.


  
     
  


  “Are you commuting now, Astra?”


  
     
  


  Villain-X waited in the air above me, back in his black costume minus the hooded facemask. He flared in my infrared vision while my inner woogyness told me there was more to him than there should have been. Like the bodies on the slabs.


  
     
  


  I pushed, pealing us away from the stricken oak tree, and pulled free of the wreck.  “Dispatch! I screamed. “Code-red, A, two, Rush delivery!” And I launched.


  
     
  


  Back arched, fists together, true form, I hit him above his center-of-mass and kept accelerating as we headed back down. He oofed, the air knocked out of him, and then we cratered in the intersection. Chunks of concrete flew into the air. Around us bystanders abandoned their cars and ran. The man under me tried to fly, flipping me as I fought to hold us down, and swung me through the corner gas station and into the brick side of its garage.


  
     
  


  I pushed off and flew us through a gas-pump and into the road, digging a trench as I angled us down. My armor-reinforced knee caught him in the gut as he pulled us up, and I spun us again as he wheezed. A round back-hand to my temple rang my ears and I let go.


  
     
  


  Kicking me away, he laughed as I smacked down into the street.


  
     
  


  “I’m going to eat your eyes!” His voice rasped inhumanly and his own eyes flared red. Sweat dripped down his face and he shook his head. “Nice armor,” he added, sounding normal. “Trying to level-up?”


  
     
  


  An eye-twisting blur flashed by me and with a solid smack, Ajax’ huge titanium-headed maul filled my hand. His backup maul; his original weapon lay in pieces on display in the Dome museum.


  
     
  


  “Delivered, RushCrashSprintsSifu evacuatingzonenow,” Rush informed me as fleeing bystanders began disappearing around us. Villain-X saw the motion and dove, and I launched to meet him, swung the maul with a scream. The shock of impact almost made me drop it, but he spun away, decapitating a lamp-post and bouncing parked cars aside as their alarms wailed.


  
     
  


  “Yes!” I screamed. “You are waxed!” I dropped on him, bringing the maul down to shatter the sidewalk as he desperately rolled away. He kicked again, but I twisted to take it on my cuirass, swung, and the maul rang again as he flew backwards and into an abandoned van. Pulling himself out of the wreck, he took off straight up—burning brighter in my infrared sight.


  
     
  


  “Astra!” Lei Zi shouted in my ear. I could barely hear her over the roaring in my head. “The zone is clear—keep him there, help is incoming!”


  
     
  


  I launched myself after him, but he didn’t flee; instead he looped around again to dive. Swinging the hundred-pound maul, I took him in the side with a hit that could have dented main battle-tank armor. He screamed, voice inhuman again, and grabbed my weapon hand, crushing my fingers around the maul’s haft. Instead of letting go, I pulled him into knee range and hit the same spot with a crunch. He let go and I back-swung, a ringing strike to his head.


  
     
  


  He shook it off. And smiled.


  
     
  


  “Delicious,” he said, in that nails-on-chalkboard voice. “You’ll be delicious.” His skin began to blacken and smoke, and my singing euphoria fled, leaving me cold.


  
     
  


  “No,” I said. “No. You’re served.” Then he hit me.


  
     
  


  I got the maul up, but the hit drove it back into me, throwing me down through the gas station’s weather-roof onto another pump. I lost the maul.


  
     
  


  At least I’m keeping him in one spot.


  
     
  


  Scrambling dazedly, I got to my feet before he hit me again, hammering me into the ground. I twisted and rolled, throwing us through the corner of the station in an explosion of concrete blocks and glass. Free, I hit the smoking nightmare with a stricken Chrysler, sweeping him out into the street, and dove for the maul.


  
     
  


  I grabbed it as he grabbed me and squeezed. My armor creaked, but it was like he’d forgotten I was wearing it.


  
     
  


  “Astra,” Lei Zi shouted in my ear. “Take him up and look west!”


  
     
  


  Okay… I tried to find west; it felt like any second he was going to crush my torso armor like a beer can, and then I wasn’t going to be able to breathe. My takeoff surprised him, and I pulled us around, away from the Lake.


  
     
  


  “Brace for incoming!” Shelly cried. Shelly?


  
     
  


  I braced, and heard the missiles before they hit. One missed and auto-destructed ahead of me as the others caught us from behind, the fireball surrounding us. Villain-X took every hit and let go to fall, stunned. I reeled, thrown end over end till I didn’t know where the sky was.


  
     
  


  “I said brace!” Shelly complained as I spun in the air, trying to find her.


  
     
  


  And there she was, so not Robotica. Okay, Robotica if you welded shoulder-launchers and hip-launchers onto her, covered her in molded tank armor, and put her in huge rocket-boots. Even her forearms were Popeye-huge to make room for weapon systems. In the middle of it all, her robot-head looked tiny.


  
     
  


  She launched another volley of missiles, smoke-trails twisting like demented snakes as they bore in on Villain-X and blew him to the ground—right into the gas station entry. Which blew up.


  
     
  


  “Oops,” she said as the fireball climbed.


  
     
  


  “Oops?” I dove to catch the flying weather-roof before it came down on an apartment block, tossing it into the street before dropping down to find my dance partner.


  
     
  


  He found me, rising out of the fire, his black jumpsuit shredded and burning and his unhandsome face made demonic by glowing eyes and bared teeth. He screamed as he climbed. Above me Shelly launched another volley, but I’d had enough; he took Ajax’ maul right between his eyes. Shelly’s smart-missiles swarmed around and past me, reaching out to hammer him as he fell to crater the street.


  
     
  


  Atlas wouldn’t have stood up after that, but somehow he got to his feet. “You can’t—”


  
     
  


  I hit him, maul first, driving him so deep we shattered water mains and collapsed the street into the flood tunnels below. This time he stayed down, steaming as the water sprayed over us. I stood, panting almost hysterically.


  
     
  


  “Astra?” Rush queried. “We’ve got restraints...”


  
     
  


  I nodded, gasping, then remembered to speak. “Bring them down,” I said. “He’s safe for now. Blackstone?”


  
     
  


  “Yes, my dear?”


  
     
  


  Between quick breaths I explained what Fisher had shown me while a blur that might have been Rush twisted our unconscious man into a titanium-wrapped hogtie. “Hang on,” Blackstone said before I’d half-finished. “Chakra and I are coming out.”


  
     
  


  “But—”


  
     
  


  They appeared in a puff of white smoke as Shelly and the team floater touched down behind them, Lei Zi, Seven, The Harlequin, and Riptide piling out. Shelly locked multiple laser-sights on Villain-X, and Blackstone and Chakra carefully climbed down into the crater while Variforce went to work laying a smothering cover of translucent golden force over the gas fire and Riptide directed water from the broken main to douse the secondary fires.


  
     
  


  Chakra calmly knelt beside our fallen villain while Blackstone stood ready to vanish with her at the slightest hint of danger. She touched Villain-X’s forehead and her eyes widened. “He really is burning up inside,” she said. “If he were a normal person he’d be dead now.”


  
     
  


  “Can you save him?” Blackstone asked.


  
     
  


  She looked up. “It’s a different brand of magic, but if I can clear his chakras it might end the possession.”


  
     
  


  “Do it. We need him alive.”


  
     
  


  She put her hands on his temples and began a rolling chant, and he instantly relaxed into what I knew from experience was a coma-like sleep. I turned my back and climbed out of the hole.


  
     
  


  Around me, Lei Zi organized the rest of the team to secure the area, assisted by multiple blurs. Rush, Crash, Sprints, and Sifu?  Sprints was an obvious call-in from the South Side Guardians, but Master Li? He’d left the Army when service in China had tipped his Buddhism into pacifism; just how bad had things really gotten while I was gone?


  
     
  


  Quin examined victims our speedsters hadn’t been able to get out of the way in time. Not many, thank God, and no fatalities. Nobody had been between us and the tree when the car flipped, and Chicagoans knew how to clear a street like nobody’s business. Customers in the stores had evacuated through the back and down the service alleys if the establishments didn’t have their own downstairs shelters.


  
     
  


  My feet took me back up the ruined street, back to Fisher’s car, upside down, windows gone, bent in half where it lay by the tree. Sorry, Fisher—I’m sorry. Amazingly, his pack of smokes had been thrown clear, lying intact by the shattered driver-side windows. I bent down and picked it up.


  
     
  


  “Kid? Could you give me that? And give me a hand?”


  
     
  


  Of course I screamed.
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  Chapter Thirty Five


  Contrary to public perception, the Atlas-types, Ajax-types, and other superhumanly strong and durable breakthroughs, do not pose the greatest danger to national security. By far the gravest threat is posed by breakthroughs capable of unrestricted mobility, able to cross national borders undetected. Shapeshifters, teleporters, force projectors, and others who can avoid detection or interception can deliver an assassin’s bullet, a, bomb, or a weapon of mass destruction to the most secure target, and are therefore capable of doing much more damage than even the strongest Atlas-type breakthrough.


  
     
  


  Department of Superhuman Affairs, Threat Assessment 10.4, Summary.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  I got Fisher out of his car before the police and newsies arrived. He lit up a cig and then looked himself over. His suit jacket was thrashed, out at the shoulders so that padding stuck out, sliced by glass and ripped by the pulling I did getting him out, and he didn’t have a speck of blood on him. His hair was mussed.


  
     
  


  I’d seen him crushed into his backseat by a flying iron mailbox, and his hair was mussed! How could I have forgotten about the weird moment at the Mercedes dealership? Or his not-real history?


  
     
  


  He winked at me. “Later, kid? After we deal with what’s in front of us?”


  
     
  


  I nodded reluctantly, listening to the approaching sirens as Shelly clumped over.


  
     
  


  “Shouldn’t you be guarding Villain-X?” I asked.


  
     
  


  “I’ve got a tag on him,” she said cheerfully. “If he twitches, Blackstone can get Chakra out before I double-tap him again.” She turned to Fisher.


  
     
  


  “Hi, I’m Galatea.”


  
     
  


  “You’re taller.”


  
     
  


  “I’m Galatea 2.0, with heavy combat accessories. We got tired of watching Astra get beat up. Seriously.”


  
     
  


  “Hey!” I protested.


  
     
  


  Fisher laughed and dropped his smoke, rubbing it out with his foot. “If you girls will excuse me, I’ve got to go and stake out my jurisdiction.” He crossed to where a black paddywagon with DSA markings had pulled up, blue siren-lights flashing.


  
     
  


  I blinked when the DSA agents piled out; they were all Platoons in visored helmets and body armor.


  
     
  


  “Are you alright?” Shelly asked in a lower voice. I smiled up at her and knocked on my cuirass. “It worked like a charm, one more thing to thank Vulcan for. Why didn’t you tell me you were up?”


  
     
  


  “I wasn’t until maybe five minutes ago—I was still hooked into a simulator learning how to use everything. Having nearly infinite computation-cycles helps.”


  
     
  


  “So this is you, now?” She was seven feet of blue and white metal; with all the launcher packs, she’d need to turn sideways to squeeze through any door.


  
     
  


  “Plus a couple of layers, yeah.”


  
     
  


  “Well, smile for the cameras.”


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  The police kept the newsies back until the paramedics had removed everyone who needed a ride to the hospital and The Harlequin could make a statement. The Crew actually arrived right behind the emergency vehicles—another sign that things were getting bad. Gantry, Mr. Ludlow, waved at me as he headed for the gas station with a huge widget, obviously ready to plug the leaking underground tank.


  
     
  


  Fisher left with Villain-X in the DSA wagon (Chakra kept him from spontaneously combusting) and Shelly-Galatea asked me for a lift back to the Dome to save wear on her boot-jets; grips in her shoulder pieces let me fly with her the way Atlas used to carry Ajax into a fight.  Lei Zi cleared us and we caught a lot of camera-flash as we lifted off.


  
     
  


  “So?” she asked as we gained altitude and turned east. “Did I rock?”


  
     
  


  I sighed. “Power Chick and Awesome Girl, together again, and I can’t believe we ever used those names.”


  
     
  


  “Yes! Cause it’s been, you know, so fun riding along to watch you get kicked by everything that came by.”


  
     
  


  Wait, what? Hadn’t she been cheering me on?


  
     
  


  “So now I can really mess them up for you!” she gushed.


  
     
  


  Oh God. A grade-school flashback of a huge grin under a bloody nose nearly paralyzed me.


  
     
  


  “Shell…” I said carefully. “This isn’t third grade and you can’t fight for me anymore. You know that, right?”


  
     
  


  “Yup,” she laughed, cheer undiminished as we descended on the Dome. “But I’ve got your back now.”


  
     
  


  We dropped into the load bay and the ceiling closed. I let go and she landed with bent knees, clumping over to a rack that hadn’t been there before. Robot-waldoes cranked out and started peeling.


  
     
  


  “Besides,” she said as launchers and boot-jets and armor pieces retracted onto the rack. “That was just my battle-configuration.” I stared as a smaller Galatea emerged. Stepping out, she pulled off the helmet I’d thought was her head and red hair spilled down. She laughed, green eyes sparkling, and she was Shelly in seriously form-fitting body armor. Tucking her helmet under her arm, she grabbed my hand, still taller than me but not by much. “Didn’t I say you should trust me? Well?”


  
     
  


  “…what?” Like I had any idea what to say.


  
     
  


  She laughed again, showing perfect teeth. “Muscle-mimickers and skin wrap, just like Rush’s hand. Vulcan never bothered for Galatea 1.0 because her lack of emotion just made it so creepy, but under this exo-skeleton armor I’ve got a gynoid frame that’s just me, looking like the day I…” She dropped the smile. “Got terminally stupid. That’s part of what took so long, making all the synthetic muscles and nerves interface right with my new brain.” She squeezed, and it was her hand, not a robot’s. I lost it and threw my arms around her.


  
     
  


  “Hey!” she protested. “Don’t break the chassis! My new bones are tough, but not that tough.”


  
     
  


  “Don’t care,” I whispered. “Vulcan can fix you up. Oh my God, you’re… back. Really back. I’ve missed you so much.”


  
     
  


  “Stupid, I’m just not a ghost in your head, anymore.” She touched my face with a gloved hand, thumb stroking my wet cheeks. “Together again.”


  
     
  


  *****


  
     
  


  Introductions weren’t necessary; everybody already knew Shelly as my Dispatch wingman, and as a “quadriplegic shut-in.” Now they simply assumed she was Galatea’s new “remote-pilot”; only Jacky and Blackstone and now Vulcan knew the truth, and Shell could keep the pretense up easily enough. As she explained it, she was effectively a quantum-mirrored dual brain again—like she’d unknowingly been before she died the first time. Her dominant brain was now inside Galatea, but her secondary brain—like a subconscious she could consciously access—remained in the 22nd Century CPU of the Teatime Anarchist’s secret system. So she could continue as before, minus the neural link we’d shared (the links on her side connected her two brains now).


  
     
  


  Small price to pay; inside I was bubbling over, shouting Hey! This is Shelly! You’ve heard me yelling at her lots, but you’ve never met! Isn’t she awesome? Jacky smiled when she saw us together.


  
     
  


  As the rest of the team pulled back to the Dome we remained on watch; Blackstone ordered the upstairs closed to the public, and we stayed in costume at Defensive Condition Two—which meant full lockdown and an open armory. Even Willis was in body armor, which was truly bizarre.


  
     
  


  Fisher showed up as Afternoon Watch changed over into Evening Watch, and disappeared with Blackstone and Lei Zi for an hour. When they came out I had a new assignment.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  “You know this is deeply weird, right?” I asked rhetorically.


  
     
  


  “As Shelly—I mean Galatea—would say, duh,” Artemis said. She scanned the streets below from the top of an apartment high-rise while I slowly flew the grid around her position. I’d changed back into my latest unarmored costume because of its chameleon-cloth, and against the dark night I ghosted along as invisible as the breeze.


  
     
  


  I’d flown patrol hundreds of times, but not from down at rooftop level, and not at night. The whole reason for flying patrol was so people could see me; otherwise I’d just wait in the Dome for Dispatch to send me where I was needed. Even so, flying above Chicago day after day had made it my city, somehow, and looking down and seeing damage like the cleared skeleton of Navy Pier or the wreckage of this morning’s fight bothered me.  By night, even with my enhanced vision, down here at rooftop level and in the shadows it was a different world.


  
     
  


  Of course, Artemis was right at home.


  
     
  


  I finished the grid and sighed, landing beside her on the roof. We’d been at it for two hours, and I almost regretted telling Fisher about my second dream.


  
     
  


  He was probably right to decide the burning hounds in my dream were the burned-up bodies dropping dead on Chicago streets, and that they had been trying to hunt down Kitsune for the Wicked Witch (why I was having “visions” of Kitsune, instead of our resident psychic Chackra, was a whole other question). He’d also talked Blackstone around to the view that Villain-X had been demonically hopped up and sent after him instead of me (stopping that kind of thing was the whole point of Dr. Cornelius’ wards, after all). Fisher smiled when he told us that—like it was a good thing Hecate was hunting detectives now. First Kitsune, now Fisher; I was getting tired of standing next to targets.


  
     
  


  But now he, Blackstone, and Lei Zi had something big planned, something that would go a lot better if we could nail down Hecate’s base before it kicked off. So they’d sent Artemis and me to do a grid-search of the area the three bodies had been found in, hoping that my lingering sensitivity to magic would lead us back to her hideout; according to Dr. Cornelius, her kind of magic required an extensively prepared ritual space that I’d “see” if I got close enough, at least if it was active. Probably a really spooky house or something.


  
     
  


  Artemis lit her e-pad to find our next grid, pale skin glowing in the backlight beneath her hooded mask.


  
     
  


  “Five blocks south,” she said. “Residential. See you on top of the corner house.” She swirled into mist and floated up and away. She’d been quiet all evening, making me wonder what else was going on. I dropped off the building and flew after her, wondering if this was even a good idea. Maybe the Wicked Witch couldn’t see us, but her minions might. Then she’d send her flying monkeys… I’d had issues with America’s Favorite Musical as a kid. Follow the yellow-brick road, my assstra.


  
     
  


  Ten minutes and another completed grid later, I joined Artemis on top of the narrow three-story home she’d settled on.


  
     
  


  “Nothing.” I shook my head. “We don’t even know what my sensitive range really is for this; I could feel Villain-X at maybe thirty feet, but I didn’t feel anything back at The Fortress when Nemesis started shooting.”


  
     
  


  “It beats waiting around for Blackstone and Lei Zi to roll out their Big Plan,” Artemis said. She had come loaded for war—elasers in her shoulder holsters and .45 automatics on her hips.


  
     
  


  “Maybe. So are you going to tell me what’s got you quietly wigged?”


  
     
  


  Her lips twitched. “Wigged?”


  
     
  


  “Since you got back from New Orleans you’ve…” I waived a hand. “You’ve been softer, less angry. A little less fiend-of-the-nightish. But you’re not exactly here, either…and right now you’re looking totally guilted. What’s going on?”


  
     
  


  She sighed.


  
     
  


  “I did more down south than stake fellow bloodsuckers. I met family.” And she told me about her grams, Mama Maria Bouchard, Voodoo Queen of New Orleans. I was trying to wrap my mind around the stunning news of my determinedly Not-A-Goth girlfriend being voodoo royalty when she dropped her bombshell.


  
     
  


  “So I’m going back,” she said, “as soon as we bury this witch.”


  
     
  


  “You—” Sometimes my brain does work faster than my mouth, and it reached down and strangled can’t before the word escaped.


  
     
  


  She heard it anyway, and smiled. “Family. And a job I don’t suck at half the time.”


  
     
  


  “You don’t—”


  
     
  


  “Please.” She grinned, showing teeth. “I may not be instant flambé with the twinkle of a sunbeam anymore, but most of the time I’m as useful to the team as a D Class Ajax-type—most of our fights go down during the day. But the Big Easy… they need a sane vamp down there to keep the nut-jobs in line, and being a daywalker who’s not religion-intolerant makes me a supervampire instead of a wimpy superhero.”


  
     
  


  I tried to think of something to say that wasn’t a cliché. I even understood her timing; Shelly was back, so now she could leave; I didn’t need my big sister anymore. She couldn’t be more wrong, but…family. “Think Mama Maria will like me?” I asked, trying on a smile.


  
     
  


  Her grin turned feral. “She’s going to love you… what?”


  
     
  


  I tapped my earbug, eyes on the building down the street. “Dispatch? Detective Fisher, please.”


  
     
  


  “Astra?” Fisher asked. “Have the two of you found her?”


  
     
  


  “I— don’t think so.” I said. “How close to our location were the bodies found?”


  
     
  


  “You’re one block west of one location. Why?”


  
     
  


  “Because I think we’re on the wrong end of the trail. If Hecate is driving her hounds till they die, won’t they be dropping dead out hunting?”


  
     
  


  I got a moment of thoughtful silence.


  
     
  


  “Shit. Sorry, kid. And sorry for wasting your time.”


  
     
  


  “It wasn’t a waste. How bad do you want Kitsune?”


  
     
  


  “Truth? Not that bad right now; he’s not the one scattering bodies around. Garfield wants him, but he’s not my priority. Do you know where he is?”


  
     
  


  “…”


  
     
  


  “Astra?”


  
     
  


  I stared at the white-walled, peak-roofed building down the street; Chicago’s Midwest Buddhist Temple. Red wooden gates—tori—were for Shinto shrines, not Buddhist temples. That much I knew, but my dream hadn’t been literal and to a Japanese shapeshifter holy ground was holy ground, a safe place for hiding from demonic powers.


  
     
  


  I opened my mouth, closed it. The way he stressed know flashed warnings in my head. “… it’s a stupid idea,” I said finally. “But what I meant was, where did the victims go missing from? Where did Hecate get them?”


  
     
  


  “Hold on, I’ll check.”


  
     
  


  Artemis followed my line of sight while we waited, and she took a breath. I shook my head.


  
     
  


  “Astra?” Fisher returned. “You might be on to something. No knowing with our John Doe, but for the other two, one was a homeless guy, the other a gang member. Public nuisance and drug dealing charges put both inside a one mile radius in South Side during the past two months. Think she just had them grabbed off the street?”


  
     
  


  “Yeah, I do. Give us a new search grid?”


  
     
  


  Half an hour later we’d found the Wicked Witch’s new castle.
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  Chapter Thirty Six


  Mr. Shankman has declined to comment on the Paladins’ recent attack on The Fortress, the popular superhero-themed café and nightclub.  Donald Welsh, a spokesman for Mr. Shankman’s campaign, has publicly denied any links between the “public-spirited Mr. Shankman and any terrorist or militia groups, whatever their goals.” At the same time, the Shankman Campaign continues to decry the city’s employment of “contracted peacekeepers,” whom it denounces as nothing more than licensed thugs.


  
     
  


  Chicago Evening News.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  To my surprise, instead of ordering us to remain at our position while the rest of the team mustered, Blackstone called us back to the Dome. Arriving, we found everybody there, crowding the Assembly Room. Back from Washington, Watchman sat beside Variform and “Agent Robbins,” a DSA agent in suit and shades and one of Legion. I wondered why Bob or New Tom or Willis didn’t just put on a DSA badge as needed. Dad was there, Iron Jack, so solid and calm in the electric atmosphere (not Lei Zi’s fault) I just wanted to go over and hug him.


  
     
  


  Once we were all present, Blackstone stood up. He looked exhausted. Quin didn’t look much better, and her latex-like skin didn’t shadow under her eyes like his did. But he smiled as he looked around the table, giving Artemis and me a nod.


  
     
  


  “Thank you all for coming,” he said. “I’m sure all of you have been hearing the latest news reports, and the threats of political action. It hasn’t helped that news of Villains Inc.’s reconstitution and its war with the Mob has gotten out. Chicagoans can live with a lot, but the thought of a three-way superhero-supervillain-supervillain war doesn’t make anyone happy.


  
     
  


  “The good news is that, finally, we are in a position to take the war to our enemies. Detective Fisher?”


  
     
  


  Fisher pulled himself to his feet. Somewhere he’d found time to change, but he looked even more rumpled than usual. He gave me a wink, and lit up. As he looked around the table, it was so quiet I could hear my own heartbeat.


  
     
  


  “Alright people, let’s do a refresher. This all started with a bank heist and a related murder. With the fingerprints of organized crime all over it, the only reason it stayed in my department was superpowers were involved both times.”


  
     
  


  There were nods around the table.


  
     
  


  “Things started getting interesting when you guys tried to execute the warrant for Hecate’s arrest. Sure, she might have realized she’d been outed when Dr. Cornelius banished her pet demon, but maybe not. If not, someone told her we were coming—and outside of this team, only my department and the warrant judge knew about the raid. So when Mr. Ross quietly reached out and touched me asking for police protection, I had a problem.”


  
     
  


  “Mr. Ross?” I blurted, then flushed. Fisher smiled.


  
     
  


  “Astra asked me what I thought had happened to our elusive Mr. Ross, and I told her that if he really was an Outfit banker we’d be lucky to find the body. Since I couldn’t be sure of my own department, I made an arrangement with Agent Robbins and the local DSA office; Mr. Ross has spent the last two weeks in a safe safe house. As the banker, he doesn’t know many real names, but he has been able to provide several descriptions—the Department of Superhuman Affairs brought in a telepathic sketch-artist, and now I believe I know who our leak is.”


  
     
  


  He stopped and took a deep draw.


  
     
  


  “So the Outfit wants Mr. Ross, but they’ve got other problems. Hecate is their biggest. Friends over in Organized Crimes tipped me that Mickey Kean died of a heart attack the day after Mr. Moffat was put in a box. The name means nothing to any of you, but it’s their guess that he was Ross’s boss. Three days later, his personal physician, Dr. Dresher, died a bit less naturally. The OC guys’d had their eyes on him for awhile, on the theory that he was one of the Outfit’s more subtle hitters, and apparently he was Dr. Millibrand’s doctor as well. Perfect cover for their meetings.”


  
     
  


  “How did he die?” Seven asked.


  
     
  


  “Fast—at least ninety miles an hour fast. It took us awhile to work out that it was murder. It’s a guessing game, but I think that what happened was Mickey overreacted to the bonds theft and ordered Hecate to ‘send a message’. Mr. Ross had made himself unavailable, but Mr. Moffat might have been involved, so, the box. But that tipped us that the Outfit was employing supervillain hitters again, that Villains Inc. could be back in business.”


  
     
  


  “Bad move,” Rush said.


  
     
  


  “Absolutely,” Fisher agreed. “So they gave Mickey a funeral—even if he hadn’t gone off and had Mr. Moffat killed, he could be fingered by Ross. And they tried to kill Hecate; Dr. Dresher’s practice records show a late evening visit with Millibrand just before he drove his Jaguar into a wall. He wasn’t drunk.”


  
     
  


  “So now it’s on,” Riptide said. “Got that—they want you dead, you bury them first. So why do they want the dude who stole the bonds bad enough to try and go right through us?”


  
     
  


  Fisher smiled, took another drag, then started a second smoke on the end of the first.


  
     
  


  “The ten million dollar question. The attack on the Dome? Desperation. From what we now think we know about Kitsune’s motives, our bonds thief has probably spent the last three years stalking the Outfit, and Villains Inc. was part of it. My guess is that he knows something about Hecate or her people, something that could blow up their plans of taking over. He may have been attempting to bring it to you when he was attacked at The Fortress.”


  
     
  


  Riptide laughed. “I’m beginning to like this guacho. So he’s got them chasing him all over town? Why doesn’t he just take what he’s got to the police? End it?”


  
     
  


  “His family may have died because of a leak in the Organized Crime Department.”


  
     
  


  “So there’s two leaks?” Seven asked.


  
     
  


  “One, but it’s moved and it’s my problem now. No proof, but now we can play a little game of our own. Agent Robbins?”


  
     
  


  All heads swiveled to look at our DSA guest. Agent Robbins took off his glasses, and he was Willis on steroids—really freaky since Willis was dispensing coffee around the table.


  
     
  


  “Hey guys,” he said, flashing a smile. “I’m sure you understand the operational limitations of the Department of Superhuman Affairs. Mostly we’re an intelligence resource for local government entities, and we use special units in the Secret Service, FBI, and US Marshals Department for active operations. We like to work with local Crisis Aid and supercop units when they need us to help them to stand up. Which you Sentinels never have.


  
     
  


  “When Detective Fisher approached the DSA with the Villains Inc. problem and his own departmental issues, we decided the possibility of a shooting war between organized supercriminal factions in the middle of Chicago called for active involvement. We’ve had Mr. Ross on ice in a detection-proof environment since Detective Fisher brought him to us, and we’ve moved a few assets into the city. Since Detective Fisher considers his own department compromised, we took custody of Villain-X in service of the warrant issued by the State of Michigan—the one for the murder of Mr. Early at Grand Beach last week. But we can’t hold him here; we have to transfer him to the appropriate authorities in Michigan as soon as possible, or turn him over to the Chicago PD.”


  
     
  


  “Has he told you anything?” Seven asked.


  
     
  


  “Nope. He doesn’t believe that Chakra probably saved his life, or doesn’t care, and we can only hold him so long without granting access to his lawyer—which means disclosing his location. But that’s good.”


  
     
  


  Anyone hearing that and looking at Agent Robbin would ask Why is this man smiling? Artemis looked at me and shrugged; she’d been out of the loop on this one, too.


  
     
  


  “It’s good,” Blackstone said, “because it gives us a plausible reason for speed. Until now we’ve only been able to react to what Villains Inc. has been doing. Now they’ll have to react to us. Lei Zi, could you explain the op?


  
     
  


  Lei Zi stood, and she had all our attention; if our ex-marine and army guys were talking about operations, we really were finally going to war.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  I feel like a piece of cheese,” I said.


  
     
  


  Fisher smiled. “Actually, you’re one of the steel jaws of the trap. He’s the cheese.”


  
     
  


  Beside us, Villain-X snoozed in his restraints and cage as the paddywagon bounced us over the speed-bump and out into the street. He jiggled against the bars, the Morpheus headset he wore keeping him in dreamland, a sleeping, unexploded bomb and the center of Operation Stalking Goat.


  
     
  


  I winced at each bump; any plan that had me riding along next to him was not a good plan.


  
     
  


  It was simple; the DSA was turning Villain-X, ex-sergeant Jason Leavitt, over to the Michigan authorities. They were driving him out in the predawn light, taking him to a local airport and flying him to Detroit Supermax, Michigan’s high-security superhuman prison. Murder carried the Death Penalty in Detroit, and they were going to make Leavitt an Offer He Couldn’t Refuse; they’d see his sentence commuted to life in prison, he’d spill everything he knew about Villains Inc. And in Blackstone’s opinion, since he’d been set up yesterday morning as a sacrificial pawn expected to kill kill kill and then burn out, he probably knew a lot and wasn’t Hecate’s most devoted minion.


  
     
  


  So if we got him to Detroit, great—he’d be a huge break in our case. But Fisher, liaising with the DSA, had made sure the leak in his department knew about our “quiet” departure from Chicago. It made sense; force your enemy to act when you’re ready for him; if he doesn’t, he’s hosed anyway.


  
     
  


  Fisher and I shared the prisoner compartment with sleepyhead. I was back in my armor, packing Ajax’ maul, not happy about being bait in a box even if Seven sat up front, Lei Zi, Iron Jack, and The Harlequin rode in the lead and tail cars, and Galatea and Variforce stood ready in the DSA helicopter overflying our convoy. “You’re cheese, too.” I flinched at another pothole-bump. “And I’m sitting next to both of you.”


  
     
  


  “Relax, kid,” Fisher said.  “If anything does go down, we’ll have plenty of warning.” He watched our progress on his e-pad link to the DSA helicopter high overhead.


  
     
  


  I forced myself to look away from Leavitt. “Fisher?”


  
     
  


  “Hmm?”


  
     
  


  “Why can’t you die?”


  
     
  


  “Because I’m a fictional character.”


  
     
  


  “What?” I’d expected him to tell me what kind of weird breakthrough he was.


  
     
  


  “I’m the main character of the Max Fisher series. Only three books ever got published, around fifteen years before the Event. Obscure hard-boiled detective fiction about a hard drinking, hard smoking, cynical Chicago detective who grew up an orphan on the mean streets. Main characters don’t die.”


  
     
  


  I stared, but he stayed focused on the e-pad. “How…how is that possible?”


  
     
  


  “Don’t know, but all of my memories before entering the police academy eight years ago are fake.”


  
     
  


  “Where’s the author? Could you be him?”


  
     
  


  He looked up, chuckling. “You’re wasted at the Dome. Nope. Vernon Wilder died of a heart condition from complications of his drinking and diabetes six years ago. And the series never had a fan club, so I doubt I’m just a Big Fan. Vernon probably created me out of a breakthrough-fueled obsession before he died. According to Dr. Cornelius, I’m probably a self-propagating thought form, a sustained projection.”


  
     
  


  And I’d thought Shelly had existential problems. “So you really can’t die?”


  
     
  


  “Hell kid, I can’t even change. I don’t shave and always have five o’clock shadow. And I never even thought about it till the day I took three slugs to the chest. Mob hit, long story, but no witnesses except the hitter—and he looked real surprised when I sat up and shot back. The last thing he said was it wasn’t fair.”


  
     
  


  I must have looked completely wigged, because he patted my knee.


  
     
  


  “Don’t worry about it, kid. It doesn’t make me reckless—getting killed hurts, and if it ever happens in front of the wrong witnesses I’m off the force.”


  
     
  


  That hadn’t been my worry. The wagon slowed and stopped for a traffic light. I hadn’t been hearing any cars around us other than our convoy, which meant the rolling police barricades were working. Our route avoided all residential areas, so this early in the morning the streets would be nearly empty anyway.


  
     
  


  “And don’t worry about the other half of the plan,” he said. “Blackstone’s got Team Two, and he knows what he’s doing.”


  
     
  


  Did telling someone not to worry ever work? I didn’t say it. Besides, with Seven in DSA gear and driving the wagon, what could go wrong? Oh, just everything.


  
     
  


  We were almost to the airport when Villain-X opened his burning eyes.
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  Chapter Thirty Seven


  When preparing an ambush, estimate the strength of your target. Then overprepare. Never bring “just enough to handle it.”


  
     
  


  Lei Zi, On Superhuman Combat: Strategy and Tactics.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  I screamed like a girl. Someday Dispatch is going to release The Greatest Screams of Astra the Girl Wonder on ViewTube. When Seven hit the brakes, I kicked the unlatched doors open and threw Fisher out onto the hood of the tail-car.


  
     
  


  “Team One, Villain-X is awake!” I shouted in my earbug. A grinding crash up ahead preempted my concern. Peeking over the top of the paddywagon, I watched a truly huge armored robot unfold from inside a truck-trailer shell. Straightening, it stood at least three stories tall.


  
     
  


  “Astra?” Seven responded. “I think you should focus on our guest.”


  
     
  


  In the wagon, Villain-X popped his Blacklock titanium restraints like they were ordinary policeman’s cuffs and started working on the cage. Watching his brightening infrared signature, I started giggling. “Guys? He’s been repossessed.”


  
     
  


  “Understood,” Lei Zi said dryly. “He’s your job, Astra; we have more incoming.”


  
     
  


  “So are we,” Galatea sang out. The yellow flare of her jet-boots lit the dark sky as she dropped from the DSA helicopter. Above her, I could see the gold sparkle of Variforce’s field morphing into hang-glider wings as he descended more slowly.


  
     
  


  “Flash Mob, fifteen, maybe twenty dupes closing on our position,” Platoon reported. “Two unidentified villains.”


  
     
  


  “Platoon, defense perimeter,” Lei Zi called. “Seven and Quin inside. Variforce and Iron Jack on Tin Man. Galatea, reserve.”


  
     
  


  Automatic fire erupted as our ten-man Platoon bailed out of the escort vehicles and opened up on Flash Mob’s psychotic screaming dupes. A bone-grinding scream ripped the air. “New villains identified,” Platoon said. “Shriek: focused sonic attack.  Swarm: micro-particle cloud form, toxic attack.”


  
     
  


  “Astra? Update?” Lei Zi asked. Titanium bars screamed in protest as Villain-X twisted them. He laughed at me.


  
     
  


  “Villain-X will be in the open momentarily,” I said, gripping Malleus (Latin for hammer; Shell’s insistent suggestion, and I couldn’t think of a better name for Ajax’ weapon).


  
     
  


  “Do what you can.”


  
     
  


  Both the restraints and the cage had been rated for Villain-X’s known strength; his demon-possessed strength was a different story, but we hadn’t counted on Hecate’s demons repossessing him remotely. What else could go wrong?


  
     
  


  The air filled with rotting carrion stench as a flesh-shrouded, iron clawed Devourer twisted into existence above the street.


  
     
  


  “Oh, come on!”


  
     
  


  Lei Zi saw it. “Galatea, target the demon—light it up! Team Two, you are clear to go!”


  
     
  


  Galatea’s missile-launch filled the air with smoking trails, but Villain-X occupied my attention as the stressed bars gave up and he lunged out of the wagon. I swung and knocked him to the street. He bounced up and ducked under my back-swing, still laughing. Using my swing for spin, I kicked him in the head.


  
     
  


  It didn’t slow him down, but he grabbed me from the front. Big mistake—his brains had to be cooking. I threw us down, shattered pavement flying as I landed on him and thrust with my knees. He let go as I pinned him against the street, screamed, and swung.


  
     
  


  The crunch ran up my arm and he went limp, boneless. Dead? I couldn’t hear a heartbeat over the avalanching explosions and auto-fire, but at least he was out. Launching myself, I scanned the field. Dad pounded on the giant robot’s legs while Variforce, surrounded by glowing layers of articulated force-field armor, scaled the thing to shatter plates with a force-field jackhammer. Lei Zi threw ball-lightning at Flash Mob, and everyone else seemed on it. For a micro-second, I worried about what Team Two was facing. Focus.


  
     
  


  “I’m clear!” I called.


  
     
  


  Then Shriek’s sonic attack howled and Variforce’ golden armor disintegrated, ground away. “Down to six,” Platoon announced as he fell back. Flash Mob’s duplicates attacked like killing was the most fun they could have in their brief existences. Shredded by Galatea’s missiles, the Devourer wailed but didn’t stop as it reached for Fisher. He stood in the street, calmly firing back with no effect. Could a projection kill a projection? Up the street, The Harlequin disappeared inside a human-shaped particle cloud. A second scream pounded the DSA car Lei Zi crouched behind.


  
     
  


  “Report, Astra,” Dispatch cut in. “Lei Zi is down; do we have a Charley Foxtrot?”


  
     
  


  Charley Foxtrot; the polite term for what the military called an engagement screwed up beyond all recognition.


  
     
  


  “I—” How should I know? What could I do?


  
     
  


  “… Charley Foxtrot!” I confirmed, diving for the Devourer. We needed Team Two.


  
     
  


  “Charley Foxtrot,” Dispatch said. “Stand by for Team Two redeploy—”


  
     
  


  “Wait!” I shouted. Four figures dressed in blue fatigues appeared on the street in a flare of light. One leaped into the air, and another threw a ball of crackling energy—at Shriek. The flyer rammed into Tin Man.


  
     
  


  “Abort Foxtrot!” I shouted. “Seven, help Quin. Iron Jack, support Variforce—”


  
     
  


  “My field is stabilizing,” Variforce cut in.


  
     
  


  “Iron Jack, stay on Tin Man! Variforce, with me! Galatea, backup Platoon. Fisher! Run!”


  
     
  


  I hit the Devourer with the paddywagon.


  
     
  


  Penetration missiles hadn’t done much, but ten tons of armored truck pinned it to the street and its ululating scream pounded my ears. The fuel tank ruptured, drowning its rotten stink in gas fumes. Variforce dropped down beside me, riding a jet turbine of shaped golden fields.


  
     
  


  “Can you restrain it?” I yelled, watching it struggle to pull itself out from under the truck.


  
     
  


  He laughed. “No worries.” His fields folded, expanded, became a web that wound about the thing, a net that ignored its slicing claws to bind its uncountable limbs and gas-soaked skin shrouds. Out of its reach, Fisher stopped to watch. He lit up, took a deep draw, and flipped the cig, end over end, onto the writhing creature. The flash of combustive explosion fluttered my cape.


  
     
  


  The wash of heat brought me to my senses. Why was everyone listening to me?


  
     
  


  “Astra,” The Harlequin reported. “Swarm couldn’t penetrate my rubberized skin. Seven froze his cloud with a field extinguisher.”


  
     
  


  “Great! What do I do?”


  
     
  


  “Keep directing—you’re the only one who can see the whole fight!”


  
     
  


  I looked around frantically. Paper to scissors to rock… “Seven, engage Flash Mob. Quin, please help Lei Zi. Variform, keep the Devourer down.”


  
     
  


  “Got it!” “Roger!” “On it!” came back. With the help of those four unknowns, we were winning.


  
     
  


  Then Villain-X hit me again.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  So, not dead, I thought fuzzily. I’d lost Mallius somewhere, and floated in the free-fall feeling of flying a perfect ballistic arc. I opened my eyes when we accelerated, and found myself staring into Villain-X’s maniacal grin. The skin on his face had started to darken and crack, nothing human looked back at me, and he Wouldn’t. Stop. Laughing.


  
     
  


  I looked “up,” realized we were racing for the ground, pushed back, and then pulled, spinning us around our mutual center of rotation an instant before my world disappeared again.


  
     
  


  I opened my eyes again and blinked away concrete and plaster dust. Predawn light filtered down to show me a showroom floor crowded with shiny new boats.


  
     
  


  Joy. I hope they’re insured.


  
     
  


  Nerve-shredding laughter erupted beneath me. Villain-X opened his eyes, portals into Hell, and screamed at me.


  
     
  


  Heavily insured.


  
     
  


  Somehow my mask had stayed on, and Lei Zi’s weak voice filtered through the screaming.


  
     
  


  “Astra. What is your condition?”


  
     
  


  “Busy!” I yelled. “He’s getting stronger!”


  
     
  


  “Get elevation, make sure he follows you.”


  
     
  


  “That won’t be a problem!” I hit him with the smashed engine-block beside his head. Repeatedly, while he lay there and screamed at me. My nerve broke when he reached for me, and I flew—not bothering to find our entrance-hole in my panic. Shaking bits of roofing off of me, I climbed.


  
     
  


  He climbed faster.


  
     
  


  No no no no no—


  
     
  


  He grabbed my ankle, and Galatea’s penetrator missiles lit him up, the blast throwing me across the sky. Shaking it off, I circled back around to track Villain-X as he fell, a falling star burning bright.


  
     
  


  “Astra! Catch!” Variforce called, and Mallius arced towards me, turning end over end. I reached out as it smacked into my hand, and threw myself down maul-first, following Villain-X’s fall and racing gravity to the ground. He cratered the street and then I hit him, the double shockwave throwing chunks of street and bouncing whole vehicles into the air. I absorbed the shock with perfect form and, rolling to my feet, leaped out of the hole. Beside me, the DSA tail-car came down in the middle of the Devourer’s burning remains.


  
     
  


  “Geez, kid.” Fisher climbed to his feet. “Did you get him?”


  
     
  


  “I—I don’t know,” I gasped, watching the smoking hole.


  
     
  


  I kept hold of my maul when he screamed out of the pit to hit me again. He headed for sky and took me with him, wrapping his arms around my waist. I should have been screaming; instead I shortened my grip and swung Malleus again and again.


  
     
  


  “What! Does! It! Take! To! Kill! You?”


  
     
  


  It took that, apparently—he let go and fell into the spreading flames of ground zero. I hovered, trying to breathe, and waited for him to get up. When he didn’t, I landed and forced myself to pull him out of the fire. And stared; he was cooling and the woogy sense of magic was gone.


  
     
  


  “Team Two reported!” Shelly called. “Hecate is dead!”


  
     
  


  “Astra, report,” Lei Zi said.


  
     
  


  “I—I’m… Villain-X is down,” I stammered, not believing it. The giggles came bubbling up. “I—I think he’s been dispossessed.”


  
     
  


  “Astra, repeat please?”


  
     
  


  “C-can’t!” My knees hit the street as I hugged myself, laughing so hard I couldn’t breathe. Fisher looked on tolerantly as the world blurred with laughter tears, and when he lit up again I almost passed out.
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  Chapter Thirty Eight


  I love the Hollywood approach to reality. Ever heard of Jump? He and his friends gave us a hand when Villains Inc. was curb-stomping us, but they got written out of the movie. My epic win against Villain-X? Not so much. But The Sentinels: Villains Inc. was a blockbuster hit, and Terry got the details right in the documentary.


  
     
  


  Astra, The Chicago Interviews.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Seven gave me a hand up after I finished laughing like a loon. Luckily—and we would never, ever, figure out how much of that luck was Seven’s—the entrance of our four mystery men had turned the fight; it wrapped up pretty quickly after Villain-X got up for his second act. Our battlefield looked like it had received the best care army artillery could deliver; not a single DSA car was upright and intact, power poles burned up and down the street and a blown-up transformer told me where Lei Zi had drawn her power. The giant robot lay in pieces across the road.


  
     
  


  The Devourer still burned in its multi-car pyre, and I wondered if I’d set a record for the most supersized potholes in one fight. Flames leaped from the roof of the boat dealership. I was very glad that streets (layers of asphalt over sand, dirt, and tunnels) were soft targets, but I was getting hard on Chicago businesses.


  
     
  


  Seven grinned. “Any fight you can walk away from, right?”


  
     
  


  I giggled. “I think that’s any landing you can walk away from.”


  
     
  


  “Whatever. C’mon.” He turned me around, and Fisher fell into step on my left side as we walked around the bonfire to where the lead cars had stopped. The familiar music of sirens sounded restful after all the shooting. Quin knelt working on a sitting Platoon. Dad moved cars out of the street while Shell worked on the giant robot’s head, and I sighed in relief. Flash Mob’s dupes had vanished, and I couldn’t see the other villains unless Swarm was the pile of black dust Variforce and a couple of Platoons were sweeping into a steel chest.


  
     
  


  “So how much paperwork is this going to generate?” Seven asked Lei Zi. She rested with her back to an overturned DSA car.


  
     
  


  “And can I be excused?” I added plaintively. “I’ll get a doctor’s note.”


  
     
  


  She looked up. “Are you done?” She spoke louder than she had to, and blood trails ran from her ears and nose. “Because I can wait.”


  
     
  


  I flushed guiltily, but Seven shrugged. “We’re all still breathing, so it’s all good.”


  
     
  


  “Amen to that,” a new face said. One of the guys in blue fatigues. Well padded, with a comfortable face, he looked like anybody’s next-door-neighbor. “I’m Jump,” he introduced himself, extending a hand. I shook it automatically.


  
     
  


  “Extreme Solutions,” he said.


  
     
  


  “What?”


  
     
  


  “That’s us. Extreme Solutions. We contracted with friends of Mr. Early to ensure that certain problems were taken care of. When we learned you were transporting Sergeant Leavitt, we figured it would be a good place for his associates to come out in the open. Glad we were right.”


  
     
  


  “You’re supervillains?” I couldn’t believe it. “Do we have to fight you now?”


  
     
  


  He laughed cheerfully. “Hardly, ma’am. We’re contracted security specialists. Mercenaries, if you want to be blunt. And we haven’t done anything illegal; we intervened to ameliorate a public hazard, as any good citizen should.”


  
     
  


  I looked at Lei Zi. She looked like she’d swallowed a lemon, but she nodded. And how did they know about this morning’s operation? She wasn’t asking, and I bit my tongue. A save was a save.


  
     
  


  “We appreciate the help,” she said, still talking loudly. “Will you be staying in Chicago now?”


  
     
  


  He chuckled. “I don’t think so. Our sources tell us the problem has been resolved. Nice meeting you.” He gave a lazy half-salute and walked away.


  
     
  


  I stared after him. “What? What resolution?”


  
     
  


  Lei Zi watched him go. “Team Two reported success,” she said. “Blackstone confirmed Hecate’s neutralization the same moment Villain-X went down. But he reports significant property damage and some casualties. Are you up to lending a hand?”


  
     
  


  I was in the air almost before she finished, barely missing the incoming news helicopter.


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  Finding Hecate’s hypothetical base had changed the plan Blackstone and Lei Zi worked out with the DSA. Originally, all of us were going to be on standby, ready to come down hard when Villains Inc. tried to stop Agent Robbins and his men (the ten-Platoon team). But even if they attacked the convoy, Hecate, Tin Man, and Flash Mob would just be sending their demons, metal puppets, and duplicates; we’d clean up, but wouldn’t catch the three most dangerous bad guys.


  
     
  


  So when Artemis and I found Hecate’s hideaway, a closed office and warehouse on West 33rd, Agent Robbins got a federal warrant and deputized us.


  
     
  


  Chakra tried to talk Blackstone out of going back out into the field, but he chose to lead Team Two. With the exception of Watchman, all the more “durable” Sentinels went in Team One; after all, we’d be the center of the trap. Blackstone took Artemis, Rush, and Riptide—all the sneaky ones—with him (I didn’t consider Riptide sneaky, but he could enter a building through the drain). Watchman went as their muscle.


  
     
  


  They’d launched their attack the instant Lei Zi reported we’d been hit, and now I set off car alarms with my overpressure wave getting across town.


  
     
  


  I landed in the weed-grown parking lot hard enough to add more cracks. Dawn light flashed off the building’s silvered windows as I jerked the lobby doors open, breaking their bolts.


  
     
  


  “Astra?” Rush queried. “Lei Zi said you were on the way?”


  
     
  


  “Where are you?” There was nothing in the lobby but dust.


  
     
  


  “In the warehouse. Come on back.”


  
     
  


  Right. Remembering the blueprints, I danced around the reception desk and flew down the hall. The locked warehouse doors didn’t slow me down.


  
     
  


  The place had seen better days. Something had torn the loading bay doors away, and along one wall shipping crates had been shattered, scattered, and burned. Riptide had put out the fires, but smoke filled the air.


  
     
  


  I recognized Flash Mob. Someone had handcuffed the psycho to some pipes, and since he couldn’t generate more dupes for at least a few hours, he was harmless.  I didn’t see Tin Man. A fancy ritual circle like the one in Hecate’s home filled the center of the floor, but big cracks ran through it.


  
     
  


  Hecate, in dramatic black, lay in her blood in the middle of the circle. I’d seen way too many dead bodies since last September, but I still had to force myself to look away.


  
     
  


  So where were the… “Guys?”


  
     
  


  “Over here,” Rush called, and I found them around the other side of a pile of crates stacked by the bay doors.


  
     
  


  Oh my God. I swallowed, and Rush looked up from where he worked on Artemis. He’d spread an EMT kit out, and was tightening a tourniquet bandage around the stump of Jacky’s arm. The wayward arm lay beside her, but she had her head turned to the sunlight pouring in the broken doors.  Riptide stood beside them, looking helpless.


  
     
  


  “Watchman has already taken Blackstone to Northwestern Hospital,” Rush said, giving Jacky’s bandage a final tug.


  
     
  


  “Jacky?” I said tentatively.


  
     
  


  She opened her eyes. “Devourers are tough. Ready to fly? They have a team waiting for me at Northwestern.”


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  The Northwestern Memorial trauma team stoically ignored my babbling and whisked Jacky and her arm away. I sternly ordered the part of me screaming that we had to stay and watch them work to Shut Up, and flew back to the scene of our street-fight to help clean up. Riptide joined us; I found out later that when Rush had worked on Jacky, the big, tough, ex-supervillain had nearly fainted.


  
     
  


  I couldn’t blame him; I’d felt pretty wobbly myself.


  
     
  


  Chakra beat us back to the hospital to join Blackstone, so I had no worries about him. Once back, I found out they’d checked Watchman into their special unit, the one tooled up to setting bones and doing other things for people as tough and hard to work on as we were. Riptide told me Watchman had gotten hit by something indescribable and nasty of Hecate’s, then eaten an Israeli Spike missile—a nasty weapon designed to core tanks and take down superhuman targets like us—fired by Flash Mob, who loved his toys, and still managed to crack the warehouse’ foundation. That broke Hecate’s magic circle and allowed Artemis to put three bullets through her heart, but not before the witch summoned another Devourer—the one that carved her up and almost got Blackstone. Rush took it out with incendiary grenades from his bike’s combat-loads, and Riptide took down Flash Mob using his water-form.


  
     
  


  Paper-scissors-rock, and Dispatch records showed that the instant Artemis killed Hecate, Villain-X’s possession broke.


  
     
  


  Fisher found me outside the secure rooms that held Artemis, Blackstone, and Lei Zi, watching TV with Seven and Riptide as we waited. We weren’t going anywhere till Tin Man had been captured—he hadn’t been in the warehouse—or till we could move everyone to the Dome. The trauma-team leader had told us Jacky’s supernatural regenerative powers had kicked in almost before they’d finished reattachment. He’d shrugged; the weirdness was normal. Lei Zi’s hearing would recover, and Blackstone was being monitored carefully after his blood loss. He really needed to stay out of the field. I bit down on giggles. Maybe Chakra could tie him to her bed.


  
     
  


  Great. My post-combat shakes have been replaced with inappropriate attacks of humor.


  
     
  


  Popping a cigarette, Fisher looked at it and sighed.


  
     
  


  “Rough day.”


  
     
  


  “More for some,” I said, getting ahold of myself. The news anchor was reporting fatalities: two DSA agents—Platoons—and three supervillains. Hecate of course, but Villain-X had also died of cascading organ failure. Seven had accidentally killed Swarm, when he froze his disassociated parts. I hadn’t worked up the courage to ask him how he felt about that.


  
     
  


  “Fair enough,” Fisher agreed. “Internal Affairs has arrested Phelps and Garfield. Garfield was in the Organized Crime Division when Kitsune’s family was killed. He’s been in the Outfit’s pocket for years, and Phelps was his delivery boy to the Mob. Mr. Ross identified him.”


  
     
  


  “Did you bring in Kitsune?”


  
     
  


  He actually winked at me. “How? Shapeshifters are a pain in the ass.”


  
     
  


  “But—” I closed my mouth. Fisher watched me play with my cape, and twitched a smile.


  
     
  


  “I’m going to have a talk with a local Buddhist priest, just in case he can pass on a message. Suggest a mutual acquaintance of ours should do some traveling while we take care of Garfield and the Outfit people we’ve been able to sweep up. The Outfit will still be hunting him—especially since, with Mr. Ross’s help and all the bread crumbs we have to follow now, we’ll probably roll up half the Outfit’s senior management. How’s Watchman?”


  
     
  


  I smiled sadly. “Atlas-types are tough and heal fast—Atlas said we make up for it by trying to get killed. They released him an hour ago; he and Variforce and Rush are back out helping with cleanup.”


  
     
  


  The TV switched to an aerial view of our desperate fight with Tin Man, Villain-X, and the rest. The DSA had thoughtfully released footage from their helicopter cam, and we got to watch Seven walk through autofire like a kid in the rain, shooting back with his little seven-round Sig-Sauers.


  
     
  


  “Dude!” Riptide slapped Seven on the back. Seven spun his fedora, showing two holes in the rim, and smiled at a passing nurse. Oh yeah, he’s fine. The “full” DSA video was already hitting the net; it barely showed a hint of Extreme Solutions, making me wonder who had an interest in making us look as good as possible. Quin had called to tell us not to talk to reporters until after the police had released a statement.


  
     
  


  Fisher started to say something, but turned when we heard the clumping behind us. I forced myself not to move when Dad, still Iron Jack, came around the corner. I could feel each step through the floor, and he stopped beside us.


  
     
  


  “Astra, Detective, Riptide, Seven,” he rumbled. Seven and Riptide answered back uncertainly; Fisher just looked amused. Dad reached into his belt and carefully pulled out a cellphone, handed it to me.


  
     
  


  “Your mother wants to talk to you.”
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  Chapter Thirty Nine


  “There are some days when I think I’m going to die from an overdose of satisfaction.”


  
     
  


  Salvador Dali


  
     
  


  
    

  


  
     
  


  With hardly a breeze and a nearly cloudless sky, the sun rose up like thunder and threw a column of golden light across Lake Michigan’s gentle waves. The view from the end of Navy Pier was breathtaking.


  
     
  


  The South Side Guardians caught up with Tin Man three days after the Big Fight; wearing a heavy mechaman exoskeleton, he put up a spectacular fight that made the news. By that time only Blackstone had still been on medical leave, and both Rush and I had gone back to our patrols and emergency-response duties. The press conference for Watchman’s official introduction went very well; Blackstone had been right—the media decided that, by taking back the colors, I’d accepted Atlas’ mantle. My fan-base completely geeked out over the armor and my new accessory. Malleus: finally I looked dangerous. Who knew that swinging a war-hammer weighing more than I did was the secret to being taken seriously?


  
     
  


  It’s amazing how fast a good fight can rehabilitate a reputation; every media-manufactured scandal was, well, not forgotten, but ignored. Quin was having a hard time keeping up with all my booking requests; she decided on one a week, but the first week, especially the weekend, was mine.


  
     
  


  “Hey! Looking for godzillas?”  Annabeth poked me and laughed when I jumped.


  
     
  


  “No…” I rolled my eyes and turned around.


  
     
  


  “Then c’mon!” She laughed, pulling me back toward the white event pavilions dotting the end of the pier.


  
     
  


  The Foundation’s annual Spring Art Festival started at noon and ran through the next week. Normally it was centered around the Grand Ballroom; Mom had decided to make it a totally outdoor event instead of relocating, so reconstruction had stopped while people used Navy Pier again. Yeah, it was an election year and Mom had that kind of pull.


  
     
  


  I had stolen use of the end-most pavilion to throw the Official Danabeth Engagement Party (until eleven, when we had to be out of the event-staff’s way). The parentals were there, all of them, along with a lot of the UofC soccer team, so champagne flowed alongside sparkling fruit juice for us younger people. In keeping with the Boys of Summer theme, the boys wore khakis, shorts, or cargo pants, and all the girls wore summer shorts or dresses. Jacky wasn’t tan, but definitely pink and the thin white line of scar-tissue circling her upper arm was nearly gone. Without her armored layer, Shell looked a blushing sixteen; if her too-perfect skin made her look airbrushed, nobody watching her would guess the fresh-faced deb bouncing around was a robot-body for my Best Friend Forever. (I owed Vulcan big time.) Jacky had attracted a court of varsity boys, quite a feat with two unattached Bees close by, and was sizing up a dark charmer as a snack.


  
     
  


  Annabeth dragged me to where Dane stood with his parents, and Dane pulled me into a hug with a cheek-kiss and a whispered thank you. He didn’t look at all stunned, and I relaxed a little more even though, officially and publically, the engagement had been Hope’s Idea—which made it my fault, in advance, if the two of them crashed and burned.


  
     
  


  Right, like that was going to happen.


  
     
  


  I said hi to the Dorweilers, rescued a drink from a passing server, and left the two of them to their public displays of affection.


  
     
  


  On impulse, I pushed into Jacky’s circle and grabbed her hand.


  
     
  


  “Hey you,” I said, pulling her away. “Less drooling, more mixing.” The poor protesting boys thought I was referring to their looks.


  
     
  


  “But—” Jacky started.


  
     
  


  “No! Well… make sure he drinks plenty of juice.”


  
     
  


  “I promise. I’d planned on topping up before my flight tonight, anyway.”


  
     
  


  I nodded, deflating a little. “It so goes without saying, but…”


  
     
  


  “I told Grams you’re coming down after spring finals.”


  
     
  


  “Now that’s assuming a lot.”


  
     
  


  “That’s assuming you don’t fly south for Spring Break.”


  
     
  


  “Yeah, I might…” I shook my head. “Things are so weird.  Did you know I got a call the other day? From a ‘friend of a friend’ of Mr. Early’s. He said ‘thank you.’ Can you believe it? Bad guys aren’t supposed to be grateful!”


  
     
  


  My cellphone buzzed. The screen displayed a domino mask.


  
     
  


  “Hope?” Quin said when I held it up so we could both listen. “Dispatch got the call on a party-boat out on the lake. They had a small engine fire—it’s out but they lost power. You’re off duty, but Rush can get your suit to you if you’d like to fly out and pull them in. It’s a look-good assignment; are you up for it?”


  
     
  


  “And where do I change, a port-a-potty?”


  
     
  


  “So get behind something and Rush will whisk you back to the Dome. He can take you right back afterward if you want.”


  
     
  


  I gave what Mom called an Irish sigh, long and deep, but couldn’t stop the smile.


  
     
  


  “Deal,” I said while Jacky laughed.


  
     
  


  “Go.” She pushed me towards a mobile construction office, closed until work resumed. I waved to Julie and Megan, held my fist to my face with thumb and pinky out in a call me gesture, and scampered, wondering just how fast I could pull a party boat.


  
     
  


  Observation and Uncertainty


  by Dr. Jonathan Beth


  
     
  


  Before the Event, we were fairly certain we understood the observable world. Centuries of observation, experimentation, and deduction, had yielded many universal truths: for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction; in any closed system, entropy will increase over time; the shortest distance between two points is a straight line; etc. The Event has overturned all the observations of science; or, to be more precise, made them conditional.


  
     
  


  What does this mean for science? Fortunately, it doesn’t mean we have to start over; none of the big theories have been disproved. Instead, a qualification must be added—for example “In the absence of breakthrough effects, for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction.” This does, of course, place an added burden on the scientist; he must make certain that any observations he makes are general and representative. Since most experimental results are peer-reviewed and independently tested, this is not a great burden and the physicist, biochemist, and nuclear engineer can continue to poke away at the universe in relative peace, confident, through a few extra steps, that his experimental results represent reality.


  
     
  


  However, what of those of us who dare venture into the field of breakthrough science, where there are no physical laws that are unconditional, no natural processes that can be referred to with any confidence?


  
     
  


  Here we are striking out into an undiscovered country, and so far universal truths have proven few and far between. The heart of the problem lies in our inability to describe our observations in any causal way. This is not apparent to the general public; they accept labels as explanations and go about their day. To a scientist, these observations are less than helpful.


  
     
  


  The classic example is the broad category of “psionic powers.” Even before the Event, psionic powers were widely hypothesized and minutely described: telekinesis, levitation, pyrokinesis, precognition, telepathy, empathy, astral projection, teleportation, the list is long. So naturally, these breakthrough powers have been categorized as psi-powers, powers of the mind, as opposed to powers of the body.


  
     
  


  But a label is not an explanation, and “mind waves” have yet to be discovered (except by breakthrough-inventors, whose unduplicatable instruments can detect and measure things mundane instruments cannot). The mind is a construct of the brain, and acts on the world through the body of which it is part—yet it has been suggested that psi-power is an adequate label because it conforms to a pre-Event conception of what a mysterious and unverified phenomena would be like.


  
     
  


  The danger of these kinds of observational labels lies in their tendency to predispose observers to mistake them for explanations and treat them as real types. Doing so has led to the illusion of certainty, where the reality is that so far science has nothing to say towards the cause of breakthrough effects.


  
     
  


  This can easily be seen by looking at two classic breakthrough archetypes: Atlas-types and “speedsters.”


  
     
  


  The Atlas-type powerset is diverse; Atlas-types can fly without the assistance of wings, jets, or other physical mechanisms of flight, they are superhumanly strong and durable, and they possess an enhanced sense of sight and hearing. What can a scientist say about these abilities? The power of unassisted flight can be labeled “levitation,” a psi-power; certainly Atlas-types fly because they will it so. The rest appear to be powers of the body: an Atlas-type isn’t damage-resistant by an act of will. Yet the most thorough examination of the body of an Atlas-type will not yield a single clue to the source of his abilities. An Atlas-type’s cells are indistinguishable from a normal person’s cells: the rods and cones in his eyes are no different than a normal person’s; when removed and tested individually, his cells possess no greater tensile strength than does the rest of humanity’s. The Atlas-type’s physical abilities have as little physical explanation as do the supposed powers of the mind.


  
     
  


  The speedster type presents a different problem. Speedsters appear to be breakthroughs with the ability to accelerate their own personal time in relation to the time experienced by the rest of the universe. This ability is subject to an apparent speed-limit of ten experiential seconds per second of “Real Time.” Beyond this, some speedsters can step into a world of frozen time, in which the only “time” is what they have brought with them. Speedsters in Hypertime can move through this time-frozen world, but not affect it. They can run (or ride) across town but not open doors; they can dodge bullets, but not take the gun from the shooter’s hand (or strike the shooter with any effect). And so Hypertime has been described as a parallel reality lacking the dimension of time.


  
     
  


  But this cannot be so. The sense of sight depends on photons striking the photo-receptor cells of the eyes—but light photons cannot move where there is no time for them to move in. Nor is there any reason for a speedster to be able to affect the air-molecules around him (as he does whenever he moves) any more than he can affect a door. The apparent explanation, that the speedster brings an envelope of time with him, and that this time-field extends beyond his body to interact with the environment around him, fails on observation; speedsters in Hypertime can stand in one place while breathing indefinitely, which they could not do if their field of Real Time affected only the air molecules near them, and they can continue to see without needing to continually move so that their field finds fresh light photons to give motion to.


  
     
  


  In other words, Hypertime only appears to be time-frozen; the reality is far more complex, and we can find no explanation for why large-scale objects (doors) are frozen where small-scale objects (oxygen atoms and light photons) are not. To add to our frustration, laser beams, electrical discharges, and other forms of energy projection attacks—which are more organized patterns of small-scale objects—do, in fact, freeze in Hypertime. The rules make no sense.


  
     
  


  The only thing which saves us from madness is consistency. There are observed rules, even when the foundations of those rules are lacking, and these rules are consistent if only on a case-by-case or category-by-category basis. These categories appear to be no less real for being self-described, so a breakthrough who is “psychically sensitive” can detect the operation of powers defined as psychic/psionic, and sorcerers can detect and counter the spells of other users of magic, even when they believe in and use wildly different magic traditions. Likewise, possessors of diabolical gifts can be checked by the powers of those who believe their abilities to be of divine origin. Breakthrough-scientists who believe that magic is a material phenomenon (powered by mana-particles or some other real source) have even been able to invent spell-detectors and ghost-traps—which, like anti-gravity plates and perpetual-motion generators, work only when they build them.


  
     
  


  And here we can build towards certainty; by understanding the perceived realities of breakthroughs—the rules that they believe apply—we can begin to list and quantify rules to describe general cases. Will this certainty ever be more than conditional? Perhaps not; when we cannot even explain the Event, or why since the Event a comparative handful of people respond to physical and emotional trauma by generating miracles, even certainty of categorization remains too much to hope for. But this should not deter the scientist; first we observe, then we describe, and then, only if we’re lucky, do we get to explain.


  
     
  


  Life, Fiction, and Capes


  by Marion G. Harmon

  



  
     
  


  Although I read comic books as a teenager, I was more into fantasy and science-fiction (JRR Tolkien and Robert A. Heinlein got their hooks into me early). But I remember the day when a comic first grabbed me; I’d stopped by a local 7-11 to blow a quarter on a Slurpee and browse the comic rack, and found an X-Men comic—the #137 Phoenix Must Die! issue, to be exact.


  
     
  


  I’d never read an X-Men comic before, but the cover caught my eye so I stood there and read it. Then I bought it. It was epic. Heroic and tragic and deeply deeply human, the X-Men fought to save their comrade, but Jean Grey died willingly to save them. Scott Summer’s heartbreaking grief made a thirsty thirteen year-old cry. Or at least tear up right there in the store. And this was a comic-book, the medium where the heroes always won. Well, not always; later I learned about Spider Man and Gwen Stacy, for example. But X-Men #137 was my gateway to the X-Men series, in many ways the most serious and socially “realistic” ongoing superhero saga at the time, and it should not surprise my readers that my first meaningful experience with comic books was the death of a hero.


  
     
  


  Since then I have read many, many superhero comics and while they’re mainly about the cool costumes and fight-scenes, the best stories transform the medium. They have given us so many colorful tropes and themes while borrowing shamelessly from every other genre around. This is one reason why, until recently, Hollywood superhero movies were invariably flops; the technology couldn’t deliver the glory of the action we saw on the comic-book page. Admit it—even Superman:The Movie was cheesy.


  
     
  


  The best superhero comics have always been about the epic and tragic heroes, not just the spectacle. Other X-Men storylines delivered great tragedy, in the original Greek meaning of the word; Magneto, Eric Magnus, one of the Marvel Universe’s greatest villains, was always motivated by memories of the Holocaust. In the DC universe, Supergirl died saving everything. Green Lantern lost his mind and nearly destroyed everything. And other superheroes have fought alcoholism and drug addiction, faced family tragedies, divorce and even the death of children. One of my favorite Teen Titan comics was an issue where Dick Grayson (Robin) used his detective skills to help Donna Troy (Wonder Girl) find her long-lost family. All these stories are human stories, tales of misguided fanaticism, self-sacrifice, human failings and sorrows and triumphs.


  
     
  


  So what, exactly, are superheroes?


  
     
  


  Superheroes are our modern myths, but it’s hard for many people to understand the attraction. On its face, the idea of the superhero—someone born with or given superhuman powers who adopts a codename and costume to become a freelance crime-fighter and do-gooder—seems dated in our secular and often cynical world. Yet there are those who risk their lives for us every day: firefighters, policemen, coast-guard sailors, our men and women in uniform. Why do any of them do it, when there are safer, easier ways to make a living?


  
     
  


  More problematic is the public and police response to freelance crime-fighters. After all, there’s a word for such people: vigilantes. In the movie Death Wish, Charles Bronson played Paul Kersey, a New York architect and social liberal whose wife is murdered and daughter is raped in a horrific home-invasion. The police are unable to do anything, but Kersey becomes a vigilante; armed with a revolver, he walks the city’s dark streets and rides the subways, shooting down unlucky thugs who try and rob him and others. Most New Yorkers, citizens of a city where crime is spiraling out of control, love the “vigilante slayings” and street crime actually drops. But murder is murder, and the police have to stop him. In the end the police detective on the case figures out Paul’s identity; instead of arresting him, he orders him to leave town.


  
     
  


  One reason we love superheroes is they are effective. Like Paul Kersey, they protect the innocent and bring the guilty to justice (or deliver justice to the guilty) in situations where the police—tied by laws and regulations—are often unable to. But in the comics, although superheroes don’t kill, and are usually dedicated to protecting citizens rather than meting out justice themselves, they are rarely part of the law-enforcement system and often break the law and violate civil rights in the course of their activities. At the very least, Superman’s x-ray vision and super-hearing amounts to an ongoing invasion of privacy. And Wonder Woman’s magic lasso, that compels those she binds with it to tell the truth? Who polices the superheroes? When a caped crusader uses excessive force in stopping the bad guys, who holds him accountable?


  
     
  


  I could go on, but my point here isn’t to pick the superhero archetype apart; after all, Superman is as real as Gandalf, less real than Merlin. My point is that superheroes raise a lot of real-world questions. Assume the reality of superheroes: what then? And this can be fun; over the past couple of decades, a loose and ill-defined genre of fantasy literature, ideal for playing with these kinds of questions, has become more and more popular: alternate-reality stories.


  
     
  


  I’m not referring to stories set in other worlds, such as The Lord of the Rings or Terry Pratchett’s excellent Diskworld novels. Alternate-reality stories take place here, whether in the past, present, or future. But here is different. In the Lord Darcy series, history is divergent (England and France are united under an Anglo-French empire) and magic works. In the Anita Blake, Vampire Hunter series, vampires, werewolves, witches, elves, dragons, etc., are an open part of an otherwise normal grim and gritty modern world. Bookstore shelves are filling with urban fantasy novels, many of them asking the fun questions or assuming the answers. How would a city police department deal with supernatural crimes? How would the public react to the sudden revelation of the existence of vampires? How would a sorcerer really make a living?


  
     
  


  So far superheroes have largely lacked this real-world treatment. One notable and very successful exception is the Wildcards anthology series, coauthored by George R.R. Martin. The Wild Cards setting features a history that diverges from our own just after World War II, when an alien race unleashes the Wild Card Virus, a genetic virus that rewrites its victims’ genetic codes. Most of its victims die horribly, others survive but are mutated, often grotesquely, and a small handful gain superhuman powers. Through its stories, the series has worked out society’s reaction to the reality of superhumans. Given the comic-book stereotypes to fall back on, many of these superhumans have taken on codenames and some even put on tights and a mask. Others don’t. The Wild Cards series, under many contributing writers, has recently released its 21st book.


  
     
  


  More real-world treatments of superheroes have come in the comics. In recent years writers have re-imagined such iconic heroes as Superman, Batman, and Wonder Woman, with greater attention to motivation and character as well as to the social and political environment in which they operate. Marvel Comic’s Ultimate titles (Ultimate X-Men, Ultimate Spiderman, The Ultimates, etc) lean towards greater social realism. Other comic series have taken non-traditional and often more socially realistic approaches to superhero worlds; Powers is a series about cops in a world of very human superheroes, Wildguard was a miniseries spotlighting a superhero reality-show team, and Noble Causes chronicled the adventures and family lives of a family of superhero celebrities.


  
     
  


  And now there are the Wearing the Cape books. Like Wild Cards they take place in a real-world setting, a world where, in the decade since the Event, many superhumans have consciously adopted superhero personae. And while most superheroes are hardworking street-heroes who pay their union dues, the more powerful and flamboyant ones are true supercelebrities, with agents, publicity teams, even their own franchises or marketing empires.


  
     
  


  Given this environment, anyone in the world of Wearing the Cape who experiences a breakthrough (an event that triggers their superpowers) is under strong social pressure to take up the cape and mask and become a career superhero. But superheroes are still human, the existence of superhuman powers has not made the world a safer place, and for normal people who must depend on superhumans for protection, fear and envy are natural human responses. And a cape and mask doesn’t put a superhero above the law—if anything it draws the law’s attention.


  
     
  


  Is this what the world would look like, superhumans added? I would like to think it could be, but I’m an optimist. Meanwhile it’s fun to dream, to imagine, even to take a little inspiration from the story. And that, after all, is what our modern myths are for.


  
     
  


  Enjoy!


  
     
  


  


  



  


  Astra’s story is finished for now, but the story of Artemis’ trip to New Orleans will be told in Bite Me: Big Easy Nights, available in 2012!

  



  
     
  


  Want to know more about the author? Go to marionharmon.wordpress.com.
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