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   Chapter One
 
   BRAAAWN!
 
   An airhorn blared as sunlight streamed in through the six-by-six inch window of the prison cell.  Inmate Nicholas McHenry groaned and turned away from the light, rubbing the spittle off of his chin with his left hand.
 
   Lights embedded in the ceiling bloomed until they reached their maximum intensity, fully illuminating the tiny quarters.  The room was constructed from an exotic compound which had the texture of plastic but the resilience of steel.  The light reflected dully off of the walls of the cell.
 
   The horn shrieked a second time, and was followed by the crackle of the prison’s intercom system coming online.  A robotic voice announced, “Attention inmates of Blackiron Federal Penitentiary: The time is now oh-five-forty-five.  Proceed to the back of your cells and wait for inspection and headcount.  Failure to comply will result in correction.”
 
   After nearly fifteen years of incarceration, McHenry was well aware of the procedure--and what the implicit threat of “correction” was.  The announcement wasn’t meant for veteran prisoners like him, but for the busload of new fish that had arrived the night before.  He sat up with a yawn and rolled off his mattress, stretching.  He looked at the stump on the wrist of his right arm and rolled his eyes.  His hand hadn’t been there for two decades but it still itched every morning.
 
   McHenry scratched the back of his entirely bald head, and traced a scar from behind his ear to the base of his neck.  He adjusted the humming metal band around his throat with his good hand before reaching up to the top bunk to jab his sleeping cellmate in the back.
 
   “Krudoff,” he said, jabbing again.  “Get up.”
 
   The old man grumbled from the upper bunk.  “Inspection again?”
 
   McHenry grunted affirmatively.  His elderly cellmate clambered unsteadily down the short ladder, and the thought of asking the old man to trade bunks crossed McHenry’s mind for the thousandth time as he reached up to assist Krudoff.  But McHenry knew the old man would turn an offer like that down: for all of Doctor Henri Krudoff’s brilliance, he was a stubborn idiot.
 
   The two of them turned to face the wall of their cell.  Two pairs of glowing yellow circles appeared on it, about six feet up from the rubberized floor.  Krudoff placed his leathery old hands into the center of each of the two circles closest to him and yawned.   McHenry put his left hand in one circle and stretched his fingers out, then rested his stump at the base of the other.
 
   All four circles turned blue.
 
   Guards made their way through the prison block, calling out the names of inmates and searching their cells.  There was a sudden commotion in the quarters next to McHenry and Krudoff’s, followed by a crackling sound.  One of its occupants let out a staccato scream as his “correction” intensified.  Nicholas’ neck grew warm, his body remembering the intense heat and electrical shock that the restraint collar had pumped into him the few times he had earned the guards’ ire.
 
   “Must be one of the newbies,” Krudoff observed.  McHenry shrugged.
 
   The door of their cell slid open, making no more noise than a whisper. The smell of singed fur and burned pork wafted in.  McHenry heard the voice of O’Shea, the head guard, call out.  “Krudoff, H.”
 
   “Did my old invisibility serum finally kick in?” Krudoff asked sarcastically before turning his head back to shoot a glare at O’Shea.  “Here.”
 
   “Yeah, like that ever gets old, Krudoff,” the chief guard tapped on his clipboard
 
   McHenry turned his head and looked at O’Shea.  The overweight, middle-aged man was flanked by a pair of heavily armored corrections officers.  As always.
 
   “Want me to correct the old man, sir?” asked one of the guards.  Krudoff tensed up.
 
   “Nah,” O’Shea said.  “Krudoff hasn’t been a threat to anybody since before your daddy was born.”
 
   The security chief looked down at his clipboard.  “McHenry, N.”
 
   “Right here.”
 
   “All right, search and seize.  And you two, if you’re smarter than your new neighbor you’ll stay put.”
 
   The two guards came in and patted through Krudoff and McHenry’s clothes, lifted up their mattresses, and thumbed through a book on the floor.
 
   “Clear,” said one of the officers, prompting O’Shea to dramatically swipe the paper on his clipboard with his pen.
 
   “Right.  See you tomorrow, gentlemen.”
 
   The trio left, moving on to the next cell.  The door slid shut the moment the last of them stepped through its frame.  After a beat, the glowing circles on the wall vanished.  Krudoff turned and leaned against the wall, pulling a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket.  He struck a match as McHenry sat down on the lower bunk.
 
   “So,” Krudoff started.  Smoke rolled out of his mouth.  “You happy?”
 
   “What?” asked McHenry, who looked down at the floor, running his big toe around one of the rubber nubs.
 
   “Five more days and you’re out of here,” the old man grinned as he flicked ash into the toilet.
 
   “I wasn’t keeping count,” McHenry said.
 
   “That’s a load of crap.  I know that computer in your brain keeps track of everything.”  Krudoff cleared his throat, stifling a cough.  He took a long suck on the cigarette.
 
   That was true.  The words \\Clock:5474:07:02:53 floated in the lower right portion of McHenry’s vision.
 
   “Yeah.”  McHenry slipped his feet into the sneakers he’d left on the floor the night before.  He tightened the Velcro straps and popped his ankles.  Krudoff blew smoke at him.
 
   “Oh, cheer up.  I’ll get you some extra hash browns in the mess later.”
 
   McHenry looked up and gave his cellmate a cold stare.  Neither of them said anything for a few moments.  Krudoff took a few slow drags off his cigarette.
 
   “You know,” he said, “in the sixty-odd years I’ve been living the life of crime, I never met as sullen a grump such as you.”
 
   McHenry laughed.  “Okay.  Extra hash browns, then.”
 
   Krudoff smiled.  “But only if you explain that whole macro processor thing again.”
 
   “Micro,” McHenry corrected.
 
   “Microprocessors!” the old man tossed his spent cigarette in the toilet.  “Microprocessors and hash browns!  This truly is the daredevil life we dreamed of when we started out as supervillains, isn’t it, Nicholas?”
 
   “It really is,” McHenry smirked sarcastically. He added, “Doctor Terror.”
 
   The old man grinned at hearing that.  “Work names, oh?  I guess I should have called you The Machinist.”
 
   Both men laughed.  Krudoff coughed violently, then wiped black spittle onto the sleeve of his orange jumpsuit.
 
   ***
 
   McHenry’s spoon scraped against his plate as he scooped the last few strands of hash brown into his mouth.  He dropped the spoon on to the dish, turned his body off of the bench, and started to walk back towards the kitchen.  He navigated through the crowded, noisy cafeteria, avoiding contact with his fellow inmates and their sweat-stained orange jumpsuits.
 
   McHenry’s tray, plate, and silverware clinked together as he dropped them into a little slot in the wall.  There was a tap on his shoulder and he turned to face its source: another inmate, a particularly bizarre one.  Younger, early twenties.  But his face and hands were covered in peach-colored scales that reflected the light.
 
   “What?” McHenry asked while looking down at the claws the other prisoner had instead of fingers.  He wondered if he was about to get shanked, and suddenly his vision went black and white.  The world slowed down around him.
 
   The lizard kid’s form was surrounded by a glowing green outline, and pixelated boxes with data points about his heart rate, body temperature, and vital organs popped up all around him.
 
   McHenry blinked his left eye twice to disable the self-defense head’s-up display in his mind, and his vision returned to normal.  It wouldn’t have done him any good anyway.  Blackiron’s prison surgeon had removed all of the Machinist’s cybernetics his first day there, except those that were soldered into his gray matter.  McHenry could’ve connected to the prison’s security systems and made a break for it years before if not for that procedure.
 
   “You the Machinist?” The kid put his hands in his pockets to make it clear he wasn’t a threat.
 
   “… Yeah.”
 
   “Got a message.” The kid’s forked tongue flicked out of his mouth as he spoke, but it didn’t seem to affect his diction.  “You get out next week, the Network give you what you need to get back in the game.”
 
   “What’s the ‘Network?’” McHenry asked.
 
   “Shit, man.  The Network.” The kid rolled his eyes.  “They who you get ray guns and shit from.”
 
   “Oh.”  McHenry nodded.  “We called it ‘the Brotherhood’ before I got nabbed.”
 
   Lizard kid made a face.  “Holy shit, how long you been here, homes?”
 
   “Almost fifteen years.  You?”
 
   “Since last night.  Whatever.”  The young inmate’s tongue flicked out again.  “It’s a one-time deal.  They give you the gear, like, thanks for not selling them out when you went away.”
 
   McHenry nodded at the kid, who then turned and walked away.  The kid sat down at a table with other young inmates, including an overly-muscled man with a lion’s mane and a skinny short one with a beak where his mouth should’ve been.  The lizard kid didn’t even look back.  He’d delivered the message, he’d done his job.  There was probably a pack of cigarettes waiting under the kid’s mattress.
 
   McHenry made his way back to his own table, contemplative.  He had imagined what it’d be like to get back out there—to feel the electrons fire off at a machine gun pace while he transmitted mental commands to his two robotic minions, the sensation of crushing the door of a bank vault with his cybernetic hand—and got a thrill.
 
   Then his thoughts turned to another scenario he had ruminated over the last decade and a half--He wondered if the quiet life would be better; if maybe the research facility he worked at before the accident would give him a second chance?  If there was any chance of going straight?
 
   But foremost on his mind was this: what did this “Network” want from him?  McHenry knew better than to just trust his fellow super criminals based on platitudes alone.  There had to be more to the deal than them giving him some gifts just for keeping his lips shut fifteen years back.  Especially since it now seemed the Brotherhood was defunct anyway.
 
   Krudoff was spouting off at the other men sitting at the table when McHenry took his seat again.  The decrepit supervillain was wrapping a story from his glory days, one McHenry had heard a hundred times before.
 
   “—The mayor, he thinks he’s clever.  I knew I shouldn’t have gone on the radio the night before and announced my plan to kidnap him--but I was young and full of piss, you know?  And I wanted him to know I was coming—So, so … he thinks he’s cute, watching me tell my Manimals where to put the chemicals.  And I pretend not to notice he’s cutting through the rope around his wrists with a straight razor he snuck out of his back pocket.”
 
   Two of the older inmates at the table nodded—they’d gone through something similar at some point with their own hostages.  McHenry just shook his head.
 
   “I turn back to him, and start walking around.  He says, you know, he says, ‘You’ll never get away with this,’” Krudoff chuckled.  “And I go, ‘Well, mayor.  You were in the war, in the Big One.  You fought your way up Normandy Beach on D-Day.  Bet you got out of some tricky situations before.  But I imagine you’ve never had such a …’—and I’m walking around behind him now, snatching the damn thing from his hands—‘never had such a close shave before!’”
 
   Everyone except McHenry burst into laughter.  Krudoff’s own guffaws turned into a wheezing cough.
 
    “What’d you do next, Doc?” asked the new kid at the table, once the old man’s fit subsided.  McHenry glanced over and sized him up.  Skinny.  There were little rectangular metal nubs bulging out from the skin of his arms.
 
   “Oh, I was going to smack the mayor one, but then the wall comes crashing in and American Eagle and his sidekick—what’s his face--start tossing the Manimals around like ragdolls.”  That earned a nod from everyone at the table—they’d all definitely been through similar, and they all knew how that story would end.  An awkward silence overtook the table as Krudoff stopped talking.
 
   “Kid,” McHenry asked, gesturing at the newbie.  “What’s with the studs?”
 
   “Oh?  I’m magnetic.  That’s why my zapper’s plastic.”  He pointed at his neck collar.  “The studs are where my armor and my razor discs attach.”
 
   “Right, you been in the game long?  Ever hear of something called the Network?”  When McHenry asked that, Marlon Jones--the only black guy at the table--raised an eyebrow without saying anything.
 
   “No, man.”  The magnetic kid shook his head.  “No to both.  I got busted my first night out.  Didn’t even settle on a name yet.  Guess I got three years to think about it now.”
 
   “Maybe less,” said Jones, shifting his enormous, muscled frame.  He had Yakuza-style tattoos running up the entire length of both arms.  He used to call himself Stoneskin and ran a group of black villains called the Riot Squad in the 90’s.  He was a mutant; he could turn his body into different kinds of stone, including a thick sheathe of granite that would cover his entire body.  McHenry kicked himself—he should’ve asked Jones about the Network, because even though he was from the same “generation” of supervillain as himself, Jones had only been in Blackiron for two years.  He would’ve definitely known what the story was with the Network.
 
   “Word is,” Jones leaned in and lowered his voice, “We all be getting out of here real soon.”
 
   The magnetic kid’s sullen frown turned to a half-smile when he heard that.  He turned to face Jones.  So did everyone else at the table.
 
   “Getting out soon?  I know Nicholas is,” Krudoff laughed obliviously.  Then, between coughs, he exclaimed, “One more week!”
 
   McHenry glared at his cellmate.  Even though he was happy to finally be getting out of jail after nearly two decades, he didn’t want to gloat about it.  Some of the guys at the table where going to be in Blackiron for the rest of their lives.  In fact, Krudoff was one of them.  McHenry wondered, Why the hell had the old man been so cheerful for the last few days?
 
   The conversation was interrupted by raucous laughter from the next table over.  Everyone at McHenry’s turned to see was going on: the inmates next to them were leering and pointing at the single television in the prison cafeteria.
 
   “Look at the tits on that one, Mike!” one of them said, nudging the guy next to him.  They were watching a news report about an overnight raid against a human trafficking ring in California.  The Titans of Liberty, the world’s top superheroes, were being interviewed.
 
   The prisoner pointed at the screen.  Ravencloak, a scantily-clad supernatural heroine who supposedly controlled shadows was giving a statement to the news.
 
   Mike, the inmate next to him, responded, “Yeah, they’re nice but Ravencloak is too … goth you know?”
 
   McHenry tilted his head to the screen and took in the young heroine’s face and figure.  Not bad—but after fifteen years surrounded by other men he wouldn’t turn her down.  Her dark makeup made him recall Edie, the first and only woman in his life after he had started down the path of the super crime.  Some shadowy government organization had given her similar cybernetic enhancements to his, and could zap the shit out of you with bolts of electricity—what the hell stupid name did she call herself again?
 
   McHenry smiled, remembering how the two of them fucked like rabbits after the handful of jobs they’d pulled together.  He covered the bulge in his pants with his good arm and focused on the which-female-hero-is-hotter debate.  It was picking up in intensity.
 
   The tits-pointer-outer shouted gruffly.  “What would you know, you’ve been here six years?”
 
   “I know that kinda girl don’t know how to treat a man right,” Said Mike in a matter-of-fact way.
 
   “Oh yeah?”
 
   “Yeah, what you want is a woman like that Stormsoul chick.  She’s high-class, you know.  European.”
 
   “Pfft,” another inmate at the second table interjected.  “I got pinched by her, she ain’t all that.  Cute, but there are hotter superbitches out there.”
 
   “Fuck you!” Mike retorted.
 
   “Oh, hell,” Jones muttered.  “Morons gon’ get zapped.”
 
   Magnetic kid looked confused.  He went to stand up but Krudoff grabbed his sleeve, saying, “Sit down, shut up, and don’t move, kid!”
 
   All the inmates at McHenry and Krudoff’s table ducked their heads down.  Inmates at other tables stopped their chatter and did the same.  A wave of silence overtook the room.
 
   Mike flipped his own tray over and took a swing at his table-mate.  The other inmate lunged forward with a growl, but was grabbed a third.  Mike kicked the interloper and tackled him.
 
   Red lights started to strobe in the room.  The cafeteria became eerily quiet aside from the sounds the brawling inmates made.
 
   “Cease altercation immediately,” a robotic voice blared over the intercom.  “Three second warning.”
 
   The melee didn’t stop.  Mike’s opponent punched him in the forehead and there was the sound of celery snapping—the one felon’s hand breaking against the indestructible skin of the other.  The attacker cried in agony and clutched his wrist.
 
   All the three combatants suddenly yelped in pain.  They cried out in unison as the hissing noise from their restraint collars grew in intensity.  Each grasped at their own throats and collapsed to the ground, twitching.  Armored security officers poured in through the reinforced doors of the room, surrounding the unconscious felons before dragging them off.
 
   The silence in the room persisted for a few seconds after the security doors shut.  Then the boisterous conversations and general bullshitting picked up again.  Jones continued what he had been saying before the fight broke out.  “They say the Master has something big coming up, and we all gonna get our licks in.”
 
   “Bullshit,” interjected Duffy, a guy about the same age as magnetic kid, but who’d been in the game for a few years.  He was on his third month in Blackiron.  “Everyone knows there ain’t no ‘Master.’  The Network used to be called the Brotherhood, right?”
 
   McHenry guessed that Duffy’s question answered his own.  When he was in the Brotherhood they’d always given him a fair shake.  There was no need, as far as he could tell, to worry about anything just because they changed their name.  He nodded, replying to Duffy’s question.  “When I was out there, yeah.”
 
   “Yeah, and it’s all about getting a fair share, everyone’s equals and shit.  There ain’t no mastermind running nothing.”  Duffy scratched the little soul patch on his chin.  “That ‘The Master’ shit is just to keep the heroes chasing ghosts and running down dead ends; keep them off our backs.”
 
   “You’ll see, man.”  Jones leaned back, shaking his head.  “You’ll see.”
 
   ***
 
   Hours later, back in the cell, McHenry reclined in his bunk and drifted in and out of his thoughts.  Krudoff strained to evacuate himself in the toilet at the back wall of the tiny room.  After what felt to McHenry to be an eternity, there was a flush.  Krudoff stood up, fastening the buttons along the front of his jumpsuit.
 
   “Damn,” he said.
 
   McHenry turned his head and raised a quizzical eyebrow at the old man.
 
   “I was hoping that all that huffing and puffing would’ve given me a heart attack, so I could finally keel over.”
 
   “Don’t say that.”
 
   “I’m an old, old man, Nicholas.  It’s going to happen soon.”  Krudoff sat down on the mattress next to McHenry and patted his leg.  “Besides, it’ll be funny.”
 
   “What could possibly be funny about dying in prison?”  McHenry sat up.  “And more to the point, why the hell have you been so giddy this last week?”
 
   “Well.”  Krudoff grinned evilly.  “You and I, we’re both scientists in our own ways.  You’re an engineer, a gearhead, but I’m a biologist.  I owe so much of what I’ve accomplished to what I learned as a little sprout in medical school.”
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   “After I die, I’ve donated my body to my old alma mater for dissection and study.”
 
   “So ...,” McHenry started speculating, “It’s funny because … they kicked you out for grafting animal parts to cadavers before bringing them back to life?  And now … now, I guess, you’re forcing them to take you back, in a way?”
 
   “Oh, no, no no.”  Krudoff waved his hand dismissively.  “It’s much better than that.  Trust me.  It’ll be funny.”
 
   “Just tell me, you coot.”
 
   “Oh, just wait and see!  It won’t be much longer anyway.”  The old man’s face went stern.  “And I’m so damn happy because you’re my only friend in this world.  By the time I go, you’ll be a free man.  You won’t have to watch me die.”
 
   McHenry didn’t know what to say to that.  He frowned.
 
   “Buck up, Nicholas.”  Krudoff leaned in and rubbed McHenry’s hairless head as if the old man was a little league coach giving a kid a pep talk.  “Let’s just say, they’ll never forget Doctor Terror, even after he’s gone.”
 
   ***
 
   The next few days were uneventful.  Routine.
 
   Every morning, the usual twin blasts of the air horn broke into McHenry’s sleep.  The same barely nutritious breakfast sat in his gut for hours.
 
   The same jokes and stories were told at lunch, and again at dinner.  Every night, as always, Krudoff’s hacking cough kept McHenry up for hours past the point he’d decided to try to sleep.
 
   The last day of McHenry’s vacation from the real world was less routine.
 
   “Krudoff, H.”  O’Shea’s bored voice called out.
 
   Hands pressed against the wall inside the glowing circles, Krudoff replied in a hushed voice.  “Here.”
 
   “What’s the matter, doc?” O’Shea asked, looking up from his clipboard.  “Going to miss your buddy?”
 
   Krudoff didn’t answer.  He just looked over at McHenry with a sullen demeanor.  McHenry met his gaze and made a facial expression to match.
 
   “How sweet.  I’m moved.  Truly, I am,” O’Shea spat sarcastically.  “McHenry, N.”
 
   “Here.”
 
   “Say your goodbyes at the mess, McHenry.  You’re getting evicted after breakfast.”
 
   The guards left without bothering to even pat down either prisoner.  After the cell door slid shut, the two men sat down on the bottom bunk next to each other.  Neither of them said a word.
 
   ***
 
   “Suit.  Men’s size large,” Said the clerk who sat behind a bulletproof glass window, sliding a plastic bag through a small slot.  He continued reading off a list and pushing bags out the slot.  “Shoes, men’s size nine and a half.  Wallet, contents: driver’s license, thirty-five dollars forty-two cents.”
 
   McHenry signed his name and initials on what felt like a thousand pieces of paper acknowledging the proper return of his property from the time of his imprisonment.  Simultaneously, he started changing into his suit.  It was a little bit tight at the waist and armpits.
 
   “All right McHenry, here’s your transport voucher.”  The clerk slid a bus ticket through the slot.  “An officer will drive you to the bus station, and from there this ticket can be used to travel to any destination within the state of New York.”
 
   McHenry nodded and slipped it into the inside pocket of his suit jacket.
 
   “One more thing,” the clerk looked up at him, pointing at the computer screen on his desk.  “We have a note here.”
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   “When you were convicted, it was stipulated that upon your release you would not be permitted within one hundred feet of any computer or computer-based device.”  The clerk made a face as if someone had just told him a hell of a zinger.
 
   “What’s funny?”
 
   “Nothing, forget it.  The judge rescinded that part of the terms of your release.”
 
   Well, that greases the wheels a bit for me if I do decide to get back into the old game, McHenry thought to himself.  But what if this is some kind of entrapment, a scheme to get me to go out and get caught?
 
   “Why the sudden change of heart?”
 
   “It’s impossible to enforce a rule like that these days.”
 
   McHenry scratched the old burn scar that ran along his chin.  He had no idea what the clerk was on about.  He scrunched his nose as he questioned, “Okay?”
 
   “You’ll see,” said the clerk, with a shrug.  “All right, follow the officer out to the truck.”
 
   A cop at the other end of the room beckoned McHenry.  The door behind the officer buzzed and swung open.  Freezing November air blasted into the corridor and washed over McHenry’s hairless head.  He wished he’d been put away in the winter; he’d at least have had a hat waiting for him.
 
   “Let’s get going, chromedome,” the officer sneered.  “It’s going to snow any minute now and I don’t wanna get fucked over by it.”
 
   As they crossed the parking lot towards a police SUV, McHenry stopped and turned back to face Blackiron Federal Penitentiary.  He’d only seen it from the outside once before: that first night when he was brought in and processed fifteen years earlier.  There were seventeen stories of reinforced, explosion-proof concrete mixed with chemicals thought up by some super-genius in the early eighties.  It was designed to be a formidable structure; one built not only to house super-powered criminals but to keep them in there, too.  And maybe--to some degree--it had been designed to scare the shit out of them.  Something built to look so intimidating that potential super crooks would simply give up their plans before they started just to avoid going there.
 
   The building was like a fortress from a science fiction movie, a tower made of countless pillboxes and strangely angled palisades in asymmetric stacks.  The few windows on it were no larger than a few inches wide.  It was a masterpiece of Brutalist architecture.  Nicholas McHenry, finally a free man, raised his one good arm and gave the building his best middle finger.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Two
 
   WOOOSH!
 
   The air conditioner in the bus blasted in his face.  Why it was running in the dead of winter was beyond McHenry’s comprehension.  Sitting in the frigid bus for nine hours gave him a lot of time to think about this, and also about his future.  By the time he saw the distant sunrise over New York City’s skyline he’d made up his mind:
 
   His only option was to get back out there, to be a supervillain again.
 
   He didn’t have anywhere to stay, and he was too proud to shack up at a YMCA.  As a convicted felon—a superpowered one, no less—his chances of finding a steady paycheck were slim.  And he’d already been offered a leg up by the Network.
 
   The bus pulled into the Port Authority as McHenry figured out what his next step would be.  He settled on heading towards “The Hood,” an old Brotherhood dive in the East Village.  He hoped it was still there, but if not, the Fortress was a good alternative: only a few blocks away from the bar, the section formerly known as Stuy Town had been entrenched with villains since long before McHenry had been locked up.  It probably still was.  There were over fifty buildings there, and one in three residents had powers, were armed to the teeth, or both.
 
   McHenry had the money for a cab but decided to take the forty-or-so-block hike anyway.  He needed to see how the city had changed in his absence.   To get a feel for her again.  With his good arm, he pushed his way through the crowded bus terminal and started walking.
 
   As he navigated the sea of tourists, businessmen, hot dog vendors, and degenerates, McHenry made note of a few things: Gone, it seemed, were pagers.  Cellphones had gotten significantly smaller, which was not surprising.  Televisions he saw in shop windows had gotten bigger, thinner, and clearer.  Movies had gotten stupider.  
 
   There wasn’t a single phone booth in sight.  McHenry chuckled as he wondered where the heroes where changing clothes these days.
 
   It also appeared that the psychiatric hospitals had emptied their wards into the streets; a man in a suit was talking loudly to himself as he walked, gesturing as if he were talking to some invisible person.  No one else seemed to take any notice.  McHenry looked around and realized that this man wasn’t unique: dozens of New Yorkers walked around, flapping their mouths at no one in particular.
 
   A thought crossed his mind: Maybe one of McHenry’s villainous brethren had released some kind of neurotoxin, and this was the start of some scheme to hold the city hostage.
 
   Shit.
 
   Shit.
 
   He wanted to get back in the game, sure, but he didn’t want to get caught up in the middle of somebody else’s Big Plan.  He blinked and activated his HUD, setting it to scan the air for toxins, gases, anything he could think of.  The HUD reported no biological or viral anything, aside from the usual Manhattan air pollution.  Interestingly, though, it recognized hundreds—no, thousands—of tiny devices transmitting on low-band radio frequencies.  Although they were poorly encrypted by McHenry’s standards, there appeared to be no malicious nature to them.  What he was more suspicious of, actually, was the fact that they were demonstrating compatibility with his systems.  He resisted the urge to connect to something calling itself “Tommy’s uPad.”
 
   It didn’t take long for him to figure out what was going on; a woman carrying on a conversation with an unseen partner started poking at her ear saying, “Hello?  Hello?  Susan?”  She fiddled with her hair, extracted an earpiece then repeatedly jabbed her finger against a power button on it.  She cursed the whole time.
 
   Of course, he thought to himself.  They’re wireless headsets for phones.
 
   And based on the pings he was getting, the phones must have some kind of wireless data transmission protocol now as well.  McHenry made a mental note find a computer with a secure modem line later so he could investigate further.
 
   ***
 
   It wasn’t even fifteen blocks before McHenry saw his first superhero since leaving Blackiron Penitentiary.
 
   The first one he’d seen in person, that is.  The televisions scattered all over the city were broadcasting news and celebrity gossip about the capes-and-spandex crowd.  Newly-divorced, forty-year-old hero Silver Streak was dating a heroine half his age from Wisconsin.  Was Stargazer gay?  And so on.
 
   A motorcycle weaved through traffic on Broadway.  The bike’s passenger held on to the rider with one arm while twisting backwards to fire a handgun into the air.  Seconds after the bike sped past McHenry’s position, a hero flew by only a dozen feet above the traffic.
 
   From what McHenry could see, the hero wore a blue bodysuit, yellow gloves and cape, and was muscled like a wrestler.  There was a stylized yellow star on the flier’s chest.  The few bullets that came close to the hero as he rocketed through the air were deflected by a translucent golden force field.
 
   The hero closed in and snatched the driver and the gunner off of the bike, leaving it to careen into the back of a delivery truck.  Both vehicles exploded, but the hero didn’t take notice.  He flew off holding the two badly bruised thugs by their shirt collars, one in each hand.
 
   The delivery truck’s driver came running out of a building yelling to high Heaven about insurance, and did anyone get the name of the hero so he could file a report with his company?
 
   “Typical.” McHenry shook his head and muttered.  At least the heroes were still as irresponsible as he’d remembered.  They never cleaned anything up unless there were cameras rolling.  He kept going.
 
   ***
 
   Half an hour later, McHenry found himself making his way down East 13th Street.  A man his age should’ve been dead on his feet at this point in the jaunt, but his augmented adrenal gland and pain suppression system had kicked in several blocks earlier.  He quietly commended himself for having the foresight to invent those when he was a younger man.
 
   Cars chugged by in the opposite direction.  A passing bus bore the image of the freshly re-elected President standing shoulder to shoulder with the superhero called Rampart.  The hero’s costume was primarily red, including the retro-style jacket with a row of buttons down one side of his chest.  Everything but his glowing orange eyes, mouth, and chin were covered by a yellow cowl that stretched from his matching cape.  Rampart and the President smiled as the hero gave the camera a yellow-gloved thumbs-up.  Bold text at the bottom of the advert read, “The President and the Titans of Liberty: Keeping America Safe!”
 
   Rampart was a relatively fresh face in the hero world, but even McHenry knew of him from the television in Blackiron’s cafeteria.  Someone of that level of prestige was hard to miss, even by someone cut off from the rest of the world for fifteen years.  Rampart had come onto the scene a few years back and quickly made a reputation for himself in New York State’s local hero union as not only an indestructible, flying powerhouse but also as a brilliant strategist.  When the Titans’ founding member, a World War II veteran called American Eagle—a patriotic hero bearing a similar set of powers—finally passed away, it was no surprise that Rampart took his place as the leader of the most prestigious of superhero teams.  The Titans of Liberty tended to replace members in terms of their “niche,” so they always had a powerhouse, a sorcerer, a technologist, and so on: Rampart blew all other comers out of the competition during the tryouts for the spot.
 
   McHenry hocked a gob of spit at the bus on principle, but missed.
 
   As he bore down on the corner of 1st and 13th, he started to pick up the pace.  He rounded the turn and saw the half-mile-tall metal walls of The Fortress two blocks away.
 
   A streak of smoke soared into the air from behind the parapets, traced by bolts of purple plasma and gunfire.  McHenry let his augmented vision take effect and he zoomed in on the streak: It was a hero, his uniform torn and his cape burning, making a hasty exit from the Fortress.  He must have been a new one, trying to make a name for himself--Even fifteen years ago being a hero in Stuy Town was a death sentence.  It hadn’t changed.  McHenry smiled to himself.
 
   The smile faded the moment he turned to his left to push in the door of The Hood and saw a strange new logo on it.  Artemis Coffee said green lettering that hovered over the stylized image of a woman firing a bow into the air.  He looked up and through the glass door to where the dirtiest, most dangerous bar in the city once stood, and saw it was occupied by twenty-somethings in badly fitting clothes gabbing away on cellphones or hunched over laptops.  Every one of them had a paper coffee cup either in their hands or in their vicinity.
 
   Then he looked to the counter.  Wedged in the small space between the cash register and shelves of gourmet gyros and brownies, stood Ivan Stanislav—a fellow villain simply called The Butcher in his heyday, before he retired to take over as the proprietor of The Hood.  It was unmistakably him—You don’t forget the face of the man who had killed fourteen heroes in his time.  But with his bulky frame, thick mustache, Spetsnaz tattoo and facial scars Stanislav looked almost comical in a green apron.
 
   McHenry contemplated this for a moment before pushing the door in all the way and stepping inside.  If the Brotherhood had changed its name, this coffee shop could still be a front business.  It was certainly less suspicious, if you didn’t take the infamous hero-murderer manning the register into account.
 
   “What is like?” Asked Stanislav without looking up from what he was doing.
 
   “A job,” McHenry replied tersely.
 
   “Not hiring,” Stanislav started to say before looking up.  “Try—Mac!  Is you!”
 
   The huge man reached over the register to embrace McHenry in a bear hug.  McHenry’s heart skipped a beat—the Butcher was capable of snapping a car in half over his knee.  Some nick-nacks fell to the floor with a crash.  Stanislav released the smaller man as he felt the confused stares of his customers on him.
 
   “Of course, anything for old friend.”  He gestured.  “Come to back.”
 
   McHenry walked around the counter and followed him into the back room, his pulse still racing.
 
   “How long gone, ten years?” Stanislav inquired.
 
   “Fifteen,” replied McHenry.
 
   “Fifteen years, is shame!”  A stack of cardboard boxes crinkled under the larger man’s weight as he leaned back on them.  “You missed very much.”
 
   “We had the news.”
 
   “Ah … not miss so much, then.”
 
   “I ...,” McHenry started, pausing to contemplate his words before he spoke.  “Are you still … in?”
 
   “Oh, yes!” Stanislav laughed.  “Coffee shop chain, much better cover--Is global, you know?  Excellent money laundering scheme!”
 
   McHenry nodded.  That was actually pretty brilliant.  But there was more.  Stanislav kept going: “Side-benefit, too: Heroes come in after patrols, bitch about day.  We hear everything.  All plans.  All girlfriends’ names.  Everything, none suspect.”
 
   “Amazing,” McHenry chuckled and then looked Stanislav squarely in the eyes.  “I need a favor.”
 
   “Anything.”
 
   “Someone told me the Network would give me the hookup.”
 
   Stanislav nodded.  “What is you need?”
 
   “Somewhere to sleep.  Some gear.  I’m getting back in.”
 
   “I can do.”
 
   Stanislav punched the box between his legs, tearing into it.  He retracted his hand with something in it, which he then tossed over to McHenry.  McHenry caught the little plastic-wrapped rectangle with his good hand.
 
   “Have brownie,” said Stanislav.  “I make call.”
 
   The moment Stanislav stepped out the back door of the shop McHenry tore open the packaging and chomped down on the brownie.  After fifteen years of prison food, he was in Heaven.
 
   Stanislav was back in a minute or two, and gave McHenry an address four blocks south.  He sent him on his way with a paper cup of hot cocoa and a plastic bag full of individually-wrapped brownies.  They were devoured before McHenry even got near his destination.
 
   The entire building was plastered in demolition notices that hadn’t yet been enforced, and McHenry didn’t see any other people as he made his way up the creaking stairs, but he heard some yelling as he passed a middle floor.  He made his way up to the top floor as per Stanislav’s directions.
 
   He came to the door of the apartment in question, and saw a key sticking out of the lock.
 
   McHenry pushed the door open, pocketed the key and stepped inside.  There was no furniture in the apartment.  A bare mattress was laid out on the hardwood floor next to a radiator.  He bent down, put the cup on the floor.
 
   He blinked and once again his vision turned grayscale.  Data points appeared in his frame of view.
 
   There were four sets of active power outlets and a cable TV socket, but no wire and no set.  No electronic devices at all, in fact.  There was nothing else there.
 
   He walked over to the mattress and picked up the plain gray tee shirt and black sweatpants lying on top of it.  A little piece of paper fell to the floor.
 
   It had one word written on it: “Wait.”
 
   He stripped out of his tight suit, put on the new clothes, and sat down on the mattress.
 
   Half an hour passed before he laid down on his back.
 
   Another dozen minutes went by before his vision faded into darkness.



  
 



 
   Chapter Three
 
   BZZZZZZ!
 
   McHenry floated in the air, his ears ringing.  He felt a weight in his hands and looked down: He was holding a bulky, futuristic gun.  It glowed with power.
 
   His vision drifted down further, but stayed focused on himself.  He was wearing armor.  His armor.  Green-trimmed, black ballistic plates covered him from his neck to his toes.  He could feel the familiar ache where nodes connected the armor’s circuitry to his nerves.  He flexed the three digits of his cybernetic hand, testing it to make sure of its functionality.  He stroked the weapon’s trigger with the leather-gloved fingers of his good hand.  Wind whipped between the buildings, causing his thick black cloak to flutter and tug on his shoulders.
 
   He was young again.  But he wasn’t just Nicholas McHenry anymore, he was the Machinist.
 
   His drones cried out in his mind for instruction.  They were like dogs—desperate to please him, constantly seeking direction.  He looked around him and saw his three little robots hovering next to him, bolts of flame ejecting from the large feet attached to spindly legs.  The lenses of their blocky faces focused on him, and the little laser arrays they had in place of arms twitched.
 
   Looking around, he realized he was in the city, hovering over Times Square.  Panicked civilians shoved each other roughly, screaming as they tried to flee inside the shops lining the street.
 
   “You insects!  You morons!”  He heard himself yell.  “I was never good enough for you!”
 
   He blasted a stalled-out yellow cab without aiming, destroying it.
 
   “Well, what do you think of me now?  What do you think of me now?!”
 
   The Machinist started laughing and shooting without taking sight.  His drones took part as well, zapping people and creating little black piles of dirt where they’d stood.
 
   “You kicked me out of the institute!  You tried to suppress my work!”
 
   He saw his scarred, pale face appear in close up on that stupid, stupid jumbotron, and screamed.  It shattered.
 
   “I just wanted to be recognized!”  He blasted wildly, demolishing more vehicles.  “I just wanted you to say I was smart!”
 
   People started peeking their heads out from behind burned-out trashcans.  One of them, a woman, started yelling: “But you are smart!  You just never applied yourself!”
 
   She looked like his mother, when she was younger.  He sneered, took aim with the gun, and disintegrated her.
 
   An old man stepped forward, “We just wanted you to stop daydreaming and create something practical!”
 
   It was his first boss, Professor Eisenstein from the institute.  Disintegrated.
 
   Just as McHenry was taking aim at a young woman that looked like his first high-school crush, another man’s voice—a familiar one--bellowed out something inane:
 
   “Stop right there, evildoer!”
 
   McHenry sent a mental command to his rocket boots to turn him around to face the interloper, and his jaw dropped when he saw who it was.
 
   His nemesis.
 
   Night Owl.
 
   McHenry felt himself fill with rage.  He couldn’t remember why, but he knew he hated Night Owl with every fiber of his being.
 
   “You motherfucker!” The Machinist bellowed, taking aim with the gun and firing off three bolts of energy.  Night Owl evaded them, the rockets on his spread-wing shaped backpack blasting in little spurts.
 
   His nemesis reached a hand into a pouch on that ridiculous yellow belt he wore—The hero clearly had never heard of the color wheel, because his belt didn’t match his  dark brown and gray armor—and pitched something at McHenry.  The hero’s toy buzzed as it flew past McHenry’s head, missing him.
 
   “Missed me, moron.”  McHenry couldn’t help but gloat.  He just felt so good, so god damn powerful again.
 
   Below, a crowd had gathered to watch the melee.  McHenry glanced at their faces.  Krudoff was among them.  So was the magnetic kid.  They all cheered him on.
 
   He commanded his pets to fire at the idiot in that stupid mask, then reached his mechanical hand forward, claws outstretched.  In microseconds the computer in his brain plotted a trajectory that would put his arm through the hero’s heart, and he sent the mental command to his rocket boots to enact that plan.  While Night Owl was distracted by a swarm of tiny heat-seeker missiles, he’d strike.  He rocketed towards Night Owl, who deftly deflected the lethal blow.  They collided and plummeted to the ground.
 
   The hero’s armored helmet fell off as they bounced off of destroyed vehicles.  It was shaped to resemble an owl’s head, with yellow goggles and two swept points over the ears.  It sparked as it clattered on the pavement.  The Machinist punched the idiot right in the jaw with his good hand, tearing into his leather cowl and ripping it off.
 
   He stared for a second at the unconscious Owl, he took in every detail of the face—one described by women’s magazines as “ruggedly handsome.”  He hated it.  Even knocked out, the bastard still looked smug.
 
   The Machinist held Night Owl by the throat with his good hand, and began to lift him off the ground.  He felt the servos in his armor strain, but didn’t care.  This was his chance.
 
   McHenry struck his nemesis with his incredibly powerful robotic hand.  Once.  Twice.  Again.
 
   Again.
 
   He felt his smile grow with each strike.  As hot blood sprayed onto his cheeks and forehead, as flesh turned to meaty pulp, he felt more and more content.  And when there was nothing left of Night Owl’s face to destroy, he released his grip on his opponent’s throat.
 
   The body dropped to the pavement with a splash of blood and splintered bone.
 
   McHenry turned to face the crowd, which cheered wildly.  He raised his arms in victory, and fireworks exploded in the sky above.
 
   BZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZT!
 
   The sound vibrated the entirety of the Square.  Cars and newspaper boxes shimmied, and trash cans toppled over.
 
   “I’m sorry, folks!”  Boomed a man’s cheerful voice--it sounded like a game show host. “But that’s not how it happened!”
 
   The assembled crowd let out a defeated, “Aww.”
 
   From behind a wrecked box truck, a man in a tuxedo stepped out.  He held a wired microphone in one hand.  He had the head of a dog—an Elkhound—and McHenry realized it was his childhood pet, Max.
 
   “Wh—what do you mean?”  McHenry stammered.  “I beat him!  I finally—”
 
   Max the announcer dog interrupted McHenry, saying, “Well folks, that’s all we’ve got time for tonight, so good night!”
 
   And then that damned buzzing sound shook the world again, more violently than before.
 
   ***
 
   BZZZT! BZZZT! BZZZT!
 
   The buzzer above the apartment’s door would not stop going off.  Nicholas McHenry opened his eyes.  His back ached from lying on the incredibly uncomfortable mattress, and his sweats were adhered to him by a thin film of perspiration.  He felt his brain try, but fail, to recall his dream as his eyes unblurred themselves.
 
   He got up and stumbled in the dark over to the door, remembering too late that he could simply have changed his eyes to night vision.  He was out of practice.
 
   He swung the door open to reveal a man in a suit standing there.  At least, he thought it was a man, from the build of the person’s body.  But then he looked up and saw that there was just blank, stretched skin where a face should have been. A pair of red lights glowed dimly under the skin where the thing’s eye sockets should’ve been.  The figure had no hair.  After handing McHenry a large black and orange toolbox, the faceless thing gestured towards the hallway.  McHenry put the toolbox on the floor and followed the bizarre humanoid.
 
   The hall was filled with crates.  Some of them were clean, stainless steel boxes with labels imprinted on them that read, “Department of Defense – Classified,” about three feet long.  There were a few other, larger black crates that were scuffed up and dusty.  The faceless man opened a black crate, then a stainless one.
 
   McHenry looked inside.  The steel boxes contained multiple disassembled laser cannons, plasma launchers, and rocket assemblies.  The black ones contained jumbles of circuit boards, wires, and power capacitors.
 
   And in the back of all these were a few boxes that seemed out of place.  There was one long, coffin-sized wooden crate, and three boxy wooden crates, each about four feet tall.  They had the acronym “NYPD” pattern-painted on them.  He got closer to read their labels, and smiled as he read what they said.
 
   Suspect: McHenry, N.
Evidence for Fed. Case AA.4282-12
Do not remove.
 
   “My gear?” He asked, already knowing the answer. “My ’bots?”
 
   The faceless man nodded before reaching into the breast pocket of its suit to pull out a two-inch-thick wad of cash.  It separated about a quarter of the bills, stuffed them back into its pocket, and handed McHenry the rest.  It walked away and vanished into the shadows of the far hallway.
 
   McHenry dragged the boxes and crates into the room with the mattress.  He spent the rest of the night unpacking, tuning up the systems and mechanicals of his bots, reinstalling his cybernetics, and calibrating his battle armor.  The next morning, he walked back to the shop and bought a coffee from some girl without asking anything about the Network or Ivan.  He didn’t want to risk losing their assistance.
 
   Coffee in hand, he took a cab uptown a few blocks and bought a black leather jacket two sizes too big.  If he was going to wear it over the cyber suit, he needed to account for the added bulk of his armor.  Moths had gotten into the NYPD storage vault where his equipment was held, and destroyed his cloak—besides, it was a new decade.  Why not update the look a little bit?
 
   Once he’d returned to the derelict building the Network had set him up with, McHenry took a short nap, then turned his attentions towards some final equipment checks.  His plasma rifle was acting up so he scrounged through one of the crates he hadn’t gone through yet.  He found a box with three small handguns, and sighed.  Guns were not his style.
 
   McHenry disassembled one of the pistols, soldered components of the plasma gun to it, and took a test shot.  It blew a small, scorched hole through his east wall and into another—thankfully unoccupied—apartment.  He activated the magnetic holster on his right hip and attached the little gun to it.  At least he had some kind of armament.
 
   By two a.m., he was fully suited up and hovering a few inches off of the creaking roof of the building, his rocket boots tracing thin burn lines on it.  Two of his robots were fully functional, and hovered next to him.  The third one, which could only move one arm, tried to do the same but sputtered and landed again with a clunk.  He commanded it to return to the apartment and shut down.
 
   He took to the air.  He stayed high enough to be unseen by the few drunks and social dropouts who were on the street at that time—only tourists ever looked up, and it was far too late for them to be around.  But he also stayed below the city skyline to avoid being spotted by heroes brooding on gargoyles or flying against the moon dramatically.
 
   He kicked himself as he got out of the city lines, remembering only then that the suit had a light-bending function that would have rendered him nearly invisible.  To be fair though, he had only just installed it the night before he was arrested.
 
   Not off to a great start, Mac, McHenry scolded himself as he activated the system.  He turned into what looked like a human-shaped blob of water flying through the air.
 
   McHenry had decided that his first task as a supervillain renewed would be a simple smash-and-grab.  He remembered an old bank on Church Street in Hoboken, and headed there to raid the vault.  He just wanted to see if he could pull it off: He would disable the security, burn his way through the heavy metal door, grab a backpack’s worth of large bills and head back home.
 
   Within minutes, McHenry was floating ten feet off the ground in front of the bank’s front doors; he could move at an incredible pace when he was flying.  He deactivated the stealth system and landed.  The robots moved towards the doorway, then waited for instruction.  He stepped forward and punched the security keypad with his robotic arm, exposing wires and circuitry.  He opened a panel on the cybernetic gauntlet and uncoiled a cable of his own, connecting the ends of it to the sparking wires coming from where the keypad hung.  In his mind, he made the right packet connections, and began decrypting the building’s security.  The lights inside flickered, then went dark.  He switched to night vision, disconnected from the interface, and pushed the doors open.  No alarms went off, no lights flashed.  There wasn’t even a security guard in the building.  He was in.
 
   The robots followed him towards the vault and started burning a series of concentric circles into its door with their lasers.  Five minutes later, a giant chunk of it fell to the floor with a loud clang.  He smiled and stepped inside.
 
   Two minutes after that, he stepped out of the vault and strapped two backpacks overfilled with cash to the bots then made his way back to the parking lot.  He congratulated himself on a job well done, a mission accomplished.



  
 



 
   Chapter Four
 
   POW!
 
   A fist connected with McHenry’s face.
 
   “Fuck!” he tried to say as he fell to the blacktop.  His impact interrupted the word, so all he got out was, “FFFUH!”
 
   His mind raced, trying to process this unexpected event.  He had forgotten to turn his personal force field on.  Stupid.  Second mistake of the night.
 
   McHenry looked up at his assailant while trying to steady himself.  His shield activated, growing around him in a sphere before tightening up half an inch over his armor and face.  It shimmered like a soap bubble.
 
   The attacker was a hero, and a young one at that.  Early twenties, maybe.  He wore a blue and white bodysuit under a poofy jacket that looked like a winter coat.  Black, gelled hair spiked up from under his sideways cap.  His skin was an unnatural shade of orange, which made McHenry first think he was facing some kind of alien before realizing it was just a poorly-applied spray tan.  The hero glared at him through his blue domino mask.
 
   “Silent alarm, bitch!” The hero spat as he tried to kick McHenry in the side.  Instead, his foot bounced off of McHenry’s energy shield with a crackle.  “Ahh-ow!  Shit!”
 
   McHenry sent a mental command to his drones, activating one of their predetermined attack patterns.  They started strafing around the young hero blasting off chunks of his stupid coat.  The kid was unphased, and strode towards McHenry as his rocket boots started spinning up.  The hero took a swing at McHenry who he had already hovered a dozen feet into the air.
 
   “Get back down here, man!” The hero jumped up, trying to grab at McHenry’s ankles while laser bolts ricocheted off of him.
 
   “Carlo, I got him,” said another young man’s voice.  McHenry looked in that direction and saw another kid standing there cracking his knuckles.  This one wore a red full-body suit and had a swept-back visor covering his eyes.  His skin was the same shade of orange.  There was a white lightning bolt design on his left leg, another across his chest.  He sprinted in McHenry’s direction, accelerating inhumanly before leaping off the ground with his fist extended.  It slammed against his energy field and the boy dropped to the pavement, swearing.
 
   The second kid got back up and started running back around the parking lot.  It looked as if he was going to take a second try at the same tactic, just at a faster speed.  McHenry decided to cut him off at the pass, and transmitted a command to his bots to start shooting the speedster instead.  Their tracking systems might not be able to hit him, but they could make it difficult for him to work up a full head of steam.  McHenry reached down to his holster and took the plasma pistol in hand.  He took aim and fired a bolt.
 
   The kid dodged it at the last second, and the swirling sphere crackled with electricity as it hit the side of a sports car parked in the lot.  The door of the car tore open, then the whole frame rattled before the leather seats burst into a blue flame.
 
   Speedy kid circled the two bots and tore the laser turret off of one of their arms.  It squealed an electronic, modem-like scream before firing up its own rockets and taking to the sky.  The second bot did the same.  The kid raised a fist at the bots then turned to run back to help his friend, who was dodging more plasma balls from McHenry’s pistol.  It seemed that his power of acceleration also extended to his ability to process information, because he dodged the blasts from the remaining bot with ease.
 
   “Holy shit, bro!”  The speedy kid shouted above the explosions.  “Dude wrecked the car!”
 
   Invulnerable kid glanced over his shoulder at the smoldering metal that used to be a Maserati and swore.  “My dad’s gonna kill me!”
 
   McHenry, in his attempt to line up a shot on the hero, had inadvertently hovered closer to the ground.  Seeing this, the blue-coat hero charged him and grabbed him in a bear hug, his hands slipping on the force fields but his grip staying around McHenry’s waist and on one of his shoulders.  “I’ll hold him, you do that vibrating shit, bro!”
 
   The red hero strolled up and started shaking his right arm like he was trying to limber up before a workout.  Then it shook faster.  And faster.  Until all McHenry could see of it was a stuttering red blur.  The kid took a swing that McHenry’s combat HUD told him was at seventy-five percent of light speed.  His fist vibrated into the force field, slowing down exponentially with every millimeter of the barrier that it passed through.  But it still got through, and connected straight on with McHenry’s nose.
 
   McHenry called out in agony and his vision went red.  He lost his concentration and the combat systems deactivated.  His energy shield dropped and he slid out of the grip of the strongman.  McHenry’s makeshift pistol fell to the ground and smashed to pieces.  The hero scooted them aside with his foot, and leaned in over McHenry.
 
   “This is what happens when you mess with the Crew,” he said, kicking at McHenry’s ribs for a second time.  This time he connected.  Even through the ballistic armor, McHenry felt the impact.  He bent over, coughing and holding his ribcage.
 
   The red one piped in, “He ain’t shit.  Carlo, we been doing this shit six months now, ‘bout time we caught a supervillain.”
 
   “He don’t seem so super to me,” Carlo chuckled, slapping McHenry across the face.  “Your ass is going to jail, and our asses are going to get plastered at the club.”
 
   “Get a copy of the police report, Carlo,” the speedster suggested.  “Show that to the girls and we’ll get a free lap dance.”
 
   “At least.”  He was interrupted by a laser bolt from the sky singing his hat.  The drones tried to ward the pair of heroes away from their master.  “Fuck, bro, I forgot about those little motherfuckers.”
 
   Both of the heroes turned away from McHenry and started yelling at the robots, insulting their parentage and suggesting they were constructed of excrement.  McHenry righted himself, rubbing blood off of his upper lip and chin with his good hand before lunging forward at the kid in red with his robotic hand.
 
   He grabbed the top of the hero’s head in the three claws of the prosthesis and squeezed with a thousand pounds of force.  The kid’s head burst like a water balloon full of chunky red sauce.  The kid in blue’s eyes widened in terror, but just for a second.  Then he was on McHenry with a series of punches that the Machinist blocked with his metal gauntlet.
 
   McHenry grabbed the collar of the kid’s costume and activated his rocket boots.  Within seconds the two men were a hundred feet off the ground.  McHenry relaxed his fingers, letting the kid fall.  There was a loud crack as he hit the pavement.
 
   Bloodied, bruised, and groaning, McHenry and his robots took to the air just as the bank parking lot filled with red and blue flashing lights.
 
   That was not how it was supposed to go, he thought to himself.  Not at all.
 
   His head hadn’t been in the game.  He hadn’t planned for any heroes to be there, which was stupid.  He hadn’t accounted for the fact that they’d had fifteen more years to breed.  There were a dozen mooks for every cape in his time, but recently there’d been a noticeably increased influx of them at Blackiron.
 
   Then there was his gear:  All of his equipment—the masterpieces of his life’s work—was little more than a joke now.  His force field was too easily overcome.  His drones were broken in seconds like they were cheap toys. The computer in his brain hadn’t been able to track the speedster kid, and the servos in his suit didn’t help him escape that bruiser’s grapple or evade his strikes.
 
   And then, when he looked to the bots flying alongside him, McHenry realized that the speedster kid must have torn the backpacks full of money off of them during the fight.
 
   The whole night was a disaster.
 
   “Fuck,” he said to himself.  He tasted blood in his mouth.
 
   He flew home exhausted and in pain.
 
    
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Five
 
   CLICK-CLICK!
 
   McHenry unlocked the door of his apartment and pushed it in.
 
   His bots followed him in and returned to their crates before powering down.
 
   He stripped off his armor, tossing the components to the floor, and made his way deeper into the apartment, stopping to pull on his sweatpants.  Then, in the bathroom, he washed his face and poked at his nose while looking at it through the cracked medicine cabinet mirror.  It wasn’t broken.
 
   There was an enormous bruise on his chest, and on his side.  He twisted, and felt a sting—but nowhere near enough for it to mean anything was broken.  But it was enough to overcome his pain suppression system.
 
   That he didn’t have to go to a hospital and make up a story about falling down stairs--or another equally stupid lie--was something to be thankful for.  But to him, recalling the events was even more humiliating than lying to some nurse.
 
   He flipped open a pane of the mirror to see if there was anything in the cabinet.  He was greeted by an almost empty, expired bottle of painkillers.  He grabbed it with his good hand and wedged it into the armpit of his gimp arm, struggling momentarily to unscrew the lid.  He tapped three of the pills out onto his tongue, filled his cupped palm with water from the faucet, tossed the water into his mouth, and swallowed.
 
   Maybe it was time to give it up, he thought to himself.  To go live life on the straight and narrow.
 
   He left the light on as he stumbled out of the bathroom, and collapsed onto the bed, turning on the interface over his vision.  He made an attempt to connect to something calling itself “24B Wifi KEEP OUT” and discovered it was transmitting in a similar way to the system he used to command his drones.  His networking protocols informed him he was online, and if he wasn’t so worn out he would have been impressed with the advent of wireless Internet.
 
   If he was going to turn it around, to blend in with civilians, he needed to not be Nicholas McHenry anymore.  Especially if there was any chance he could be found out and connected to those two dead morons back in New Jersey.
 
   McHenry spent half a minute hacking into the Social Security Administration’s database and began overwriting his personal details into the file of a recently-deceased robotics engineer.  He had decent credit and the worst thing on his record was a DUI from his early twenties.  McHenry used that identity as he began applying for jobs.
 
   After another half hour he passed out from exhaustion and pain.  He slept fitfully; in his nightmares, he endured an awkward job interview for a demeaning position at a big consumer electronics retailer--in his underwear.
 
   ***
 
   A few minutes after four a.m., the intercoms of Blackiron Federal Penitentiary groaned electronically before the airhorn sounded, far too early for inspection.
 
   An electronically distorted male voice boomed throughout the prison to answer the unasked questions.
 
   “Prisoners, brothers,” said the voice in English accent, “Supervillains.  This is the Master speaking.”
 
   There was a pause.  Guards scrambled from their bunks towards the armory only to find it locked.  They slammed chairs and shoulders against its impenetrable doors in a rhythm of desperation that matched their pulses.
 
   “This is not a trick.  This is not misdirection by the guards.  I am real, and now, I am in control.”
 
   In their cells, some prisoners’ eyes widened and jaws slacked in disbelief.  Others stood up with knowing grins on their faces.
 
   “For years you have struggled in the shadows, striving to survive in a barbaric world.”
 
   The voice went on to say, “Only to be pursued and imprisoned by egotistical morons who enforce an outmoded and primitive concept they call ‘justice.’”
 
   Marlon Jones cocked his head from side to side, cracking his vertebrae, then tugged on his restraining collar.  It was dead.  He tore it off and threw it aside.  He looked at his hand and focused.  His skin dried out, cracked, and transformed into a jagged bludgeon of granite.
 
   “Those of you loyal to the Network—who were loyal to me, even if you didn’t believe I existed—have paid your dues.  I haven’t sat in the dark counting the dollars you’ve cut off your earnings to give me.”
 
   In the solitary confinement wing of the prison, inmates who normally screamed and jabbered at all hours of the night were silent.
 
   “We’ve spent decades planning, building, preparing for this moment.  Today, the sun will rise and the heroes will fall.  The Network will be in control of the world—out of the shadows and on top of the pile—and you will all be rewarded royally for your loyalty.”
 
   “I only ask one thing of you,” the voice declared.  “Listen carefully: in the coming minutes, you will be loosed from your cages.  Some of your jailers, regretfully, were undercover for the Network for years.  You will know them by the names O’Shea, Williams, and Troy; let no harm come to them and they will assist you in getting teleported into the lion’s den.”
 
   Gunshots echoed through the halls of the prison as O’Shea and the others killed their betrayed comrades of ten years or more.
 
   “In exchange for your freedom, you are to go into the very heart of New York City, and do what you do best.”
 
   Jones’ eyes went dark as the rest of his body turned to stone.  He smiled with crumbling lips and said, “Fuck some shit up.”
 
   “You will not be alone in this, my brothers; we have opened the cells of the facility called the Boulder as well.”  The Master’s voice echoed over the prisoners’ chants of his name.  “Together, we will be invincible!”
 
   Every cell door in Blackiron slid open.  While nearly every inmate burst out into the halls with hollers and howls, Doctor Henri Krudoff stayed on his mattress and took a drag off of his cigarette.
 
   “I’m too old for this shit,” he muttered, blowing smoke out his nose.
 
   At six a.m., rectangular fields of purple energy shimmered into existence a few inches off the ground in front of One Police Plaza and the Mayor’s office.  A few seconds later, the same portals appeared at the financial district, Times Square, and outside a number of museums.  With every passing second, more and more of them appeared throughout the city.  Through them stepped the first of dozens of super-powered inmates, free from their imprisonment at Blackiron Penitentiary.
 
   In the southeast part of the island, the gates of the Fortress flew open and a sea of thugs flooded into the streets.
 
   ***
 
   An explosion rocked the apartment, jostling McHenry from his painkiller-induced daze.  He pivoted himself off the mattress with his stump as little clumps of plaster rained down the back of his hairless head.
 
   Sirens blared in the distance and he stumbled over to the window to peer between the dingy slats of his blinds.  The view was unimpressive; mostly, he could see the next building over.  But the tiny strip of sky he could make out was clouded with black smoke.
 
   A hero flew past the building at top speed, but was knocked to the ground by a big chunk of gravel.  When the cape hit the ground, half a dozen figures swarmed over him.  McHenry heard screams and sizzling sounds coming from the mass.  He turned away and began processing.
 
   Something big is happening, he thought to himself.  This isn’t someone’s scheme, this sounds like a war.
 
   He suited up and powered on his bots, checking on the haphazard repairs they’d performed on each other.  It’d have to do.  If things were as bad as they sounded out there, he decided, then he needed their firepower and the protection his armor gave him if he was going to stand a chance.  Going straight was going to have to wait until he was outside the city lines, outside the warzone.
 
   He’d fly low, with his stealth systems on, avoiding fights unless he had to get involved.  He didn’t want to get mixed up in anything.  The last thing he needed to see was another hero coming at him.
 
   McHenry had just finished pulling his trench coat on over the bulk of his mechanical prosthesis when the wall next to him was torn from the side of the building.  The bricks and leaking pipes hovered momentarily before dispersing in all directions, revealing seven silhouetted figures hovering a few feet from the building—several stories above the ground.
 
   “The signal originated here, yeah.”  Said another hero--the god damned Night Owl--not looking up from the display on his gauntlet.  His spread-wing jetpack fired off a few spurts of flame, keeping him in place.
 
   McHenry glanced left and right, taking in the forms and the colors, his mind putting two and two together agonizingly slowly.  His head’s-up-display screamed warnings at him.
 
   These figures, these heroes--they were the Titans of Liberty, live and in person.  The cream of the crop, the top dogs of the super-powered world.
 
   McHenry mouthed, but never said aloud, “Oh, fuck me.”
 
   “He’s a tech,” said one of the three women present, an athletic redhead in a white and gold costume.  The ruby in her gold tiara glowed, and thin bolts of electricity streaked rhythmically around her body.  She had an Italian accent, McHenry noted.  Not an Italian-from-Brooklyn accent, rather, a straight-off-the-boat one.  She must have been that Stormsoul woman those idiots were fighting over in the cafeteria.
 
   McHenry mentally analyzed how bleak things were for him: It had only taken one of the Titans to arrest McHenry when he was in his prime, fifteen years past.  He was still reeling from the prior night’s clusterfuck—against two morons—and now this?  
 
   Before McHenry could move a finger, a gold and purple blur spun around him.  A male voice whistled around him saying, “I’vegothimitsokayrestrainingcollaractive.” 
 
   Something zapped McHenry’s throat and he fell to the floor, his hands cuffed together.   There was a neutralizing collar—one a lot like the one he’d worn in Blackiron--around his neck.  Having lost their connection to him, his drones powered themselves down and collapsed to the floor as well.
 
   “Okaywegothimcuffednowletsgetgoing.” Said the voice again.  A thin black hero seemingly materialized out of thin air.  He was wearing a purple costume with a zig-zag gold pattern all around it.  He wore matching purple and yellow sneakers, and twitched impatiently.
 
   Rampart, the leader of the bunch, floated into the room and picked McHenry up by the chest, crushing a panel of armor with his fingers.  The hero’s feet never once touched the floor. “We’ve been looking for you.”
 
   “Why?  I didn’t—“ McHenry stammered.  A man who could crush a yacht into a tiny ball was staring him right in the eyes.  “I, uh--If this is about last night, about those two—”
 
   “Don’t play dumb,” the hero said, bringing his fist up to McHenry’s face.  He positioned his forefinger below his thumb, and then flicked McHenry’s cheek with the single digit.  It felt like a blow from a baseball bat.  McHenry recoiled in agony and gritted his teeth.  That made the pain worse.  After a beat, his tongue pressed reflexively on the premolar behind his bottom right canine.  He felt it click and move around in the socket.  He winced.
 
   Rampart continued, “You’ll be nice and cozy at the brig in the Hall while we clean up after your henchmen and take ‘em down.  Then, you’ll tell us how to disarm the nukes you’ve aimed at all the world’s capitals.”
 
   “What?  I don’t kn—“ McHenry started to say through the bloody dribble between his lips, but was interrupted by Rampart waggling his finger in his face.  McHenry shut up.
 
   Still holding McHenry with one hand, Rampart turned back to the assembled group of heroes floating outside the partly destroyed building.  He nodded at the robot of the group, a skinny female form with glowing blue eyes, and said, “Teleport us back to the Hall, Sister Brain.”
 
   The female android raised her arms in the air, and a blue field of energy surrounded the group.  Electricity flashed and crackled around them.
 
   McHenry blinked, and found his surroundings entirely changed when he reopened his eyes.
 
   Rampart removed McHenry’s electronic handcuffs and tossed him effortlessly backwards in the air.  McHenry landed with an “oof” on something soft.  A force field formed in the doorway like ice does on a windshield.  McHenry looked down—he’d landed on a single mattress, which sat on a piece of metal jutting out from the wall of the brightly lit, but tiny room.  He recognized a prison cell when he saw one.  He could hear the heroes step away and talk to one another, but their voices were muffled.
 
   A few minutes later, the energy wall disappeared and Night Owl walked in carrying a metal box in both hands.  McHenry sat silently, hoping his glowering stare could ignite his nemesis.
 
   “Need you to take off the cyber-hand-thing,” the hero gestured.  “And the armor.”
 
   McHenry glared.  His tongue jabbed at the loose tooth again.
 
   Night Owl was clearly unimpressed.  “Listen, we can do this the easy way, or…”
 
   McHenry sighed, took off his jacket, and slowly disconnected his cybernetic arm from his armor.  He scratched the stump.  “Well, this must feel pretty good for you, Owl.”
 
   Grabbing the gauntlet and putting in the box, the hero tilted his head.  “How so?”
 
   “I mean,” McHenry started lifting his chest piece over his head while kicking off his rocket boots.  “I haven’t been out of jail more than forty-eight hours and you’ve caught me again.”
 
   Night Owl bent down and collected the boots, then took the chest armor from McHenry’s hand.  He looked puzzled.  “Again?”
 
   “What, you don’t recognize me without my cape?” McHenry spat sarcastically.  He tugged on the dark gray undersuit he had on, adjusting himself.  The metal floor was cold under his bare feet.  “No, I get it.  Screw with the bad guy.  Screw with the Machinist for messing you up so badly all those years ago.  I get it.”
 
   Night Owl shook his head, turning to walk back out of the cell.  As he crossed the threshold, he said, “Man, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   “I fought you to a standstill six times in ninety-four!”  McHenry stammered.  He stood up, raising his voice, “I nearly killed you at least twice!  We played cat and mouse for three years!”
 
   “I have no idea who you are, Machine-er, or whatever,” the hero said with a shrug as the force field reformed.  His voice had sounded genuine.
 
   McHenry started shouting and he punched the wall.  “I’m the Machinist and I am your fucking nemesis, you prick!”
 
   Night Owl said something, but the translucent energy field made his voice sound like a muffled trombone.  McHenry jammed himself down on the cell’s bed with a huff.  He fumed for a few minutes, rocking back and forth with adrenaline, before tearing at the collar around his neck.  A powerful electric shock made him slam his own shoulder against the wall before he released his grasp on the thing.
 
   He rubbed his shoulder and looked around the cell.  It was bright, and metal, and not dissimilar at all from his accommodations at Blackiron, except there was only one bed and—of all the unheard of luxuries—a television mounted to the wall of the cell.  A security camera on the ceiling next to the television focused unerringly on McHenry.  He gave it the finger.
 
   McHenry sat down on the mattress and felt something dig into his back.  He reached his hand under him and dug out a remote control.
 
   “Might as well see what the hell is actually going on,” he muttered, aiming it at the screen.  The television clicked to life at the press of a button.
 
   ***
 
   Marlon Jones stepped out of a portal with a loud thump, the pavement cracking beneath his feet.  He looked around, taking stock of his location, and heard something plink off his chest as he realized he was standing in front of police headquarters.  Then there was another plink, and another.
 
   Cops were unloading their firearms at him, but the bullets bounced off his stone skin.
 
   Behind Jones, the portal rippled as the magnetic kid came through, followed by the lizard thug and his posse of beast-men.  The magnetic kid raised his hand and the cops’ guns flew into the air and spun there, just outside the reach of the officers’ grasping hands.
 
   The half-animal inmates lunged forward, jumping onto cops and tearing into their throats and chests with teeth and claws.  Jones was lumbering towards the chaos when he saw the guns clatter to the ground.  He turned his head back at the magnetic kid, and saw him running down the block.
 
   “Kid, where the hell do you think you’re going?” He yelled.
 
   The kid stopped and turned back, shouting. “This-this isn’t what I signed up for, man!  Killing cops and—and, people, no way!  I just got in it to make some money and have fun, man!”
 
   “Too bad,” Jones said, as the young coward turned and kept running down the block.  Jones reached over, picked up a car and lobbed towards the fleeing villain.  The car came crashing down right on top of the kid.
 
   “Fuckin’ waste,” Jones muttered.  He stomped his foot creating a small seismic wave that knocked down the hero who had tried to sneak up on him.
 
   ***
 
   The first image McHenry saw on the television set in his new cell was an overhead shot of the tree at Rockefeller Center.  It was burning.
 
   He changed the channel.  A talking head was tugging at his collar, sweating as he read off a teleprompter.  “—bridges were destroyed, bringing the estimated death toll to over—“
 
   Click. This channel showed something peculiar.  A small pile of rubble was visible in the foreground.  Cars and streetlights could be seen behind the rubble, but it was clear that the camera was on its side.  A thin stream of blood trickled out from under the pile of rocks.  Something thumped loudly, and then the camera moved wildly until it faced the sky.  Then the angle went down a bit and a massive face formed out of jagged rocks filled the screen.  The face said, “City’s ours now, bitches,” before the screen squealed and filled with static.  McHenry swore he recognized the voice: It sounded like Marlon Jones, but he wasn’t sure.
 
   Click.  An Asian female reporter stood in front of a police barricade, raindrops rolling off of her umbrella as she spoke.  “Word on the street is that the Titans have captured the mastermind behind all of this, but their spokesperson hasn’t—“
 
   Click. A high-pitched electronic whine was playing over a cartoony image of a camera with an icepack on its head and a thermometer in its animated mouth.  The words “Technical Difficulties – We’ll Be Back Soon” scrolled by.
 
   Click. A young, black reporter yelled something into his microphone as explosions of plasma and electricity broke through the air behind him.  A muscular, charred body spun wildly over the camera and the reporter couldn’t help but stare at it.  McHenry couldn’t tell if it was a hero or a villain that’d been crisped.
 
   He turned off the TV.  It was bad out there, really bad.  Maybe he’d actually gotten lucky, having being hauled off to the heroes’ secret base.  He smirked, but it didn’t last.
 
   The big question finally hit him: What was it that Rampart had said?  They thought McHenry was behind the chaos, and behind something to do with nukes?
 
   He needed to get to the bottom of this.  McHenry started thinking a little harder.
 
   Right after the Titans showed up, Night Owl had said something about a signal, a signal traced back to “there”--to the apartment, to McHenry.
 
   “Son of a bitch,” he gasped.
 
   The Network had given him the gear.
 
   They put him in that apartment.
 
   They wanted him to go back out into the world and--and what?
 
   He finished his thought, “The Network set me up.”
 
   He’d been framed by the Network to take the blame while they launched an all-out attack on the world, but why?  A piece of the puzzle was missing.  He kept analyzing the situation.
 
   “No,” he said to himself.  It wasn’t making any sense.  Clearly, the Network had the firepower to pull this off any time they wanted.  So why would they need a fall guy?
 
   He laid his head on the pillow and stared at the cell’s ceiling.  “What the hell is really going on?”
 
   ***
 
   The superheroes of New York were fighting a losing battle.  They’d never before faced an onslaught like this; yes, it was common knowledge that the villains outnumbered the heroes twelve to one, but they’d never come out in force before.  They’d never acted in unison on such a massive scale.
 
   Sensing defeat after the first hour of fighting, some heroes had turned tail and tried to make a break towards safety.  Flying villains from the Fortress armed themselves with grenade launchers and bazookas made short work of them.  Then they turned their attentions towards the bridges and tunnels of the city, demolishing them as best they could.
 
   On the streets, heavily armed Network soldiers corralled the citizenry into bank lobbies and other enclosed spaces.  The occasional masked vigilante broke through the lines of troops and made some headway in freeing hostages—but they were soon face to face with villainous powerhouses stepping out of the tele-portals that were popping up all around Manhattan.
 
   Prisoners from The Boulder had started appearing—another super-prison, but in Europe—on the streets and in the skies of the city.  As had the female meta-human inmates of the Augusta Federal Penitentiary.  
 
   The last two standing bridges in the city--the Brooklyn and George Washingon bridges--exploded, collapsing into the waters below.
 
   News stations were reporting that NORAD command had been locked out of the system that controlled America’s nuclear arsenal, and missiles were being programmed to take aim at every major city in the world.  But they hadn’t launched.
 
   While the skyscrapers of Manhattan burned, the bank accounts of the wealthiest one percent of the world’s citizens were being drained electronically.  Electrical grids around the planet sputtered and went dark.
 
   ***
 
   The television in McHenry’s cell turned itself back on.  The screen was dark but he could make out a form in the shadows of the picture.  He sat up on the bed and looked at the camera.
 
   “What do you want now?  I tried to tell you,” he said, exasperated.  “I’m not behind all this!”
 
   “Oh, I am well aware,” replied a man’s deep voice.  He had a British accent, but it sounded like it was filtered electronically.  “Because I’m the one who is responsible.”
 
   McHenry jumped to his feet.  “Who is this?”
 
   “You may have heard of me,” the man said.  The voice’s breathing was a little labored.  “Some call me the Master.”
 
   McHenry nodded.  His conspiracy theory had been proven right.  Now, he thought to himself, to get some answers.
 
   “So if you’re the one who’s really calling the shots,” McHenry asked, “Why am I in here?”
 
   The voice was silent for a moment, then responded.  “There’s a tale in that, McHenry.  Or do you prefer ‘the Machinist?’”
 
   McHenry sneered, “That depends.  Do you prefer ‘the Master,’ or..?”
 
   The voice huffed.  “I suppose you might know me better by my old name, the one I began using in the sixties—the one I buried when I faked my own death twenty years ago.”
 
   The image on the screen became clearer as the man leaned forward.  He wore a dark red hooded cloak, trimmed with golden Celtic knots.  His face was entirely obscured by a stylized, skull-like mask made of bronze.  The mouth of the mask was articulated and moved as the man spoke.
 
   McHenry recognized the face—well, the costume, anyway—straight away.  This man was the source of many a child’s nightmares in McHenry’s youth; one of the most feared supervillains to ever cross swords with the Titans of Liberty in most of that team’s incarnations.  And he was supposed to be long dead, at the hands of the nuclear-powered hero called Blackiron in a battle that claimed both their lives.  Blackiron’s sacrifice had been honored by the government by naming the most advanced prison in the world named after him—while his opponent’s name was only ever spat out with disgust and outrage.
 
   McHenry could almost hear the supposedly-dead villain smile beneath his façade as the man’s bloodshot eyes squinted mirthfully.  “You may call me Baron Brass.”
 
   “Why should I believe you?”  McHenry countered.  “Baron Brass died before I even started out.”
 
   “I assure you, I have kept busy in this second life I granted myself.”  The figure leaned back and crossed the fingers of his metal-gloved hands over each other.  “Building up my wealth and my army by subverting the Brotherhood I started so many years ago into the Network that it is today.  I began researching and plotting, fitting the pieces I needed together.”
 
   “Say I believe you, Baron.” McHenry shrugged, sitting back down.  “So, what do you want from me?  I’ve watched the news.  Why did you set me up to take the rap when it’s clear this is not a subtle go at taking over the world?”
 
   “Oh, the point was never to ‘set you up,’ as you say.”  The voice paused and took some deep breaths.  “It’s just that I needed you to connect to the system one time.  What happened to you next was irrelevant.”
 
   McHenry tilted his head to one side like a confused puppy.  The voice continued.
 
   “You are aptly named, Nicholas McHenry.  Like your namesake, Tesla, you are a skilled inventor, an unparalleled genius.”  McHenry felt his heart skip a beat and he felt a smile grow across his bruised face—someone had finally acknowledged him for his brilliance.  But the grin didn’t last.  “But much like Tesla, you lack vision.  You can’t see the big picture, the value and larger scale application of what you’ve created.
 
   I took your technology, reverse-engineered it, and patented it.  I sold those patents to various electronics corporations around the world, and made sure your technology spread to every corner of the globe.  Every phone in the world, every computer, every music player … they are all connected by the basis of your creations.
 
   For years, I had my hackers and experts embellish the technology, and load it with instructions that would execute simultaneously.  Commands that would free our brothers from their cages, that would worm into every bank account and power station.  Instructions to surreptitiously take over the government computer networks and lock the generals and presidents out from being able to access to their most powerful armaments.”
 
   McHenry was not thrilled to hear this.  So not only was the plot to take over the world based on his own technology, his own life’s work … but the Master had also sold patents based on it?  He was getting all of the blame, all of the punishment for the Master’s scheme, but none of the credit for making it possible.  Not that he particularly cared, since he was never one who thought about world domination.  He just wanted to make enough money to live comfortably and improve upon his creations.  But McHenry kept his mouth shut.  The answer he was looking for still hadn’t come, but he felt it was close.
 
   “Yes, if you were Tesla, well I would be Edison.  I saw the bigger picture; I found a use for the technology you would have squandered on bank robberies and petty feuds with heroes who don’t even remember you.”  The Master, Baron Brass, kept talking as McHenry felt his heart sink into his guts.
 
   “But despite the best work of all my technicians, and all the other villains I recruited into my think tank, we never could get the programs to execute.  Not without receiving a command signal from your brain.  Everything you created was keyed to respond to your brainwaves, and only yours.  So I needed to keep you alive, and I needed you to go out into today’s world and connect to one of the many devices based on your work.  To put the dominoes in motion, as it were.”
 
   “So I waited, and waited, and finally you did it.  And now everything has fallen into place.  By this time tomorrow, the world will belong to me, and the vast majority of the heroes will have fallen.”
 
   “And what about me?”  McHenry asked, gesturing at the television before remembering, and turning to face the camera.  “You couldn’t have done any of this without me.  What do I get?”
 
   “Well, McHenry,” the voice paused and the face leaned in a little bit once again.  “I had hoped to recruit you, to make you one of my lieutenants, so that in my new world you would be free to explore the sciences once more and create new weapons and devices for my glory.  But—“
 
   “’But,’ what?”
 
   “Ah, well, it became clear to me after that poor showing in New Jersey the other night,” Baron Brass’ voice sounded almost disappointed.  “That you have gone past your prime, and have served your purpose.  So I have but one choice…”
 
   The lighting in the room went red and the screen changed to an entirely orange image with large numbers counting down on it.  The Master’s voice boomed out over the klaxon.  “I’m afraid I must put you out of your misery.  I have activated the self-destruct sequence in the Titan’s base.  But because of your contributions to my cause, I’ll be sporting and grant you a chance to escape.”
 
   The restraining collar around McHenry’s neck made a buzzing noise, then disconnected from itself.  It fell to the floor as the force field in the doorway dissipated.
 
   “You have two minutes to escape.” said The Master.  “Survive, and you have proven yourself worthy of joining me.”
 
   The screen turned itself off before McHenry could respond.  He bolted through the door and into the maze that was the secret underground base of the Titans of Liberty.
 
   McHenry connected to the base’s wireless internet and pulled up a diagram of the facility.  Two miles of tunnels and elevator shafts lay between him and the surface.  Escape was impossible in the little time he had.  He instructed his systems to search for a safe spot to hunker down in to survive the base’s explosion, and found one a few dozen meters away.  Following the translucent red line that was overlaid in his vision, McHenry sprinted into the trophy room of the Titans of Liberty and sealed the door behind himself.
 
   He ran a decryption protocol on the base’s security system, and found a subroutine that would delay the self-destruct sequence for the room he was in.  He activated it, closed his eyes, and slumped to the floor, leaned up against a trophy case.
 
   The room shook and smoke wheezed through the gap in the doorway, but the fuel-air explosion that rocked the rest of the base did not get through to where he sat panting on the floor.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Six

PKOW!
 
   An orange bolt of energy slammed against Rampart’s chest, singeing his armor.  Unperturbed, the invulnerable flying juggernaut slammed his fists through the ribcage of the villain who had launched the attack.  Blood, bone shrapnel, and chunks of lung splattered on the pavement below.  Rampart sped a few blocks north through the air.
 
   High above the city’s skyline, the beautiful Italian superwoman called Stormsoul raised her arms as bullets and bolts of power tore through her costume’s left shoulder and right legging--but ricocheted impotently off of her body.  Dark clouds swirled above her and exploded into a staccato lightshow of electricity.  Arcs struck the numerous flying meta-villains weaving around her.
 
   She smiled and shouted in her native Italian. “Tu è piaciuta?”
 
   The charred bodies of her attackers plummeted from the sky.
 
   A tall hero in the armor of a medieval knight seemed unaware of the gore raining down on him from above.  He slashed his broadsword through the waists of a handful of Network soldiers.  They screamed as their intestines slipped out and sloshed around, each of them kneeling in agony and clutching their guts.  He decapitated all three opponents with another swipe of his weapon.
 
   Down the block, a Network captain shouted, “Switch to armor-piercing!”
 
   Magazines clicked into machine guns in the hands of the enemy soldiers.  The troopers took aim and pulled the triggers of their weapons.  The knight collapsed in a hail of bullets and blood streaked out of the holes in his plate mail armor.  He gasped, “Grail… Arthur… save m--”
 
   A purple and yellow streak flashed by, simultaneously disarming the soldiers and carrying the knight away.  White lilies sprouted where the warrior’s blood had fallen on the blacktop.
 
   Rampart hovered in the air overhead, and let loose a series of energy blasts from his fists at the now-unarmed crowd of Network troops.  They scattered and retreated.  He reached down to his belt and tapped the Titans of Liberty logo on its buckle.  It buzzed, activating a communication channel.
 
   “Sprint,” the leader of the heroes stated.  “What’s the story with that B-Lister?”
 
   “Thisknightguy?  Ithinkheshealing—shitholdon.”  There was the sound of an explosion.  “Droppinghimathospitalanywayberightback.”
 
   “All right.  Round up the walking wounded assholes, too.”  Rampart fired a bolt of energy at an enemy flier, but missed.  Another voice crackled over the communication channel.  It was Night Owl.
 
   “What?  There’s just too many, man—we got sanctioned anyway—Hawke said--” 
 
   “I know that, but this is just too insane,” the leader of the Titans of Liberty sighed.  This team, the best of the best that the world’s superheroes had to offer--had fought against seemingly impossible odds before, always rallying from near-defeat time and time again.  But what they faced today was like nothing any of them had ever seen before.  “Wrap it up and converge on the Square, people.”
 
   Bullets bounced off of Rampart’s legs, breaking his reverie.  He spun in the air, and descended to the source of the shots faster than the human eye could follow.
 
   ***
 
   McHenry knew his time was limited.  The protocol he had found merely delayed the trophy room’s detonation; he needed to get out, to get back to the surface—but he was wearing nothing but the honeycomb bodysuit he wore under his armor to wick away sweat and regulate his temperature.  It was as good as being naked if he managed to get out into the warzone.
 
   He wondered if his armor had survived the explosions outside, and sent out a test ping.  There was no response from any of his equipment.  He stood up and scanned the room.  On the far side of it, he saw something he could use and dashed over to it.
 
   It was a humanoid robot, entirely disabled.  The power cores were missing from its back, and a wad of ragged cables sprung out from the stump that should’ve held its head.  He looked down at the information card displayed at the defunct android’s feet and read it aloud with a grin.
 
   “Automaton of Professor Nemesis, 2007.”
 
   McHenry had frequently compared notes with Professor Nemesis over lunch in the mess hall at Blackiron.  He knew him as Dave.  The two men’s designs were similar enough that McHenry knew he could salvage something useful from the robot.
 
   He yanked the right hand off of the thing, and sat down on the floor, wedging the component between his knees.  With his good hand, he fiddled with the nodes and cables, pulled out some pieces, and then plunked it firmly onto the stump at the end of his right arm.  His new hand stuck out a little unevenly—the wrist of the thing was connected to his own wrist--making his arm about an inch longer than it should have been.
 
   McHenry’s internal systems recognized the added extremity when he powered it on and flexed his new fingers.  Getting data from five fully articulated digits instead of the three claws of his usual prosthesis was a fascinating sensation.  He turned back to the robot and reached inside its chest to pull out a long strand of cable he knew he’d need in order to interface with the base’s surviving security devices.  He ran an end of the wire up the sleeve of his bodysuit and plugged it into the socket at the back of his neck.  
 
   He surveyed the room once again.  There were a number of “mystical” weapons on display.  He scoffed and raced around the room.  He came across a wall of various armor pieces and picked out pieces that seemed the most compatible with his own technology.  A matching glove and chestplate painted silver.  Black boots with antigravity plates in their soles.
 
   McHenry passed over a piece with a small laser array over the right shoulder, and a few spikes on the left one.  It was a dull, gunmetal gray.  He stopped, contemplated for a moment, and grabbed it.  It fit snugly over the chest armor he’d found—and it didn’t hurt that the coloring almost matched this hodge-podge armor he’d cobbled together.  The targeting system for the lasers was wireless, and he was able to synchronize with it effortlessly.
 
   He went back to Professor Nemesis’ robot and pulled out a few short strands of wire, then connected the boots’ control circuitry to the nodes on his legs.  He sent the command to make him rise a few inches off the floor, and he found himself rapidly propelled three feet off of it. That was when he saw the most useful thing in the room: A short-range teleportation belt, black.
 
   He snatched another length of cable out of the now-gutted robot, quickly recalibrated the control system for the hover-boots—a simple matter of converting the controls from U.S. to metric—and whizzed over to the belt, snatching it and clipping it on.  He connected the cable to a jack on the belt, stuffed the cable under his new chest armor, and clicked it into another data node on his chest.  A new icon appeared in his head’s-up display, a little star.  He focused it in the air above him, and blinked.
 
   Everything tasted purple for a second, and his vision returned: He was now hovering above the spot he’d stood before.  It worked.
 
   McHenry checked the countdown clock on the room’s self-destruct protocol.  He had less than a minute left.  He hovered over to the weapons on display one last time, and shook his head.  There was nothing there that appealed to him, but he snatched up a plasma pistol anyway and checked its charge.  It beeped cheerfully.  He tucked it into the belt and prayed it didn’t have a hair trigger.
 
   There was a row of mannequins wearing the costumes of Titans who had fallen in the line of duty over the decades.  McHenry snatched the black cowl off of one of them and pulled it over his head.  It left only his eyes visible.
 
   He made his way out of the room, sealing the door behind him with a few seconds to spare.  The ground shook again as the room burst into flames behind the impenetrable doors.
 
   McHenry took stock of his situation.  The detonation would cover the evidence of his theft, and with any luck the Titans and Baron Brass would believe McHenry had perished in the conflagration anyway.  He didn’t particularly care what the heroes did as long as they thought he was dead and gone.  If he got out of this mess in one piece, he already had a new identity waiting for him to step into and lay low for a while.
 
   But Baron Brass, the so-called Master?  That was a different story.
 
   The old man had used and manipulated McHenry after subverting his work—and then he insulted him and tried to kill him.  That would not stand.
 
   All the Machinist had ever strived for was to be recognized by the world for his technical genius—and that fossil had had the gall to try and take over the world using McHenry’s creations, then sweep him under the rug?  No.
 
   “No.”  McHenry said aloud, his voice muffled a little under the new mask.  “That bastard is going to pay.”
 
   Using a combination of the short range teleportation effect and his new anti-gravity boots, the freshly geared-up villain made his way through the corridors and elevator shafts of the heroes’ ruined headquarters.  When McHenry emerged ten minutes later--from behind a hidden door in the base of one of the stone lions at the Public Library--he sighed with relief.
 
   He knew that whenever anyone in the villain world had big news, they unquestionably set up shop in Times Square.  He only needed to head north about seven blocks.
 
   The hunt was on.
 
   ***
 
   As prematurely-freed convicts appeared throughout the city and Manhattan’s native super villain population pushed northwest through lines of overwhelmed cops and vigilantes, the mastermind himself finally made his appearance.
 
   Underneath the big screen in Times Square, the largest purple teleportation gate appeared.  Flanked by a vanguard of Network soldiers armed with weapons ranging from mundane automatic weapons to exotic plasma rifles, Baron Brass strode with pride and purpose into the City That Never Sleeps.  He raised his arms in victory as bullets fired from the guns of frantic police officers bounced off of his armor.  His soldiers swarmed around him and liquefied their master’s attempted assailants in a hail of energy bolts and gunfire.
 
   A half-dozen floating metallic orbs the size of melons came through the teleportation gate and swirled around him before the gate sputtered out of existence.  As he stomped over the hood of an abandoned minivan, the metal of the vehicle strained under the weight of his brass armor.  Standing atop the derelict vehicle, he turned to face the nearest of the floating balls.  Its lens-eye drifted in and out of focus for a moment before settling on an aperture size.
 
   Above and behind the conquering mastermind, the image of a polar bear drinking a soda sizzled and blinked out on the jumbotron.  It was replaced just as suddenly by an extreme close up of Baron Brass’ skull-shaped mask.  The shadow of his crimson hood seemed to deepen the eye sockets of the articulated facial covering so only small dots of red light emanated from each of them.
 
   All across the city, the state, and the world, any television or computer screen still in operation switched to that same image of menace.  His heavy English voice boomed from every functional speaker system in the Square.
 
   “Gentle peons,” Brass’ articulated jaw piece moved with his words.  “I have returned to remake this ungrateful planet in my image.”
 
   His crimson cloak fluttered gently in the breeze as his enforcers took potshots at any hero stupid enough to try to interrupt their leader’s monologue.  He arrogantly took no notice.
 
   “I have waited decades for this moment.  I have moved you around like pieces on a chessboard--in a game you never even knew you were playing.”  He chuckled, letting out a light cough.  “By this time tomorrow every coin and bill in the world will bear my face, my name.”
 
   The image on the screens changed to a wide shot of the square, centered on Brass.  He gesticulated wildly as he spoke.  “Any nation that defies me will be in flames.  I challenge your leaders to try to regain control of their nuclear arsenals.  I challenge your greatest heroes to struggle against the weight of my armies.”
 
   He paused and the world seemed to pause with him.
 
   “You will all fail.” He cackled.  “You will all fall to your knees before me.  And those who do not?”
 
   The camera switched back to the one nearest Brass’ face.  Even through the modulated electronic distortion provided by his mask, his voice took on a more sinister tone.
 
   “You will all die.”
 
   ***
 
   Despite having a vague idea of how vast Baron Brass’ Network was, McHenry was surprised by the quantity of opponents standing between him and his goal.  The gauntlet he had to face started even earlier than he’d expected.
 
   He had only just engaged the hoverboots and begun drifting upwards when his defensive systems blared red in his vision.  He felt the machine kick in and take over his nervous system, jolting his head and neck to the right.  Six bullets fluttered past him in slow-motion, each one passing through where his brain had been not a millisecond before.  He remained in slow-motion mode as his vision went to thermal view.  A bright yellow outline formed around a Network soldier, followed by a translucent box asking, \\LETHAL | NONLETHAL.  He glanced right and selected the second one; little crosshair icons hovered over the trooper’s elbow, shoulder, and knees.
 
   As the soldier raised his gun to fire a second volley, McHenry’s perception of time sped up.  The laser array mounted to his shoulder fired off four little bolts of green energy, striking his attacker precisely as his HUD had targeted.  The man flew backwards as his rifle was knocked from his hands.
 
   McHenry smiled to himself.  The humiliation of the past two days had forced him to pull himself together.  Kicking ass and taking names, he chided himself.  But it was true, even with unfamiliar equipment.
 
   “Where’s Brass?” He demanded, hovering down towards his stricken assailant.  He already knew, but he needed confirmation. The soldier reached down to the holster on his hip, releasing a pained groan as he forced his scorched arm to function.  McHenry blinked and engaged the short-range teleporter.  The soldier pulled out a pistol, pointed it upwards with his wrist, and took a shot.  The bullet whizzed through where McHenry had been.
 
   McHenry was suddenly on the ground, next to the Network trooper, kicking  the gun from the man’s hand.  He reached down to grab the soldier by the throat with his new prosthesis squeezing with light pressure as he lifted the man off the ground.
 
   “Where.  Is.  Brass.”  McHenry hissed through his mask.  It wasn’t a question.
 
   “T-Times Sq—“ the soldier started to say, but McHenry put more pressure on the man’s carotid artery, knocking him out.  That was all he needed.  He dropped the unconscious soldier and took to the air again.
 
   He got a little more than two blocks north when the word “INCOMING” flashed in his vision.  Again, the machine took over, this time disengaging the boots from flight mode.  McHenry dropped to the pavement and crouched on one knee as a huge chunk of blacktop twirled overhead and crashed into a storefront.  The neon “OPEN” sign exploded and two dozen bottles of soda burst like fireworks.
 
   McHenry pivoted, grabbed at the wimpy little plasma pistol he had pilfered, and took aim. He fired off two blasts of yellow electricity before the gun beeped sadly and ran out of juice.  The bolts of energy splashed like water balloons against their target—a towering hulk in the shape of a man, but made entirely of rock.  McHenry swore under his breath, recognizing the monstrosity as fellow Blackiron resident, Marlon Jones.  Or Stoneskin, as the man liked to be called when he was working.
 
   “Knew we find some heroes tryna sneak up on the boss down here!”  Stoneskin shouted.  McHenry thought to himself that the expression “gravelly voice” was insufficient to describe the way the words sounded coming out of the giant’s cracked, granite lips.
 
   “I’m no hero,” McHenry muttered, glaring.  “I just want your boss.”
 
   “No hero, huh?  Well you ain’t got one of these,” Stoneskin replied, lifting up one arm to reveal a little high-tech bracelet around his wrist.  He pointed at it with his other hand.  “If you ain’t with us, then you just dead.”
 
   Half a dozen Network troopers poured out of a teleportation gate behind the stone man, flanking around him defensively.  As they took aim at McHenry with their weapons, McHenry felt heat on his back.  A pair of fireballs the size of beachballs rocketed past both of his shoulders and exploded against Stoneskin.  The impervious stone man was unaffected but yelped anyway: “Muthafucka!”
 
   The soldiers around him were not so fortunate, and screamed in agony as the inferno around them fused their fingers to their weapons and their faces blackened, peeling off.  They were still burning as they collapsed to the ground, charred and dead.
 
   “Look out, buddy!” Someone shouted.  Another two fireballs streaked towards Stoneskin, and McHenry dodged them.  His head’s-up display calculated their trajectory and he turned to look up and behind himself.  A red-haired young man in black, red, and orange armor hovered twenty feet above him, surrounded by an aura of flame.  He yelled again, “Back it up!  Big blast coming!”
 
   McHenry teleported another dozen yards away as his unexpected assistant clasped his wrists together, hands outspread.  A wall of flame manifested in front of the young man and rolled with great speed towards the stone-skinned brute.
 
   “Kaboosh!” yelled the hero, emulating the sound his attack made as it went off.
 
   Stoneskin laughed as the wave struck the ground and an inferno raged around him. “I can take the heat, bitch!  Can you take the shock?”
 
   McHenry could only watch as the rock monster clapped his hands together, generating a wave of compressed air that knocked the flying hero back a few feet and sent him spinning.  The ginger do-gooder yelled down to McHenry, blood streaming from his nose.  “Dude!  Do something!”
 
   Before he could think it through, McHenry hovered up a few feet off the ground and targeted what his system’s best guess were Stoneskin’s weak points.  His laser bolts were ineffectual.  McHenry teleported upwards, hovered a few feet next to the hero and pointed down at Stoneskin.  He had a plan, but he needed the hero’s help--and he hated it.  But neither of them was a match for their mutual foe.
 
   “He can take the heat,” McHenry shouted.  “But the street can’t!  Look!”
 
   The blacktop beneath Stoneskin’s feet looked as if it had just been resurfaced.  It was somewhere just between solid and molten.  McHenry continued.  “Heat it up more, melt it.  I’ll concuss it some, the ground will give and he’ll fall in!”
 
   “Then what?”  The hero shouted back.
 
   “Then nothing!  He’s too heavy to get out, and he’ll burn to death if he changes back!  He’ll be stuck for a while!”
 
   The hero’s eyes brightened and McHenry could tell the young man was smiling beneath the half-mask that covered the lower portion of his face.
 
   “Let’s do it,” said the young man, sending another wall of fire crashing down around Stoneskin.  This time, though, he kept pumping out more and more flames.  The aura around him was slowly getting thinner and he hovered ever downward as each second passed.
 
   McHenry fired a steady stream of laser bolts in a circular pattern around the villain.  Stoneskin swatted a few of them away, not understanding the duo’s intent.  Despite the titanic weight of his stone form, Stoneskin took several slow steps towards them.  He made a beckoning motion, trying to taunt the pair into coming close enough to smash with his enormous, granite claws.
 
   “You can’t aim for shit, Mister Roboto!  Keep it up, you both be outta juice soon!” Stoneskin mocked.
 
   And he was right.  McHenry’s HUD reported the lasers were almost forty percent drained.  And the fire kid’s aura had turned blue, but was starting to flicker.  But they kept at it, and eventually Stoneskin’s beleaguered footsteps were further hindered by the fact that he was sinking into the tar.  It sloughed around his legs and steamed.
 
   “Aw, shit,” Stoneskin had just enough time to swear as the ground beneath him gave way.  There was a loud crash, and the fire kid tossed two little balls of flame into it for good measure.
 
   “That’s … that’s ...” the hero panted in exhaustion.  “Why they call me the Torch.”
 
   The hero’s eyes rolled back in his head and the aura of fire around him sputtered out.  Unconscious, he began to fall.
 
   McHenry wondered if the world wouldn’t be better off without yet another cape in it.
 
   The thought passed.  McHenry teleported down to just above street level and caught the unconscious hero with his cybernetic hand intercepting him before he hit the ground.  He propped the kid against the side of a relatively undamaged car, then leaned against it himself.
 
   McHenry told himself that the hero was useful, that he could use him to get close to Brass.  Yeah.  That’s it. I can use him.
 
   “Hey …” Torch groaned, having bounced back much more quickly than a normal person would have.  “… We get him?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Nice,” the hero reached his right hand out to McHenry.  It was shaking a bit.  “People call me the Torch.”
 
   “You said that,” McHenry responded, and made a downwards spiraling motion with his good hand as he continued, “Before you …”
 
   “Oh.”  Torch blinked his eyes a few times.  He was still holding out his hand.
 
   McHenry did something he never imagined doing before.  He took the hero’s hand, and shook it.  “Call me the Machinist.”
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Seven
 
   Boom!
 
   A series of almost rhythmic explosions rocked the city.
 
   Torch and McHenry agreed to turn off of 5th Avenue once they hit West 47th.  From there it would be almost a straight shot to the heart of the Network’s run on the city, and Baron Brass.  There was only a handful of blocks left between the pair and that turn.  A few squads of Network soldiers took shots at them as they made their way uptown, but the duo overcame them all.  McHenry took a few minutes to recharge his hover boots and laser array in an abandoned convenience store while Torch downed a pair of energy drinks.  McHenry didn’t fill in the hero on why, exactly, it was that he was going after the criminal mastermind at the center of things.  The kid just assumed he was another hero, fighting the Good Fight and hoping to take a swing at the Big Bad—and McHenry went with it
 
   “Orlando never got this crazy,” Torch observed, slurping liquefied caffeine and sugar from a can.
 
   McHenry responded, “New York’s never been this crazy before either.”
 
   “Wouldn’t know,” said the young hero as he pulled his mask back up over his face.  “I’ve only ever seen it in movies.”
 
   There was an awkward silence.  Torch broke it.  “Where were you when you got the call from S.T.R.I.K.E. to get over here?”
 
   “S.T.R.I.K.E.?”
 
   “The Superhuman Tactical Response and Information… something-something,” Torch floundered.  “The guys who fund the state and national super teams.”
 
   McHenry had never heard of such an organization, but it explained a lot—where the heroes got the money for their bases, their fancy cars with rocket launchers, the four-man hovercrafts.  “Oh.  Yeah.  I was … here.”
 
   “Oh, cool, you’re local?  Ever meet the Titans of Liberty?”
 
   McHenry chuckled.  “Yeah, once.”
 
   “Oh man!  What was it like?”
 
   The sound of an explosion stalled McHenry from having to provide a damning response.  He nodded at Torch, instructing, “Time to go.”
 
   ***
 
   Stormsoul and Ravencloak flew side-by-side towards the source of Rampart’s last transmission.  Neither of the young women spoke, each too brave to express any sign of weakness to the other.
 
   The crackle of their communicators springing to life broke the awkward silence.
 
   “Stormie, Raven, you copy?—where are you two?”  It was the voice of the only other female member of the Titans super-team.  Ivy Lane, also known as the Mentalist.  A psychic.
 
   Ravencloak looked to her right towards Stormsoul and nodded.  “We read you.  Stormsoul and I are coming up on the Square.  Two blocks out.”
 
   The voice on the comms turned dark.  “Perfect.”
 
   “What did she mean by—“ Ravencloak started, turning to look back over to Stormsoul.  But she was gone.  What had taken her friend’s place in the air was an immense demon with charcoal skin with lava blood that seeped from the cracks in the rough flesh.  It cackled at her.  Her father.
 
   “You!”  Ravencloak grimaced, and spun in the air before blasting out a wave of shadow-matter towards the demon.
 
                 “What did you sa—“ Stormsoul turned to look to her left, and dodged a blast from the person flying beside her.  She yelped and reached into the air, summoning a shield of electricity from the clouds.
 
                 Stormsoul stopped in midair and glared at her opponent: a woman she hadn’t seen in years.  Ravencloak was nowhere to be seen.  It was her younger sister, a woman with the same elemental powers as herself but less restraint—and certainly less morality.  As Stormsoul let loose a bolt of electricity from her fingertips she did not deign to address her sister by her name, just the one she’d adopted for herself when she’d turned bad.  Stormsoul hissed, “DeMorte.”
 
                 The Mentalist was laughing over the comms but neither heroine heard it over the exchange of fire between them.  Both of them were too busy combating each other—thinking they faced their own mortal enemies.
 
   ***
 
   When they finally hit 47th, McHenry and Torch entered a corner building and went up a few floors.  The sky to the west was filled with storm clouds, bolts of electricity, and other strange lights.  They peered down at the avenue below, which was devoid of heroes or villains.  Another explosion, at the far end of the avenue, got their attention.  A dozen Network soldiers and a few costumed villains poured out of a building and headed towards the source of the detonation.
 
   “Looks like you were right about heading to the Square,” Torch nodded.  “How’d you know, man?”
 
   McHenry turned his head to the hero slowly and looked him dead in the eyes.  “They always go for Times Square.”
 
   “I guess?” Torch shrugged.  “Like I said, it’s my first time in New York, dude.”
 
   They each opened a window and flew out of the building, without another word.  No one took any shots at either of them as they careened at top speed towards the city’s heart.
 
   McHenry grimaced--and the young hero choked up--as they turned the corner to enter the vast, billboard-littered space.  The aroma of war, the stench of burned flesh, spent gunpowder, and discharged energy finally hit them.  Below McHenry, the tattered bodies of Network soldiers piled up alongside those of less-durable heroes who’d tried to take a shot at Baron Brass.
 
   Through the fog of war, McHenry could make out figures fighting farther down the street.  His vision zoomed in and he recognized Rampart, who was struggling to push forward against a beam of energy being fired from some kind of cannon; down to the left, the black speedster kid was unconscious or dead on the pavement.  Overhead, he could make out Ravencloak and Stormsoul fighting … each other?  Baron Brass was standing on top of a toppled delivery truck, surrounded by floating orbs.  From the way he was gesturing, it was clear he was in the middle of some dramatic exposition. McHenry mentally redubbed Brass’ dialogue:  Blah blah blah, I’m gonna take over the world blah blah, I eat dicks.
 
   McHenry shook his head, returning his vision to normal.
 
                 “Come on,” he said to Torch.  “Don’t look down.”
 
   ***
 
   Rampart could feel his strength draining with every step forward he fought to take.  The wave of light and sound emanating from the cannon that Baron Brass called a “sapper” burned him.  Pain was a new sensation to the superhuman, and he did not relish it.
 
   “Can you feel it, hero?”  The mastermind asked, cackling.  “Can you feel the radioactive particles in your blood coming to a halt as my sapper matches their resonant frequency?  Do your super-senses still work that well?”
 
   “You might … slow me down … Brass …” Rampart sputtered, managing only a few syllables at a time.  “But … you can’t … beat my … whole team.”
 
   “Your team?”  Brass laughed again, wheezing out a cough before replying.  “Your team has got their hands full, you ignoramus!”
 
   The Baron pointed at Sprint’s unconscious body.  “Sapped of the ‘inertia force’ that powered him.”
 
   Then, Brass made a sweeping motion over the pile of robot parts littering the ground in front of him.  “Your ‘Sister Brain,’ dismantled down to the bits and bytes!”
 
   “And above!” Brass raised both his arms in victory.  “Your two most powerful allies are tearing at each other’s throats—they don’t see each other anymore, they see their greatest foes!  All thanks to my new friend!”
 
   The Mentalist grinned at the struggling Rampart and waved before returning her concentration to manipulating the minds of the dueling females above.  She had been the first Titan to welcome Rampart to the team years earlier; she helped him come to terms with his mother’s death.  And now she was betraying the team.  Betraying him.
 
   Rampart gritted his teeth through the pain and demanded an answer from his former friend, “Why, Ivy?”
 
   She turned her head and winked.  “Sorry, hon!”
 
   She blew a kiss at Rampart and returned to her work.
 
   Rampart tapped at the communicator on his belt and gasped, “Owl?”
 
   A thick Russian voice responded through the static with a hearty laugh.  “Your friend not available.  You leave message with the Butcher, yes?”
 
   The hero collapsed to the floor, the last of his strength gone.  Baron Brass laughed, clutching his stomach and slapping his thigh.  He turned to one of his camera drones and addressed the world.
 
   “Now do you see?  Your greatest defenders have failed you.  I warned you not to struggle against me, and now--”
 
   The camera drones exploded in a hail of laser bolts.  A fireball struck the truck beneath the villain, igniting it.  Brass took a few sudden steps back, nearly tripping on his own cloak.
 
   “Kaboosh!” yelled the Torch, emulating the sound his blast made.
 
   McHenry said nothing at all as he teleported behind Brass and cold-cocked him with his robotic hand.
 
   “Who—who DARES!”  Brass screamed as he stumbled forward, catching himself and stopping a fall.
 
   McHenry leaned in and grabbed his foe by the arm.  “I dare.”
 
   “McHenry,” Brass hissed.
 
   “McHenry’s dead.  Call me the Machinist.”
 
   ***
 
   While his new friend traded punches with the bad guy, Torch hocked a few fireballs at the minions he saw trying to circle around to protect their boss—making them fall back.  Then he summoned a wall of fire to cut them off from the fight completely.
 
   “Torch!” the Machinist yelled, dodging a strike from one of Brass’ metal gauntlets.  “Blow that thing up!”
 
   “What thing?”  He replied.
 
   “The--”one of the Baron’s punches connected with the Machinist’s stomach.  “Ugh—the thing--on Rampart!”
 
   Torch glanced down and saw what the Machinist was talking about.  A machine was blasting the world’s top hero with some kind of energy, and he was down for the count.  Torch saw Network troops taking formation in the corner of his eye, and knew Rampart would be able to clear out the hornet’s nest much more effectively than he ever could, if he could just get back on his feet.
 
   He pushed a wave of flame towards the troops to buy some time, then turned back to face the machine.  He lobbed three fireballs at it.  It only took two to blow it.  It was an impressive explosion, and it even knocked Machinist and Brass on their asses.  But when the smoke cleared, Torch gasped.
 
   A woman’s body lay sprawled on the ground, a fanned splatter of blood for several feet in front of it.  The back of her pink and white costume was ripped open, exposing blistered flesh.  A jagged piece of the machine had severed her spine and right arm.  Her unblinking, unfocused eyes were right on him.
 
   “Oh, Jesus,” Torch stammered.  He knew who it was he’d killed; he knew she was one of the good guys.  “I didn’t mean to—Oh, Jesus.“
 
   He turned to look to the Machinist for guidance, but found he was already back to trading blows with Baron Brass.  He flew down to Rampart, who struggled to regain his footing.  He put the Titan’s arm under his shoulder and helped him stand.
 
   “I—Rampart—Dude.” Torch struggled to find the words.  How do you tell your idol you just killed one of his teammates?  He couldn’t take his eyes off of the corpse.
 
   Rampart looked at the young hero and followed his gaze to the decimated body of the woman called the Mentalist.
 
   He turned to face Torch bleakly and grunted. “She was a … traitor.  You did good, kid.”
 
   “Tuh—Torch, sir.”
 
   Ravencloak and Stormsoul—now free from the Mentalist’s manipulation—landed on the ground on either side of Torch and Rampart.
 
   “Raven—find Owl,” Rampart gestured eastward.  “Storm … get Sprint to medical.”
 
   “What about—“ Stormsoul started to ask, but Rampart waved her off.  He said, “The kid—Torch—and I will bat cleanup … in a minute.”
 
   “Who’s that guy?” Ravencloak inquired, pointing towards the ongoing melee between Baron Brass and Torch’s friend.
 
   “He said to call him the Machinist,” Torch said.
 
   Rampart tilted his head at the young hero, raised an eyebrow, and simply said, “Huh.”
 
   At that moment he was too drained to say or think much of anything else.
 
   ***
 
                 “You don’t really think you can beat me, do you?”  Baron Brass mocked McHenry as he shoved him backwards.  “I have decades of experience!  I put this all together!”
 
   McHenry’s onboard computer calculated he was about to fall and suffer serious injury, so it automatically teleported him another ten feet backwards and engaged his boots’ hovering capability.  He took advantage of the range and targeted the parts of Brass’ armor that he’d weakened with his punches.  He fired four bolts from his shoulder lasers, which tore into the would-be world dictator’s chest and leg armor.
 
   “I have you right where I want you, don’t you realize that?”  Brass shouted.  McHenry teleported inside of Brass’ personal space and grabbed at the villain’s weakened chestplate with his cybernetic hand.  He tore it off and tossed it a hundred feet away.
 
   “Bullshit,” McHenry sneered, and punched the elder villain in the gut without looking.  Instead of the hard thump of fist on flesh he expected to hear, or the crackle of bone splintering, he heard glass shatter and a slosh of fluid.  He looked down at his hand while Brass screamed in agony.  “What—what the hell?”
 
   He pulled his hand from the flailing villain’s chest and stared.  Instead of flesh and bone, Baron Brass’ torso was a jumble of glass containers with organs immersed in fluid, wired into a cybernetic skeleton.  Plastic tubes pumped red and blue blood to and from his mechanical heart.
 
   McHenry’s onboard computer started pinging madly.  He saw the work of Professor Nemesis in the heart; the stylings of the Technomancer in the organ containers—and the preservation fluid within was comprised of chemicals he knew Krudoff had created.  And the skeletal interface jacks—those were McHenry’s own design.
 
   Brass stumbled backwards, muttering.  “As I … As I … As--”
 
   The armored man started wheezing.  He pulled his hood off roughly, tearing its seams.  Then he pulled off the stylized metal skull and dropped it to the ground.  He was an old, old man.  The pale skin on his face was so leathery and tightly stretched against his skull that he almost didn’t need the mask to be terrifying.  Old surgical scars surrounded data transfer nodes on his face where the mask had attached to it.
 
   He glared at McHenry—or, at least, in his direction—Brass’ eyes were milky and gray.  He cleared his throat.
 
   “As I said before,” he spat.  “I know how to put it all together.  To make it work in a meaningful way.  In a profitable way.  I’m—I’m the Edison of crime!”
 
   McHenry took a few steps forward, then leaned to the left and tilted his head the same direction, saying, “Yeah?”
 
   He pulled his upper body back to the right quickly and dodged the old man’s punch.  The elderly villain pivoted to his right with one leg.  That told McHenry everything: He’s blind as a bat.
 
   “You tried to kill me, but that isn’t the worst thing.” McHenry shoved Brass to the ground and stood over him.  He pushed his boot down into the container holding the old man’s lower intestines, and ground his heel on them.  “You stole my friends’ work.  You stole my work.”
 
   “You are just like Edison, you’re right,” McHenry hissed as he crouched down over the ancient criminal.  He reached into his sleeve and pulled out the length of data cable he’d tucked in there earlier.  With his other hand, he checked and made sure the other end of it was still jacked in to the back of his neck.  “But you don’t understand every detail of the things you take.  You don’t know how they can be used against you.”
 
   McHenry jammed the loose end of the data cable into the jack in the center of Brass’ forehead.  The words \\NULL \\NULL : NEGATIVE CONNECTION flashed in his HUD.  Brass flailed, but McHenry stomped his boot down on one arm, pinning it.  He grabbed the other arm with his robotic hand and crushed it.
 
   “But I know the tech you use to control all this.  Your armor.  Your network.  Your whole stupid plan.”  McHenry grinned.  The error message in his eyes went green and the text changed to read \\CONNECTION ESTABLISHED | OVERRIDE CONTROLS Y/N?  “I thought it up.  I built it.  Yeah, ‘Edison,’ I’m your fucking Tesla.”
 
   McHenry glanced to his left to select “Y.”  Brass began convulsing as the systems keeping his decrepit organs functioning shut off one by one.  The illuminated trim of the old man’s power armor faded.  His eyes widened and he coughed out a single word, “C—cuh—countermeasures.”
 
   Electricity surged all around the old man’s armor and up through the cable that connected the two men’s brains.  McHenry’s body trembled but he didn’t falter.  He ran decryption and assault protocols as rapidly as he could.  He felt the microchips embedded in his brain heating up.
 
   McHenry knew that another few seconds of this would kill him.
 
   A program pinged to report success, and the current stopped coursing through the bodies of both men.  The attack program reported success as well.
 
   “Any last words before I shut off your brain, you fossilized fuck?” McHenry sneered.
 
   “I—“ the old man started to say.
 
   “Too bad,” McHenry shouted in his face, initiating the program.  The old man’s eyes rolled back into his head and his mouth foamed.
 
   The words \\WARNING WARNING | DISCONNECT FEEDBACK LOOP flashed rapidly in McHenry’s HUD.  He reached forward to yank the data cable out of the old man’s head, and felt a wave of vertigo hit him as he did so.  The cable snapped out the socket and sparked.
 
   McHenry fell to one side and couldn’t keep his eyes open.
 
   \\ERROR | SHUTDOWN
 
   He gasped for air, and the world spun around him, getting darker with each rotation.
 
   \\ERROR | SHU
 
   The whole world went black right before the text in his vision faded from view.
 
   \\ERR--
 
   Before he lost consciousness entirely, McHenry felt a gloved hand slide under his neck, and another under his buttocks.  And then he got the strangest sensation, like he was flying.
 
   Then nothing.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Eight
 
   Beep … Beep … Beep!
 
   McHenry heard that out of place sound over and over again.  He couldn’t see the source of it.  In fact, he couldn’t see anything at all.  His limbs were numb and he felt like he was floating.  The irrational part of his mind started to panic, telling him he was down for the count.  Dead.  And this was purgatory, his punishment for a life full of graft, dishonesty, and murder.
 
   The scientific part of his brain responded by repeating Shut up, shut up, there’s an explanation; I’m in a coma or something.
 
   Neither half of his mind accepted the possibility of trying to find an accord.
 
   The cacophony of brain-screaming was broken into by someone else’s voice.  Though hard to hear at first, its volume rose slowly from the silence.
 
   “—think he’s waking up … Make sure the restraints are …”
 
   Darkness turned to blinding, white light.
 
   He blinked, and the bright light was suddenly only in his right eye.  The vision in his left one faded in, and gained clarity.  A doctor hovered over his face, shining a flashlight in his eyes.  The physician clicked the light off and turned away from McHenry.
 
   “He’s responsive, but I think he’ll be here for another day or two,” the doctor said, addressing someone else in the room.  McHenry lifted his head and squinted at the stranger who sat at the end of his bed.  The form came into focus, taking the shape of an older man in a gray suit.  His face was wrinkled and cracked by time.  A long, diagonal scar extended from the man’s widow’s peak, over his left eye, and ended at the right side of his lips.
 
   “Very well,” the man said.  “If you could excuse us …”
 
   The doctor nodded, jotted something down on the clipboard in his hand, and walked out the room.  As the door shut, McHenry noted an armed soldier in an all-black uniform standing guard just outside the room.
 
   He tried to move his arms and push himself up into a sitting position.  His arms did not comply.  He looked at his limbs: a tube snaked around his left arm and into the skin of its inner elbow.  Below the plastic nozzle connected to the intravenous system, McHenry saw his arm had been strapped to the bed.
 
   “That’s for your safety as much as mine,” the old man said with a gesture.  “We wouldn’t want the city’s savior stumbling out of bed and getting shot by the guards in the hall.  That’d be some awful P.R.”
 
   McHenry forced the air out of his lungs and rasped a simple question.  “Where?”
 
   “Oh, you’re still in New York.  This is a special facility for the treatment of metas like yourself.  Very hush-hush.”
 
   “Who …” McHenry’s throat felt like it was burning.  Every syllable was a struggle. He opted to skip one. “… You?”
 
   “Me?  I’m Daniel Hawke,” the old man leaned back.  “Director of S.T.R.I.K.E.”
 
   “What’s ...?”
 
   “We’re the group that manages and outfits super groups like the Titans of Liberty,” the old man said matter-of-factly.  Then he smirked, continuing, “But we wouldn’t be a very effective secret organization if everyone had heard of us.  I’m not surprised you don’t know me.”
 
   McHenry managed a defeated, “Oh.”
 
   This was bad.  The Titans of Liberty had arrested him, and as far as they probably knew he was the one who’d blown up their base.  He wondered if Hawke would be more or less receptive to his explanations than Rampart had been when the Titans captured him.  One look at the grizzled old man told McHenry the answer to that question was “unlikely.”
 
   “But I am surprised that I don’t know you,” stated the elderly secret agent.  That took McHenry by surprise.  Hawke raised an eyebrow and went on.  “I mean to say, I do know who you’re supposed to be.  We ran your prints and came back with one Warren Hill, an electrical engineer and inventor from upstate.”
 
   Oh, thank god, McHenry thought to himself.  That was the identity he’d snagged off of the Social Security database he’d hacked after the fiasco in New Jersey.  He tried to grin.  Then he saw the old man’s cold expression.
 
   Hawke went on talking.
 
   “What bothers me is the fact that Warren Hill’s been dead for six months. Killed in a hit-and-run while walking his dog.  Just to be sure, we dug the body up and ran his DNA.
 
   “Unanswered questions are not something I relish, frankly.  One does not stay the world’s premiere super-spy for sixty-six years by letting himself leave stones unturned.”
 
   Hawke gestured at McHenry’s right arm, and carried on with his monologue.
 
   “So I had you checked out.  You’ve got some obvious … injuries … in addition to substantial cybernetic augmentation.  We checked our records, and sure enough, we found someone who was a match for all that.”
 
   If he didn’t know it’d burn his throat, McHenry would’ve gulped.
 
   “Nicholas McHenry, age thirty-five,” Hawke stared McHenry dead in the eyes.  “An MIT dropout who somehow landed a job at a major military research facility.  There were some … issues with authority reported by his superiors, but our notes show McHenry’s work was instrumental in creating wireless, mentally controlled attack drones.”
 
   Fuck fuck fuck fuckitty fuck, yelled the voices in McHenry’s brain.  He struggled against his restraints as subtly as he could muster, but his strength was depleted.  He glared at the IV in his arm, knowing it was the source of his paralysis.
 
   “Don’t.” Hawke said simply.  McHenry ceased his jostling.
 
   “There was some kind of strike on the facility, it seems.  McHenry—that’s you, am I right?—was presumed dead in the attack.”
 
   McHenry nodded, defeated.
 
   “And then you popped back up on the radar as the Machinist.  You and your drones caused quite a bit of trouble, breaking into labs and stealing advanced tech.  Killed a few guards and some heroes.”
 
   McHenry’s brain was screaming, FFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFF--
 
   “I don’t judge.  I am, as I said, a master spy.  I’m just as guilty as you.”  The old man turned his head away, shaking it.  “Our psychoanalysts say you only killed when necessary.  Not wantonly, like the psychos coming out of the woodwork these last eight or nine years.”
 
   That certainly shocked McHenry, but what Hawke said next sent the villain’s mind into a tailspin.
 
   “Even the Titans have killed quite a few of your brother villains.  Usually, it’s just a matter of their not realizing their own power.  Other times … well.  We’re very good at cleaning things up, at sanitizing events for public consumption.”
 
   Even if he could’ve talked, McHenry would have been at a loss for words.
 
   Hawke pointed at the television mounted to the wall across from McHenry’s bed and spoke.  “Screen, turn on.  Mute.  News.”
 
   The television blinked to life and tuned to a news station.  The image of a demolished bridge filled the screen and plumes of smoke poured into the sky from somewhere below.  A banner with scrolling text read, “… toll over 22,000 … hundreds of super-criminals in custody or confirmed dead … Titans of Liberty suffer major losses--”
 
   “This devastation was traced back to you, at first.”  Hawke kept his eyes on the TV.  “And when the Titans scooped you up, everyone thought it was just a matter of cleaning up your minions.”
 
   The scene on the television changed.  Black-and-white footage from a security camera.  The Flatiron building was clearly in view.  The image distorted for a second, and suddenly glowing rectangles appeared everywhere.  Network troops streamed out, and started firing bolts of energy into the air.  McHenry was about to stammer his shock that the Network attack was still ongoing, but then sighed in relief when he saw the text “Previously Recorded” appear at the bottom of the screen.
 
   “And then Baron Brass came through one of those … door-things,” Hawke turned back to McHenry.  “No one was expecting that.  He was supposed to be long dead, but these things do happen.  We shouldn’t have been as surprised as we were.  I suppose he tried to kill you back at the Titans’ HQ?”
 
   McHenry nodded.
 
   “I can imagine that ticked you off quite a bit,” Hawke grinned.  “And, you know, the fact that he’d framed you, too.”
 
   McHenry shook his head to indicate a negative response.  Hawke’s leathery face took on a perplexed expression.
 
   “Took …” McHenry wheezed.  “… Credit.  My … technology.”
 
   “Mmhmm.  Typical geek,” Hawke rolled his eyes before turning back to the TV.  “Screen, pause.”
 
   McHenry glanced back up at the set.  The image frozen on the screen was McHenry—in his hastily acquired new armor—struggling to overpower Baron Brass.  Rampart, hero of heroes, lay unconscious on the ground a few meters behind the grappling duo.  The text frozen in place below the image was surprising.  McHenry mouthed the words silently, as Hawke spoke them aloud.
 
   “Mystery Hero Saves City.  Where Is He Now?”
 
   Hawke pivoted in place to turn and face McHenry again.  “Screen, off.”
 
   The two men looked at each other silently for a moment, before Hawke spoke up again.
 
   “New York—hell, the World; Brass was minutes away from nuking every major city on the planet—wants to praise its savior.”
 
   McHenry snorted.
 
   “I’m glad you think it’s funny,” Hawke sneered.  “I can’t just go and tell the President that his bacon was saved because of some lunatic’s grudge match.  You think the Mayor would be thrilled giving the Key to the City to a convicted murderer?  How do you think the people would feel, if we told ‘em the only reason they’re still alive is that Brass pissed you off in just the right way--that they’d be glowing chunks of meat right now if he hadn’t fucked with you?”
 
   McHenry didn’t have an answer.  The rhythmic tone of his pulse monitor was the only sound in the room for a while before Hawke spoke up again.
 
   “Brass had accounted for everything our heroes could throw at him,” Hawke sighed.  “But what he didn’t count on was your pride, your malevolence.  He probably thought you’d die in the explosion—or turn tail and hoof it if you survived.”
 
   McHenry tried to shrug.  He had entertained the idea at least once while he made his way through the ruins of the heroes’ headquarters.
 
   “Take it from me, I’m glad you didn’t,” the old man certainly didn’t look glad.  “But I’m left with a difficult decision--and a recommendation from our psychiatric analysts.”
 
   Hawke blew air from his mouth.  It was clear he didn’t want to say what came next.
 
   “They’ve determined that your driving force is a desire to be acknowledged for your achievements, to be recognized for your work, as it were.
 
   So: The shrinks have recommended I ask you to switch sides, to join the team.”
 
   McHenry made a face.  What?
 
   Hawke made a noise halfway between a laugh and a cough.  “I know.”
 
   After a pause, he went on.  “We’ll make it so that Nicholas McHenry—despised villain and suspected ally of Baron Brass—died horribly when the Titans’ base was destroyed … and Warren Hill, brilliant engineer from New York State, somehow resurrected himself with technology and joined the Good Fight just in time to Save the World.”
 
   McHenry tilted his head and raised an eyebrow.
 
   “You can be a hero.  You can be the hero.”  Hawke grimaced.  The words clearly tasted foul to him.  “You’d be universally loved, and all you’d have to do is behave yourself for a while, kiss some babies and wave at the happy monkeys.  After a few months, you’ll say you want to focus on your family life or some other bullshit, and we’ll stick you on a tropical island somewhere and pay your bar tab for the rest of your life.”
 
   McHenry contemplated this for a few seconds.  It was a pretty good arrangement, and he hated to admit it, but the shrinks at S.T.R.I.K.E. had hit the nail on the head with their analysis.  He nodded emphatically at Hawke.
 
   “If you fuck this up in any way, I will personally put a bullet in your head,” the elder spy stared down his nose at McHenry.
 
   “Where … do …” the words sputtered out of McHenry’s throat but he pushed them through the pain.  “… I … sign?”
 
   



  
 



 
   EPILOGUE
 
   Two weeks passed.
 
   S.T.R.I.K.E. followed through on their end of the bargain.  McHenry—now in the system as Warren Hill—had been officially recognized as one of the new recruits of the Titans of Liberty.  After some minor plastic surgery to alter his appearance to better match that of the dead man whose identity he’d assumed, there were more ceremonies and televised interviews than he could recall.
 
   A swank, high-rise apartment awaited him after each event.  It was there he was provided with tools and equipment to improve upon the mish-mash of armor he had hastily assembled on the day now known as “Brass Wednesday.”
 
   Hill was working through the night, reconfiguring his drones with new, sleek shells with enhanced armor.  Hawke had told him in no uncertain terms to ditch the black paint job and jagged angles of the robots if he wanted to continue using them.  They needed to be “image friendly.”  Hill consulted a children’s cartoon about robot heroes for the redesign.
 
   He was midway through calibrating drone number two’s laser array down to a nonlethal level when the Titans of Liberty comm badge he’d been issued started buzzing.  He didn’t notice it at first but after the vibration grew more intense he slapped at it.
 
   “McH—“ he caught himself.  “Machinist here.”
 
   Hawke had let him keep his old nom de guerre.
 
   “Need everyone at the new base,” Rampart’s voice crackled over the short-range communicator.
 
   Hill rolled his eyes.  “Ten minutes.  Need to suit up.”
 
   “Whatever.”  The comm badge clicked off.
 
   True to his word, the retooled, heroic Machinist strolled into the meeting room on the top floor of Freedom Tower One within eight minutes.  He glanced around the room, making sure he knew the codenames of every hero in the room.  S.T.R.I.K.E. agents had drilled them into him so as to avoid any embarrassing issues.
 
   Rampart stood at the head of a long table.  Hawke was behind him, leaning against the wall and chomping on a cigar.  Stormsoul, the Italian redhead sat in the next seat, sipping a cup of espresso.  Next to her, Sprint seemed to be standing, sitting, and hovering all at once.  The yellow accents of his costume flickered around the room.  Hill could only assume the darkest shade of purple was where the speedster actually was at any given second.
 
   A handful of the other veteran heroes were absent: Night Owl, for one.  Hill smiled to himself.  He heard the crackle of fire behind him, and turned to see that flame-blast kid from Florida fly into the room.  They exchanged an awkward fist bump.
 
   “All right.  If you could all take a seat,” Hawke said, exhaling a thick cloud of dark smoke.
 
   Stormsoul did a double take, and set her cup down with a clink.  “Aspetta.  We are always seven.  There is only cinque.”
 
   Hill took his own mental tally.  Stormsoul was correct.  Hawke made a dismissive motion with his hand.  “I’ll get there.”
 
   Hawke put his hand on Rampart’s shoulder and started addressing the assembled group.
 
   “The first thing to address is the roster. The bad news, first: As you know by now, the Mentalist did not make it.”
 
   Rampart looked down to the table at his folded-over hands.
 
   “I didn’t mean to—she was—“ Torch stammered.  Hawke put his hand up and interceded.
 
   “She was one of Baron Brass’ spies for years.  You did okay.  Her family held a private funeral last week.  We opted not to inform them of her betrayal.”
 
   Hawke sucked on his cigar and consulted the tablet computer he held in one hand.
 
   “Next: Sister Brain is—as far as we can ascertain—damaged beyond repair.  The company belonging to Night Owl’s alter-ego is spearheading the attempt to reconstruct her, but the outlook is grim.
 
   Owl himself was paralyzed on Brass Wednesday.  He’s been seeking out non-traditional treatment in the Middle East and Asia, but says if he’s unable to rejoin that his nephew will be prepared to take up the mantle in a few months.  We’re holding the spot in either case, in deference to the fact that there’s been an Owl on the team since the Big One.”
 
   “You’ve got two rookies, Machinist and Torch, joining you.  You’ve all met or seen each other on TV, and there’s work to do, so socialize later.”
 
   No one seemed surprised.  The elder secret agent kept talking.
 
   Hawke started circling around the table slowly.  “Ravencloak is on assignment, and you’ll be filled in, in just a moment.  That said, Rampart remains the team leader.  When in the field, absolute authority defaults to him.  Rampart?”
 
   The team’s leader stood up from his seat and pressed a button on the table.  A holographic map of the state of Oklahoma began rotating in the middle of the room.  He pointed at it.  “Oklahoma City is our destination.  The local heroine, Laur—uh, the Editor—reported an outbreak of what she called ‘zombie spores’ a few hours before we lost contact with her.  Ravencloak was dispatched to investigate.”
 
   The floating image turned into the shape of a rather bland looking building.  Rampart went on, saying, “We’ve confirmed reports of citizens turning rabid and attacking and killing their unaffected neighbors.  It appears to be centered around the university college of medicine, which is important because …”
 
   Again, the hologram morphed.  Hill blinked to clear his vision.  A translucent representation of his old cellmate, Henri Krudoff, floated in the air.  If Hill hadn’t been wearing a mouth-covering mask, the other heroes would probably have noticed his slack jaw.  He struggled to regain his composure.
 
   “The body of one Doctor Horror—“
 
   “Doctor Terror,” Hill corrected, as matter-of-factly as he could.  Hawke shot him a glare so cold it could have frozen the Devil’s balls.
 
   Rampart glanced at Hill, then back at the hologram.  Sure enough, the words Doctor Terror were floating beneath the disembodied head.  The hero cleared his throat to cover for his gaffe.  “—I misread it.  Doctor Terror passed away in Blackiron two days ago, and his body was transported to the university per his wishes.”
 
   Sprint and Torch groaned as one.  Even the two youngest heroes on the squad knew that it was a bad idea to grant a dying wish to a super villain.
 
   “His body had been donated for study,” Rampart went on.  “And when the autopsy was performed, a capsule containing some form of biological element was broken.  Airborne spores …”
 
   Krudoff’s head turned into a spiky ball with menacing thorns protruding from it at random intervals.
 
   “… Were released, turning anyone who inhaled them into mindless, violent monstrosities.”
 
   The hologram disappeared.  Hawke took a drag from his cigar and spoke.
 
   “We need this contained before it spreads.  I know you are down a man, and you haven’t all worked together before, but—“ Hawke looked right at Hill—“I need to make sure you can handle it.”
 
   The other heroes noticed their de facto boss’ gaze and turned their heads to Hill.
 
   He met Hawke’s gaze, and replied with as much confidence as he could muster:
 
   “Of course we can.” Underneath his mask, he smiled a sly grin. “We’re heroes, aren’t we?”
 
    
 
   END OF BOOK ONE.
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