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  Chapter 1


  People like to debate where superpowers come from. What genetic mutation causes special abilities beyond what seems naturally possible? Experts theorize how the traits are inherited and what part the environment plays in affecting if and how they develop. I don’t have much to add to the discussion. Just because I have superpowers doesn’t mean I know how they work. Sometimes, though? I think they’re fueled by caffeine.


  Lack of coffee was definitely my problem this morning. When the cook burst into the dining room with a shout, I should have calmly assessed the situation before reacting. Instead, I jumped and hit the table, jolting the silverware and knocking over my full cup of café con leche. Coffee drenched my wife's favorite—and very expensive—white tablecloth and splattered onto the imported wood flooring. I winced and grabbed a napkin to sop up the spill.


  Our cook was a big, burly man who’d gone to seed with age, the apron stretched across his beer gut reading, “Charred and Dangerous.” He tried to untie it, but his hands were still covered by oven mitts.


  “What is it?” I asked.


  “Feds outside.”


  Before I could ask anything else, he rushed down the hallway, muttering something about hiding his guns. But I doubted federal agents had come all this way just for our cook’s illegal firearms.


  “It’s probably nothing to worry about.” The maid smiled at me, ignoring the spill as she snatched a steak knife off the table. “They like to come around and ask questions every now and then.”


  “This happened a lot in the old days?” I asked.


  She shrugged and hurried off in the same direction as the cook. I stared stupidly after them for a moment, coffee still dripping onto the floor, then picked up my cane from where it rested against my chair. Standing up always made my knee twinge, but I ignored it and walked slowly into the kitchen. The room was wide, its floors and granite countertops so clean they reflected the light. The cook had left an omelet sizzling on the stove, and it filled the air with a smell that made my mouth water. I walked past it to the big window over the sink, and sure enough, two black SUVs were coming down the palm tree-lined driveway.


  The omelet hissed and crackled angrily. I flipped it over, but the fluffy yellow egg mix was already crusted with black. I turned off the burner with a sigh. If I was going to have to deal with a government raid first thing in the morning, I’d like to do it on a full stomach, at least.


  Something trampled down the stairs. A person might have assumed it was a herd of cattle, if that person didn’t have kids. A second later, my teenage daughter, Elisa, barreled into the kitchen, her face flushed with panic.


  “Dad, there are—”


  “Federal agents outside. I know.”


  She tugged on my arm. “They’ll be here any second.”


  “Don’t worry. We’ll deal with it, whatever it is.”


  “But we can’t just sit here. We have to do something.”


  “Like what?”


  She made a noise somewhere between a groan and a sigh to convey exactly how hopeless she thought I was. “I’m getting Mom,” she said, storming off. Which left me to get the door.


  As I walked, my cane sank into the hallway carpet then clunked on the white marble of the entrance hall. It was a big room full of white pillars, a spiral staircase, and expensive paintings my wife swore were brilliant art. The ceiling held a golden chandelier, its light mixing with the morning sun, and floral arrangements provided a touch of bright color and a fresh scent that wafted through the air like perfume. Elisa’s dirty sneakers were lying next to her half-open backpack in the corner.


  The front door came into view, and I glared at it like I could see the agents on the other side. My wife and I had been retired for almost four years now. If they wanted to arrest us, they’d had plenty of time. Why pick today to ruin my morning? Now don’t get me wrong—I respect the various agencies of our government and what they do to protect this country. I’ve worked with most of them over the course of my career. But it’s never good news when one shows up at your front door.


  The doorbell chimed, and I took a deep breath and answered it.


  Two men in suits and sunglasses stood on my doorstep, tall, broad, and just generally taking up a lot of space. I drew myself up in response. It wasn’t as easy for me to look intimidating as it used to be, not with the cane, but I was still six-foot-four and built like a tank. An old, rusty tank that hadn’t seen the battlefield in years, but a tank, nonetheless.


  “Good morning,” I said. “How can I help you?”


  They were federal agents, all right. From the Department of Special Affairs, to be exact. I should know, because I used to work for them. All superheroes did. The DSA was the go-to agency for law enforcement and intelligence involving people with special abilities.


  “Good morning, Mr. Del Toro. I’m Agent Cox; this is Agent Sosa. May we come in?”


  “Don’t let them inside without a warrant,” Elisa said.


  She’d reappeared at the bottom of the stairs, clutching the banister as she all but snarled at the agents. I opened my mouth to scold her but was beaten to it.


  “Elisa, show the agents respect until they give you a reason not to.”


  Elisa clamped her mouth shut, and the rest of us stared. My wife could have that effect when she walked into a room.


  She had long black hair, eyes so dark they were nearly black, as well, and a faded burn scar that covered the right half of her face. A black pencil skirt and low-cut red blouse showed off her curves, and her heels clicked against the floor as she walked. She was beautiful in the same way as a jeweled knife: people admired the gold and gems on the hilt but never forgot that the blade could cut. And she hadn’t dulled with age. I’d known her for twenty years, and she was still as alluring as she’d been on the day we first met.


  Of course, when we’d met, she’d been holding up a bank.


  “Valentina Belmonte?” asked Agent Cox.


  She arched her thin eyebrows, looking down on him even though he was taller. “Yes?”


  “You’re under arrest.”


  The shock hit me like a bullet. And yes, I’m bulletproof, but the things still hurt. I forced my voice to remain calm as I asked, “For what?”


  Agent Cox gazed at us with an expression trained to give nothing away.


  “Murder.”


  A statement like that demanded to be followed by a moment of silence, at least. The utter lack of sound seemed to fill the entire hall, from the floor to the high, arched ceiling, until my daughter shattered it.


  “Bullshit! You fucking assholes are out of your—”


  “Elisa,” I said sharply. “Go upstairs.”


  “But—”


  “Listen to your father,” Val said. “You need to get ready for school. Everything will be fine.”


  Elisa opened her mouth like she was going to start swearing again, but then she closed it, hung her head, and hurried up the stairs. When she was out of sight, Val turned back to the agents with a dramatic sigh. “I suppose you’re going to handcuff me? Goodness, this brings back memories.”


  Sure enough, Agent Cox pulled out handcuffs. Agent Sosa pulled out a syringe.


  I was in between them and Val in a flash, limp or no limp. “This is ridiculous. She didn’t kill anybody.”


  “Just doing our job, sir.”


  Val put a hand on my arm, and I met her eyes.


  They have a SWAT team, five telepaths, and half a dozen of your costumed contemporaries standing by.


  Her words formed in my head, and I didn’t need to express my reaction; she could telepathically sense that as well.


  We had no choice.


  Well, we did, technically. Val could resist arrest. If it came to a fight, there was a chance she could win. She might be retired, but she was still the Black Valentine, one of the most infamous supervillains in the country. But a fight in our home, with none of us prepared for it… Better to just go along with the agents.


  And of course White Knight would never suggest I try to evade the law, Val teased.


  No, but I don’t have to like it, I replied.


  Well, I don’t like it either, dear. And it’s sweet of you to worry, but this is hardly my first arrest.


  She broke contact and smiled at the DSA agents. “You’ll have to excuse my husband, gentlemen. He’s just jealous someone else gets to handcuff me.”


  Agent Sosa uncapped the syringe. Val’s blouse was sleeveless, so he had no trouble reaching her inner elbow to inject the exatrin. The drug was standard procedure for arresting telepaths and would completely shut down her abilities. It would also leave her drowsy and muddled, not the best state for someone being interrogated on murder charges. She turned around and put her hands behind her back, and Agent Cox wasted no time in snapping on the cuffs.


  “I’ll get to the bottom of this,” I promised her.


  She gave me a smile, thin and secretive, leaving me clueless as to whether she thought I was being noble or just plain stupid.


  I loved that smile.


  “Take care of Elisa,” she said.


  “Of course.”


  For a moment, we just looked at each other, neither willing to be the first to turn away.


  Agent Cox cleared his throat. “Ms. Belmonte.”


  The agents took her by the arms and escorted her out. When they reached the door, she glanced over her shoulder and winked at me.


  I followed them out into the humid Miami morning and watched as they walked her down the stone path to the driveway. Val held her head high, striding forward as if the whole thing had been her idea. Her hair fluttered in a breeze that rustled palm leaves overhead and sent waves lapping against the dock in our backyard. Our property was large, trees obscuring the view from the road. I was the scene’s sole witness, and my grip on the smooth metal handle of my cane began to shake.


  They put my wife into the back of the SUV and drove away.


  • • •


  “Your mother’s been arrested.”


  I stood in the doorway of Elisa’s bedroom. The walls were covered in photographs, magazine clippings, posters, and drawings, but it was still more visible than the floor. Clothes spilled out from open dresser drawers and littered the carpet, and scattered books lay open where they weren’t in stacks. The sheets had been kicked off the bed and lay in a pile half-covering an expensive flute not put away in its case. Val had told her to clean this up last night. Such a short time ago and everything had been perfectly normal. I was still reeling from the change.


  Elisa stood on a clear patch of floor in front of the mirror, brushing her short hair with hard, forceful swipes. It was closer to my pre-gray brown than her mother’s black, and the way she was attacking it with the brush, you’d think she was trying to tear it out.


  “I was there, Dad. I know.”


  The two of us were alone. Last I’d seen of the maid, she’d been on the phone with Val’s lawyer, and I had no idea where the cook had gotten to, but they’d both been with Val for decades; they knew how to handle this sort of thing. They’d probably know exactly what to say to Elisa to comfort her, but that was my job. I just hoped I wouldn’t screw it up.


  I watched her in silence, trying to figure out what must be going through her head. She glared into the mirror and ignored me, the strokes of her hairbrush falling with rhythmic precision. Elisa had the misfortune of taking a lot after me. She was already taller than her mom, had a more athletic frame, and though she resembled Val in the face (thank heaven), she had my eyes. But that didn’t mean we saw the world in the same way. Not even close.


  “It’s going to be okay,” I said finally.


  “You don’t know that,” she snapped. “You can’t know that.”


  “She didn’t murder anyone.”


  “Of course she didn’t!” Elisa slammed the hairbrush down on the dresser and rounded on me. “She’s retired. She doesn’t do that stuff anymore. Everyone knows that. It’s not going to stop them from trying to lock her up.”


  “The DSA is investigating a murder. They’re not out to get your mom.”


  “Yes, they are. They’re a bunch of bast—”


  “Elisa.” My voice came out with an edge. “Those men and women put their lives on the line to protect this country every day.”


  “But they don’t care about us. Last time they took Mom away, they put her in prison for two whole years.”


  Her voice broke, and she looked away. I kicked myself for not realizing sooner that this was the problem.


  Val and I had only tied the knot three years ago. Before that, Elisa had lived with her mom. I hadn’t known she existed, so when Val got sent to prison, Elisa had been left alone. Oh, Val’s relatives had taken her in, but Val’s side of the family… “Dysfunctional” was too kind a word. It hadn’t been an easy two years for Elisa.


  I wasn’t the most emotionally sensitive guy in the world, but I wasn’t that much of a blockhead. I walked up to Elisa and hugged her gently.


  “It’s not going to be like that this time.”


  She sniffed and shuddered, trying hard not to cry. “How do you know?”


  “Because this time, she’s innocent. I’m not going to let them put her away for a crime she didn’t commit.”


  Elisa let out a trembling breath and pulled away from me. She looked down and wiped her eyes and nose.


  “Okay.”


  “Good,” I said. “Now go on and get ready for school. Your mom will want to hear about your day when she gets back.”


  She returned to the mirror, and I walked out of her room. The moment my back was to her, my face abandoned its encouraging smile and settled into a more natural glower. I didn’t like seeing Elisa cry. My first instinct was to fix everything for her—well, no, my first instinct was to hit whoever had caused her tears, but I didn’t know who that was yet. A criminal who’d framed Val? A DSA agent with a grudge? And what kind of evidence did they have against Val anyway? I knew how to fight crime, but my job had always ended after the arrest. I was no lawyer, and if they prosecuted Val for murder and won, I didn’t know what I’d do.


  But none of that mattered. I’d basically just promised my daughter I’d keep her mother out of jail, and I’d do everything humanly possible—superhumanly possible—to keep that promise.


  • • •


  I dropped off Elisa at her high school and watched until she’d disappeared behind the doors. Maybe I should have told her to stay home. If I were in her place, I wouldn’t have been able to pay attention in class. But I didn’t know how serious things were with Val yet, and it was Elisa’s first week as a freshman; I didn’t want her to miss a day this early. Anyway, it would probably be better than her sitting home alone all day and worrying. I shook my head. Elisa would be fine. The best way I could help her was by getting her mom home as soon as possible.


  The roads around the school were congested with the morning rush, so I took the chance to use my phone. I just hoped Moreen hadn’t changed her number. It had been ages since we’d last talked.


  “Dave,” she greeted after the third ring. “Took you longer than I thought.”


  “I had to drop off Elisa at school. You want to explain what’s going on?”


  I’d have been surprised if she wasn’t aware of Val’s arrest. Moreen Lee was the director of the DSA; the agency didn’t do much she didn’t know about. She and I went way back from before my days as White Knight, when we’d gone to college together.


  She was also my ex.


  “I’m not going to discuss an ongoing case with you,” Moreen said. “Especially not over the phone.”


  “Then I’ll fly up to Washington, and we can discuss it in person.”


  “You do that,” she said, amusement in her voice.


  I paused. “You’re in Miami.”


  “Yeah.”


  That wasn’t good. For her to come down in person, the case must have been serious. Just who did they think Val had murdered?


  “We need to talk,” I said.


  She groaned. “We really don’t.”


  “She’s my wife. You owe me that much, Mo. I’d do the same for you, and you know it.”


  The line went silent, but I knew she was still there. I waited her out.


  “Fine,” she said. “I told myself I wouldn’t do this, but—” She sighed noisily into the phone. “Stop by the Miami branch. I can spare five minutes for you.”


  “Thank you.”


  “And I mean those five minutes literally. I’m bringing a stopwatch.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said with a smile, and hung up.


  It was a start.


  I put on my blinker and inched closer to the car in front of me. The DSA’s Miami office was downtown along with pretty much every government building, from the local county courthouse to consulates from all over the world. My foot itched to stomp on the accelerator, to tear across town and demand answers, but there were half a dozen cars between me and the stop sign. Traffic packed the main road, making it almost impossible to turn onto, and the usual morning rush hour wasn’t completely to blame. People were pouring into the city for Miami Hero-Fest this weekend.


  Officially, Miami Hero-Fest was a celebration of American superheroes to honor the sacrifices we’d made for this country. Realistically, it was just a big beach party, second only to Spring Break. And this year would be the worst, because the Idols were special guests.


  Mr. Tomorrow, Starbright, and G-Force: the Idols were superheroes, supposedly. They wore costumes and had special abilities, at least, and once upon a time, had even fought crime. Now they just appeared in movies, went to parties, and showed up plastered in photographs in the tabloids. I could work up a good rant on how they were everything that was wrong with superheroes today, but Val would usually tell me to shut up after the first minute or so.


  The security for the event would be a nightmare. I didn’t envy the superheroes on duty for it. Maybe that was why Moreen was in town, and the thing with Val wasn’t serious after all.


  And maybe spandex would make a comeback.


  Eventually, I made it downtown. The closest parking garage was two blocks away from the office, leaving me to walk the rest of the way. In less than a minute, my T-shirt and jeans were damp with sweat. I probably should’ve worn a suit, since I was meeting the director of the DSA, but I hadn’t wanted to waste time by going home to change. Besides, if this meeting didn’t go well, it would be because I’d done something a lot worse than underdress.


  The twinge in my knee had turned into a light ache by the time I reached the office. Its automatic doors slid open, and I stepped into the air-conditioning gratefully. The DSA might seem glamorous, but they had budget troubles like every other government agency and didn’t spend much on interior decorating. The floors were clean but scuffed from years of use, and everything was the same dull mix between gray and brown. American flags hung listlessly by the door, faded from years of sun. The dozen or so people in the waiting room were either playing on their phones or staring dully at the outdated TVs hanging from the ceiling. I walked past it all and stopped at the back of the line at the receptionist’s desk.


  As I waited, my gaze drifted to the TVs. Some informational program was giving a guided tour of the main DSA building in Washington, and the footage looked pretty old. I wondered if I was in it.


  “David Del Toro,” I told the receptionist when I reached the front. “Director Lee should be expecting me.”


  “I’ll let her know you’re here,” the woman replied. “Have a seat, please.”


  I did so, and despite my best efforts to resist, my gaze kept getting drawn back to the television. A cartoon superhero in a garish costume was narrating the program, and he flew around the screen explaining a chart of the different divisions within the DSA. My gaze went to the Special Criminal Response Branch, where I used to work.


  The receptionist hadn’t seemed to recognize my name, but that didn’t surprise me. The DSA kept our identities locked away in secure databases, and most people only knew superheroes by their code names. True, my mask hadn’t been nearly big enough to really obscure my facial features. People occasionally recognized me, but your average person didn’t expect to run into a superhero in the frozen foods section of the grocery store, so most days I was safe.


  “Mr. Del Toro.”


  A young man in a suit was standing just outside one of the side doors. He had to have been fresh out of college.


  “This way, please.”


  I rose and followed him down a nondescript hallway where a security checkpoint waited at the end. I had to hand over my cane to be X-rayed and empty my pockets just like at the airport. The young agent offered to help me through the metal detector, and I thanked him politely but limped through under my own power. Then they returned my belongings, and I was free to proceed, the whole thing having been pointless, honestly. A man with super-strength didn’t need to smuggle in weapons to be dangerous.


  The agent took the lead again without speaking. He seemed nervous, glancing at me out of the corner of his eye every few seconds. He’d probably been briefed on just who he was escorting. I’d been one of the good guys, but I could still tear apart a car with my bare hands, and that kind of power made people a little twitchy sometimes. Then again, for all I knew, he had super-strength too or pyrokinesis or something. You could never tell with the DSA.


  We walked through the hallways quietly, passing other serious men and women in suits.


  “You’re White Knight,” the agent blurted out.


  Then again, he could also be nervous because he was a fan.


  “I used to be,” I said.


  “Sorry.” The agent’s face was red. “It’s just… I had your action figure when I was a kid—and a poster of you. And the pajamas that looked like your costume. And… I’ll shut up now.”


  I smiled. If you asked me, fame was the worst part of the job. I’d never been comfortable with all the attention, but this—the ability to inspire people—had made it worth it.


  “It’s fine,” I said.


  The agent looked away in embarrassment, and the next several steps were taken in silence.


  “Was it the action figure with the grappling gun?” I asked.


  He scratched his head. “Uh… yeah.”


  “I always liked that one.”


  He beamed.


  A minute later, we stopped at an office door identical to all the others. The agent knocked, cracked it open, and poked in his head.


  “Director Lee? I’ve brought Mr. Del Toro.”


  “Send him in,” Moreen said.


  I walked in, and the door immediately closed behind me.


  Moreen had a big window office, but it was obviously only a temporary one. Someone had put in a generic painting of a bald eagle and some tropical potted plants in an attempt to give the room a little personality, but it hadn’t worked. The space felt incomplete, like an apartment someone had just moved into. The desk Moreen sat behind wasn’t cluttered with papers, and the shiny black computer still had the protective film stuck to it. The air even had a stale sort of smell, like the room had been unused for a long time.


  Moreen probably couldn’t care less. Function was ten times more important than appearance in her book. For all the years I’d known her, she’d worn cheap, plain clothes and didn’t so much cut her hair as chop it off to keep it out of her face. But that had been before she’d taken up the high-profile position of director of the DSA.


  Now, her pantsuit was plain black but unmistakably high-end. Her graying hair was still cut short, but layered and styled in the latest fashion. It looked like someone had even gotten her to wear make-up. I didn’t envy whoever had had to enforce that PR decision. But some things never changed, and she still looked at me with the same sharp gaze that used to make people joke she had laser-vision.


  “It’s been a while,” she said.


  “It has,” I agreed. “And I’d love to catch up, but I think I only have four minutes and fifty-six seconds left.”


  She smirked. “Sit down.”


  I eased into the hard chair in front of her desk and got straight to the point.


  “Val didn’t kill anyone.”


  Moreen rolled her eyes. “Of course you’d say that.”


  “I think what you mean to say is, ‘No, Dave. Of course she didn’t.’”


  “No. I don’t know that for a fact, and neither do you.”


  I didn’t blink as I met her harsh stare. “Of course I know. She’s my wife. I know her better than anyone.”


  “And you’ve always been an idiot when it comes to her.”


  I took a deep breath and resigned myself. It was going to be one of those conversations.


  “Don’t give me that look,” Moreen said. “I can bring up the Black Valentine’s rap sheet and show you every crime she’s ever committed, maybe give you some idea of all the lives she’s ruined. Do I need to remind you that she kept your daughter’s existence secret for over a decade? It’s like you just forget all that when she’s around. I’d think she was mind-controlling you, but she doesn’t need to, does she?”


  I took a slow breath and did my best to keep my tone diplomatic.


  I failed.


  “Fine. What do you think she’s guilty of? Who do you have evidence she killed?”


  The anger drained from Moreen’s face and was replaced by silent camaraderie, the kind shared by two old soldiers who’d lost a lot of friends over the years.


  “It’s Harris,” she said.


  I stared at her, unable to speak for a moment. Harris Holt, better known to the world as Supersonic, could run fast enough to keep up with cars on the freeway and had worked with me over the years more times than I could count. We’d both kept in touch after retirement, meeting every month or so to reminisce over a few beers. Harris was one of my few colleagues who hadn’t shunned me after my relationship with Val came to light. He’d even been the best man at my wedding.


  “When?” I asked, my voice scratchy.


  “Last night. It looks like a brain hemorrhage caused by psychic attack.”


  “Any number of telepaths could have done that. What makes you think it was Val?”


  “He was found with a heart drawn on his face. In black lipstick.”


  So she’d been framed, then. Val had used a calling card like that way back in her early days—on people she telepathically knocked out, not killed. Mention it to her now, and she’d blush and say something about being young and cocky.


  “That doesn’t prove anything,” I said.


  “It’s not enough to convict her,” Moreen agreed. “Not yet, anyway. But it’s definitely enough to warrant her arrest.”


  “And while you’re wasting your time on Val, the real killer is still out there. Have you run down Mental? He’d be my first suspect. He served what—ten years in prison after Supersonic brought him down? That’s an actual motive; something Val doesn’t have.”


  Moreen leaned back in her chair. “Harris went up against the Black Valentine his fair share of times. And Mental has an alibi vouched for by witnesses.”


  “Whose memories he could have altered.”


  “You think I haven’t thought of that? We know what we’re doing, Dave. If Valentina Belmonte is really innocent, then you have nothing to worry about.”


  It was the same argument I’d used on Elisa, but it didn’t make me feel better. Someone had deliberately set up Val, and the DSA was already biased against her.


  “Dave.” Moreen’s expression softened. “You know I’ll do everything in my power to—”


  The door burst open, and a balding, beefy man nearly two decades my senior charged in. “What the hell is he doing here?” he demanded.


  “Nice to see you, too, Walter,” I said.


  Walter Franke had been my boss once. Now he was Deputy Director of National Intelligence. He ignored me completely and glowered at Moreen, but it was like a white belt challenging a karate master; Moreen could glower better in her sleep.


  “Do I really have to respond to that?” she asked. “You know the answer.”


  “You’re leaking details of an ongoing case to a man who’s probably an accomplice to the murderer,” Walter said.


  Were I a less restrained man, I would’ve decked him then and there, but I’d spent a lifetime building restraint. There was no other choice with super-strength, when one wrong move could break someone’s bones or even kill them.


  “I want him out of here now,” Walter said.


  “And I want a month-long vacation in Tahiti,” Moreen replied. “Looks like we’ll both have to deal with disappointment.”


  “You’re putting the security of the entire investigation at risk.”


  “It’s my decision to make.”


  I picked up my cane and stood. “It’s fine. I’ll leave.”


  “Sit back down,” Moreen barked.


  I sat.


  Moreen turned back to Walter. “I’m in charge. If you have a problem with the way I’m running things, you can take it to your superiors.”


  Walter’s face was red. He might not have mastered the art of the glare, but he’d been with the DSA practically since it had been founded, and his anger wasn’t a thing to be taken lightly. “I will,” he said, and walked out.


  The door slammed, and I wished Moreen had let me leave when I’d asked. Walter was high enough in the chain of command that complaining to his superiors meant the President of the United States might just hear about it.


  “I’m sorry,” I said to her.


  “You knew you were asking me to bend the rules when you called.”


  “Yeah, but I’m still sorry.”


  She shrugged. “Walter’s always been an ass.”


  But he was also one of the best men a superhero could have at their back in a bad situation. Or at least he had been. I shook my head. “He’s an idiot, if he thinks I had anything to do with it.”


  Moreen looked at me thoughtfully. As the silence lengthened without her agreeing with me, my stomach went cold.


  “Mo, you can’t possibly think—”


  “No,” she said. “I don’t think you killed him. But a decade ago, I wouldn’t have thought you’d had a relationship with the Black Valentine and kept it secret from the Department—and me.”


  I couldn’t meet her eyes. I wanted to argue, to insist I’d never done anything to jeopardize national security, to say my rendezvous with Val had been harmless, that they’d stopped before I’d started dating Moreen. But even in my head, those sounded like pathetic excuses. Moreen was right, as usual.


  “I guess my five minutes are up,” I said.


  “Just remember I’m the one in charge. You know I’m fair.”


  I nodded and pushed myself to my feet. “Thank you. For everything. I appreciate it.”


  She smiled wryly. “I should hope so, with all the crap I’m going to get for this.”


  I smiled back and walked toward the door.


  “And Dave?”


  I turned back around. All traces of the smile had vanished from her face.


  “Go home, take care of your kid, and sit this one out,” she said. “I don’t want to see you doing anything stupid.”


  “I don’t want that, either,” I said, closing the door on my way out.


  Especially since, if she saw me, it would mean I’d gotten caught.


  Not a particularly admirable thought, but I was married to someone who’d once topped the DSA’s most-wanted list. She was bound to rub off on me at least a little.


  I’d go home and take care of Elisa—but not yet. Right now, my wife was being held on murder charges, and I was the only one who truly cared about proving her innocence. I needed a place to start, and Mental was still the person most likely to have murdered Harris by psychic attack, regardless of his so-called alibi.


  And that meant I had a supervillain to see.


  Chapter 2


  “White Knight? It’s you, isn’t it? I can’t believe it. Do you remember me?”


  I had just left the DSA building when the woman’s voice reached my ears. It made me wince in dread of the commotion that always broke out when someone recognized me on the street. Then I got a good look at the woman, and my blood pressure must have doubled on the spot. If only I could still run, I’d have seriously considered making a break for it.


  “Ms. Strauss,” I said through a grimace.


  There was one thing every superhero feared more than having a death ray pointed at their face, and that was Starla Strauss. The papers called her a socialite, probably because “serial damsel in distress” took longer to type. There’s no shortage of men and women who chase after superheroes for relationships, but Starla Strauss took it a step further. She had a knack for seeking out dangerous situations, throwing herself in the middle of them, and requiring the nearest superhero to save her. Over the course of my career, I’d rescued her from five hostage crises, pulled her out of three burning buildings, and once extracted her from the wreckage of her car after she’d deliberately crashed it right in front of me.


  Of course, since she pulled all this throughout my career, it meant she wasn’t a young woman anymore. Judging by the smooth, tight look of her face, she’d had plastic surgery done recently. And I kept my gaze on her face, because her low-cut shirt showed off the work she’d had done in other places.


  She rushed toward me, and a pretty blonde girl around Elisa’s age trailed after her. Treasure Strauss had been famous before she’d even turned a year old, thanks to Starla claiming no less than three superheroes as potential fathers. Paternity tests had turned out negative for all of them, but the scandal had still hurt their careers.


  Supersonic had been one of them.


  “You must have heard about Harris,” Starla said.


  I looked desperately around, hoping to spot an excuse to leave. “Yes. You… heard about it, too?”


  “Of course. Harris and I were seeing each other. Didn’t you know?”


  I hadn’t. I’d known Harris had been nostalgic about the old days but would have never guessed he’d sunk to the level of taking up with Starla Strauss.


  “I was the one who found his body.” She flung her arms around my neck and buried her face in my chest. “Oh, it was awful!”


  I patted her awkwardly on the back with my free hand. “I’m sorry you had to see that.”


  “I just couldn’t believe it,” she sobbed. “Poor Harris. He was such a good man.”


  We were getting stares from other people on the sidewalk now. Treasure kept her gaze to the ground and looked like she was trying to develop invisibility powers on the spot. And Elisa accuses me of being embarrassing in public.


  “Ms. Strauss.” I pried her gently off. “You told the DSA everything you know?”


  “Oh, yes.” She wiped her eyes daintily, her mascara running. “I don’t think I was much help, though.”


  The dread I’d felt upon her approach was transforming into an acid ball in my gut. If Starla had been spending time with Harris, she might know something, and any little bit of information would be a huge help at this point. The mere thought made me squirm, but I knew what I had to do. I’d rather fight an entire supervillain cabal in nothing but my underwear, but for Val, I’d do anything.


  I took a deep breath.


  “Would you mind going over everything again with me?” I asked. “I know the details must be painful, but—”


  “You’re trying to solve Harris’s murder yourself.” Starla clapped her hands together, her face lighting up. “Of course you are. You’re a hero.”


  “Yeah, well…”


  “I’d be happy to help. You know I’d do anything for you, White Knight.”


  She smiled coyly, her devastation over Harris’s death apparently forgotten.


  “Thank you,” I said. “If you and Treasure are free for lunch…?”


  “No. I’m sorry, we’re not. This whole ordeal has just been too much. I have to go home and rest. But how about dinner? I don’t think I have the strength to go out, but you’re welcome to come over to my place.”


  My mind screamed “Abort!” and words rushed from my mouth.


  “I don’t want to impose. You’re obviously shaken up from Harris’s death. Maybe we can postpone until tomorrow.”


  “Oh, I’m not going out tomorrow. The crowds from Hero-Fest are just awful. And really, don’t worry about imposing. It’s no trouble at all.”


  The festival would go on all weekend, and I couldn’t wait that long. She had me trapped.


  I tried not to groan. “All right.”


  “Fantastic!” she said. “How’s seven o’clock?”


  “Fine, but I want to make it absolutely clear this is just business.”


  “Of course. See you at seven.” She winked at me and then turned to her daughter. “Come on, Treasure—and for God’s sake, will you stand up straight and smile.”


  Starla strode away, Treasure following with a tight smile and a despairing look in her eyes.


  I watched them go with a sinking feeling. The evening was going to be a disaster; I could already tell. My only chance was to interrogate Mental and solve this mess before seven. Then I could call Starla and cancel. It was a slim hope, but I clung to it like a damsel-in-distress to a superhero.


  I walked back to the parking garage, careful not to jostle anyone on the crowded sidewalk. I don’t like crowds. The last time I accidentally stepped on someone’s foot was over thirty years ago, but I broke fourteen of his bones and can still hear his scream to this day. And I know what some of you are thinking. Superheroes are always whining about how hard it is to have amazing, world-changing powers, but there’s truth to it, believe me. Take unbreakable skin, for instance. Great for fighting supervillains; not so much when you need knee surgery. After the initial frustration, I’d come to see the silver lining of my injury. There was something to be said for taking life slowly and appreciating the scenery, a peacefulness that came from not being in a race all the time. But not right now. Right now, I wished I had Harris’s speed.


  Part of me wanted to turn around, storm back into the DSA building, and refuse to leave until they released Val. She was in there somewhere, drugged and under interrogation. I hated the thought of her being defenseless. There was just something wrong with Val not being in complete control of a situation, able to read and sway the thoughts of those around her—and carrying at least one concealed firearm in case superpowers weren’t enough. And if she had to be defenseless, then I should be there to protect her. I felt like a pathetic excuse for a husband.


  I stopped at a crosswalk, waiting for the signal to change. For now, I was doing all I could. I’d find Mental, and if that was a dead-end, I’d find another lead. I’d even have dinner with Starla Strauss.


  I would get Val back. I had to.


  The green “Walk” sign flashed on, and I stepped into the street. One step was all I got before a black Maserati screeched to a halt in front of me, nearly running me down.


  A tall, bulky man in a gray suit got out of the back seat. He had slicked-back salt and pepper hair, plus thick eyebrows and a hard mouth that gave him a permanently grim expression.


  “Get in,” Giordano said.


  “This isn’t the best time,” I replied. “Can I reschedule?”


  “Get in or I’ll throw you in.”


  I could fight back, but Giordano’s boss would just send someone else after me. And seeing how Giordano’s boss was my father-in-law, I figured I should just get this over with. After all, if Val’s side of the family wanted me dead, they’d have killed me years ago. I climbed into the back seat, and Giordano slid in after me and closed the door. Immediately, the car started forward.


  “Is this going to take long?” I asked. “I have things I need to do today.”


  He ignored me completely, his gaze fixed straight ahead. Huh. I’d expected at least a curse or two for old times’ sake. Joey Giordano was the Belmonte family’s underboss, the man who’d take over the organization when my father-in-law died. He was also the man who’d wanted to marry the eldest Belmonte daughter to secure his position, and he hadn’t taken it well when she chose me over him.


  Still, if I had to spend time in a car with him, I shouldn’t complain about his silence. These were actually pretty darn good conditions for being abducted off the street. The leather seat was soft and comfortable, and the air-conditioner made for a refreshing relief from the oppressive heat outside. I occupied myself with the view out the window and enjoyed the smooth ride.


  The whole city was busy with preparations for Hero-Fest. Signs hung in restaurant windows advertising special “super” discounts, and hotels proclaimed vacancy or no vacancy alongside cutesy claims like, “Heroes and villains welcome.” Windows were being cleaned, supplies stocked, and pamphlets distributed. Workers inflated a giant balloon in the shape of a superhero over one building, its costume suspiciously similar to that of the Crimson Phoenix but just different enough to avoid copyright problems. Tomorrow, the streets would be packed. Stalls would be set up on the sidewalk, music would be blaring, and a good quarter of the people would be wearing costumes of their own.


  I wondered if Val would be able to see any of it. The festival was officially for heroes, not villains, but each year, plenty of people showed up to celebrate their favorite costumed criminals from the headlines. Val liked to find the Black Valentines. Her costume had changed several times over the years, but it had always involved black leather and was a popular choice for women, despite the Miami heat. Every year, Val would critique the costumes for accuracy. I’d be treated to such wisdom as, “I never wore heels. I would’ve loved to, of course, but it just makes running away such a hassle,” or, “Is she keeping her breasts in that outfit with tape? Those would spill out two seconds into a fight.” She’d get a kick out of the White Knight costumes, too, assuring me I pulled it off better than anyone.


  It had only been a couple of hours. I was crazy to be missing her this much already.


  The Maserati pulled up to one of the ritzy hotels in South Beach, and Giordano opened the door.


  “Out,” he grunted.


  People all around were pulling suitcases behind them and consulting tourist maps and Hero-Fest brochures. This was such a public place that I could probably escape, and Giordano wouldn’t be able to stop me without causing a scene. But that would only escalate things. Better to find out what the Belmontes wanted now. I followed Giordano into the elevator, together with a couple fresh from the pool in too-small swimsuits who were dripping onto the fancy carpet. The two were smiling when they got in, but Giordano and I must have been giving off what Val called a “psychic aura,” because the couple bolted out the moment the elevator doors opened on their floor.


  Giordano and I continued up to the top, where the mobster led the way to what must have been the presidential suite. He unlocked the door and escorted me into a vast living area decorated in rich reds and golds, with landscape paintings of beach scenes and fresh flowers arranged artfully atop dark wooden tables. The windows probably had a fantastic ocean view, but their curtains were drawn, and Giordano made no move for any of the light switches. The air-conditioning had the room at upstate-winter levels of cold, making me shiver. You had to be impressed with the effort they’d put into cutting this place off from the paradise outside.


  “David, please, sit down.”


  The voice was soft and slightly hoarse. Lucio Belmonte had never been an imposing man, even in his prime. I would say that appearances could be deceiving, but in my father-in-law’s case they could be deadly. Lucio was thin and sickly. His navy blue, pin-striped suit was immaculate, his snow-white hair combed back, but no amount of tidiness could hide the dark circles under his eyes and the sallowness of his wrinkled skin. One of the plush red chairs had been pushed aside to make room for his wheelchair, and a blanket covered his legs.


  Before a team of DSA telepaths had obliterated his powers, Lucio’s consciousness could have left that body and possessed anyone within twenty feet of him. The mafia boss had killed countless people, letting those whose bodies he’d controlled take the fall for murder. No one knew how many people had been wrongly imprisoned because of him, and even today, people tried to plead not guilty by saying he’d taken them over.


  His victims said it was like being possessed by the devil himself. They called him Mr. Lucifer.


  “I’d rather stand,” I said. I knew direct confrontation was a bad idea this early but couldn’t help myself. The man had never physically harmed Val or Elisa, but he definitely hadn’t provided them with a warm and caring environment growing up.


  Giordano moved forward like he was going to force me down into a chair, but Lucio waved a withered hand, motioning him off.


  “I don’t have time for games,” Lucio said. “Why is my daughter in DSA custody?”


  I looked at the old man warily. “Why are you asking? I thought you didn’t want anything to do with her anymore. You disowned her.”


  “I did nothing of the sort.”


  “Your exact words were, ‘From this moment on, I wash my hands of you. You’re no longer a part of this family.’”


  Lucio’s carefully controlled expression twitched. “Fathers worry about their daughters. You of all people should understand that.”


  I considered it. Giving information to Lucio Belmonte was always a risk; you never knew what he might do with it. The man was a monster, but he honestly cared about Val in his own twisted way. And he would find out what was going on whether I told him or not. It would be better to give him my own version of events.


  “She’s charged with murder,” I said.


  Lucio stared at me impassively. “She gave the DSA reason to suspect her? How sloppy.”


  “She didn’t do anything. She was framed.”


  “By whom?”


  “I don’t know yet. I was in the middle of investigating when you took me off the streets.”


  I paused to throw a glare at Giordano.


  Lucio drummed his fingers on the side of his chair. “And you can’t convince them to release her?”


  “It doesn’t work like that.”


  “David, when my daughter left her family to marry you, it became your responsibility to care for her. I’m unimpressed with your efforts so far.”


  “I’m doing everything I can.”


  “I would certainly hope so,” he said. “You’re allowed to raise my granddaughter because it’s her mother’s wish, but if Valentina is sent to jail, I’m taking Elisa back to her real family.”


  I felt like I’d just been hit. Every muscle in my body tensed, and I clenched the handle of my cane. “You have no authority to—”


  “Please,” Lucio spat. “Don’t confuse legal permission with authority. I have the power to, and that’s all that matters.”


  My hand was shaking with the effort of keeping calm. I reminded myself that attacking him would cause more problems than it solved. Lucio had more security than just Giordano; I couldn’t see them, but I’d be stupid to think they weren’t there. Maybe a decade ago, I could have taken them all, but now… Anyway, I was retired. A fight would get me arrested, and that wouldn’t help Val.


  “Keep Valentina out of jail, and we won’t have a problem,” Lucio said. “That should be simple enough for a famous superhero like you, shouldn’t it?”


  I took a deep breath and reined in my temper. Lucio was just lucky I’d had a lot of practice at it over the years.


  “I think we’re done here,” I said.


  Lucio looked like he had more to say, but then he nodded, and Giordano escorted me out.


  As I sat in the back of the Maserati, returning to the other side of town, I couldn’t keep my mouth from twisting into a scowl. The whole thing had been pointless. Lucio didn’t need to threaten me to motivate me. My wife had been framed for murder. There was no possible way his bullying would make me want to clear her name any more than I already did. And bringing Elisa into it just gave me one more thing to worry about. I’d have to make arrangements in case the worst happened. I didn’t even want to consider the possibility that I wouldn’t be able to save Val, but I had to. There was no way I was letting Lucio take my daughter.


  And if anything happened to me… Ideally, I’d want my mother to get custody of Elisa, but a seventy-three-year-old woman would be no match for Val’s side of the family, even if she had superpowers. One of Val’s sisters actually wasn’t too bad, and it would probably be all right if Elisa ended up with her instead of with Lucio at the family’s main house. But that hadn’t happened last time Val went to jail, and I had no reason to think this time would be any different. Besides, when Lady Nightmare was the best possible guardian for your child, there was definitely something wrong with the situation.


  I was still pondering the problem when the Maserati pulled up to the same corner I’d been abducted from.


  “Out,” said Giordano.


  “You’re not going to get the door for me?”


  Giordano didn’t respond. Nobody appreciated classic superhero banter anymore. Shrugging, I opened the door, picked up my cane, and climbed out.


  “Watch yourself, Del Toro,” he growled.


  I raised an eyebrow. I’d honestly expected better threats from a villain of Giordano's caliber.


  The Maserati drove off, and I stood on the street corner, waiting for the crosswalk light to turn green. The least they could have done was drop me off closer to the parking garage. I shook my head and put the problem with Lucio at the back of my mind. Worrying about it wouldn’t help me right now. I needed to focus on my next move.


  I’d survived one meeting with a supervillain today. Now it was time for the second.


  • • •


  Mental lived in the neighborhood of Wynwood, far enough from the art district to be removed from the galleries and museums, but close enough to have some really fantastic graffiti. Crumbling buildings behind chain-link fences were covered with beautiful murals, and sections of wall by the road had been painted over multiple times. Looking at them was a nice diversion. I passed a detailed portrait of a woman with long, flowing hair, exaggerated cartoons of famous superheroes, and everywhere colors that brightened up the street. When I pulled up to Mental’s ramshackle apartment, I hoped someone would take pity on it and cover it in art soon.


  The building might have originally been flamingo pink, but the paint had faded and peeled and was now more of a rotten salmon color. It had probably once had a lawn, too, and not just a plot of weeds. I sighed when I found no elevator and slowly made my way up the stairs, my knee protesting every step. Mental was on the second floor, apartment 205, though the five had fallen off the door leaving only a darkened impression. The doorbell was broken, so I knocked.


  A second later, I felt the tickling presence of someone reading my mind. It was only a cursory scan, so I didn’t try to block it out. The door opened a moment later.


  Milton Ellsworth, aka Mental, was not a physically impressive man. Short, pudgy, and balding, he’d only gotten shorter, pudgier, and balder with age. Then again, his power was his mind; he didn’t need to keep his body in shape. While his apartment building might have been grungy, the man himself was impeccably neat. He wore gray slacks and a white dress shirt, stiff with starch and unnaturally devoid of a single wrinkle. His shoes were even shined, like he was going out to a business meeting and not stuck under house arrest. My dad used to tell stories of uniform inspections from his boot camp days, having to iron around buttonholes and fold pants with microscopic precision. Mental had picked up those skills without the motivation of a yelling drill sergeant.


  “White Knight. To what do I owe the honor?”


  “I’m here to talk about Supersonic’s murder,” I said, though with his mind-reading, he must already know that.


  “I already talked to the DSA.”


  “And now you’ll talk to me.”


  Mental gave me a calculating look for several long seconds in silence. It made the hair on the back of my neck stand up.


  “Fine. Come in.”


  He turned around and walked deeper into his apartment. I followed, assaulted by an overwhelming smell of cleaning solution and air freshener. The place was flawlessly tidy. Shelves were all dusted, and the floor looked as sterile as an operating table. Curtains were tied off to either side of the window, symmetrical to the millimeter. An antique carpet covered the living room floor, smoothed to perfection, and every single tassel on its border was straight. A magazine, a pen, and a coaster sat on his coffee table, each one lined up parallel to the edge and spaced evenly apart. There’s neat-freak clean, obsessive-compulsive clean, and then there’s serial-killer clean. Guess which category Mental fell under?


  He sat down on the couch, his back straight. He gestured for me to join him, but I remained standing.


  “Where were you last night?” I asked.


  “Here. I’m always here. I have witnesses.”


  “Witnesses don’t mean anything with a telepath.”


  “Then ask the DSA.” He bent down and raised the leg of his pants, revealing his ankle monitor.


  “Those can be tampered with.”


  “And you can kiss my ass. You’ve got nothing on me.”


  He smiled primly, like he’d just complimented my shirt. A minute in, and I’d already hit a brick wall. This is why I hate interrogations. Punching people is so much more straightforward than playing word games. Call me a caveman, but it’s true.


  “Supersonic was killed by a telepath,” I said. “There aren’t very many of you.”


  “The Black Valentine’s a telepath.”


  I was lucky I’d been prepared to face a mind-reader, or else I’d never have controlled my thoughts and emotions on hearing that statement.


  “How do you know about that?”


  He smirked. “You DSA agents are all the same. Go through a two-week crash course on resisting mind-readers, and you all think you can block me out.”


  I stared him down. Deliberately not thinking about something was a very hard thing to do. If I said, “Don’t think about your email password,” you could bet your password would be the next thing to run through your mind. It made national security difficult when mind-readers were involved.


  It was possible, though. The DSA trained their agents to choose something else to focus their entire attention on. They recommended holding the image of a brick wall in your head, picturing every detail. I guess the idea was that it metaphorically represented the barrier between you and the mind-reader. It wasn’t my strategy of choice. I sung “The Song that Gets on Everybody’s Nerves” in my head, and I kept playing it until the mind-reader stopped.


  It usually didn’t take very long.


  “I know the Black Valentine is the main suspect,” Mental said. “The other agents let it slip. What are you going to let slip, I wonder?”


  I could feel the pressure of Mental’s psychic probe like the start of a headache. I focused on the song.


  Mental frowned.


  I concentrated on each note, playing it over and over and over again.


  “Cute,” said his voice in my head.


  The pressure increased to a throbbing pain. I couldn’t let myself be afraid he would take over; that would be just the foothold he needed. He could direct my thoughts if I gave him the slightest opportunity. I couldn’t be anything less than a hundred percent focused on the song. It was like driving down an icy mountain road in the dead of night; I couldn’t let my concentration slip for an instant, or it would all be over. Only it was more like driving drunk, because I didn’t have complete control over my own thoughts.


  Sweat dripped down my back and chest. It felt like he had driven an ice-pick through my skull. He was pushing harder, trying to force my thoughts toward the details of the investigation. I didn’t think about the consequences; I just thought about the song.


  Mental gripped the stiff arm of the couch in concentration. I saw him, and I knew he could see himself through my eyes. I could feel his frustration.


  He’d gotten sloppy.


  I followed the sense of frustration like it was my own—and found myself sucked into the middle of a whirlwind of strange thoughts.


  Entering Mental’s mind was the opposite of entering his apartment: it was a filthy mess. I struggled to keep my own consciousness separate, but it was hard not to get overwhelmed by the chaos. Anger infested everything. Mental was angry at the whole damn world. At White Knight, a swaggering bully without enough brains to fill a teaspoon, who had barged into his home and thought he could just order him around. At every superhero who thought they were so much better than the rest of us, every rat who had testified against him in court.


  He shouldn’t be here, stuck in this tiny apartment, nearly broke, when other supervillains were richer than God. He was one of the best, a genius; it was just dumb luck that had gotten him caught. Dumb luck and that bastard Supersonic. Mental had gone to jail because of him, lost a decade of his life, and now the Black Valentine had killed the idiot hero, and Mental would never get the chance to make him pay.


  Mental hadn’t killed Harris.


  That thought snapped me back to myself, and I struggled to get out of his head, my heart racing. I’d almost lost my mind—literally. And for what? It was a dead end. Mental didn’t know anything about Harris’s murder.


  I couldn’t help but be disappointed. That was how he got me.


  “You think you can do that to me?”


  His voice boomed in my head. I dropped my cane and clamped my hands over my ears, but I couldn’t block it out. I lost the song.


  His consciousness pressed in on me from all sides, and I could feel his smug smirk without seeing it. I tried to find the song, but it was like being drugged; I couldn’t focus. He wouldn’t let me.


  “You underestimated me. You people always do.”


  He seemed bigger now, more terrible, looking down on me like a cruel god. How could I have ever thought he was just a pathetic little man? I could see his true self now, and it was so much greater than anything I could ever hope to be. I was an idiot to have thought I could take him on. I had to get down on my knees and beg his forgiveness. I—


  No, that wasn’t right.


  Wait. These weren’t my thoughts. He was getting to me. I had to fight it.


  “You can’t fight me, White Knight. I’m in your head.”


  “Then I hope you enjoy it,” I thought back.


  I abandoned my attempts to get the song back and focused on another thought: a memory. A small room underground. The acrid smell of chemicals burning my throat. The sound of a man’s laughter overpowering the muffled sobs of a little girl. Then the light. And the pain.


  My hands are slick with blood. I can’t hold on; I can barely breathe. I push with everything I have, but it’s not enough. Even with my strength, I can’t stand against this thing, this monster. My muscles tremble uncontrollably, and I can barely see. I can’t feel my eyes, nose, or cheeks—just a swelling of agony where my face should be. My stomach and back burn, and the thing in my grip tries to buck and twist free of me.


  I’m not strong enough. It breaks free. Its blow falls on my knee, and I hear a pop.


  I scream.


  Mental screamed with me.


  He toppled out of the armchair, clutching at his knee and the pain of an injury that didn’t exist. His presence vanished from my head, and I immediately put my defenses back up. I swayed but remained standing as he howled and sniveled on the carpet. Then I took a moment to catch my breath. My cane was still on the floor, so I picked it up. Bending down hurt like hell, but I gritted my teeth and put up with it. The pain was a pale shadow compared to what I’d been through before.


  “Thank you for your time, Mr. Ellsworth.” I turned around and headed for the door.


  “You can’t do this,” he spat, still crumpled on the floor.


  “Do what?”


  “You read my mind. You’re not allowed to do that without a warrant.”


  “I’m not a telepath. I wouldn’t have been able to get anything from you unless you made the connection to my mind first. Any lawyer worth his salt knows that.”


  “You still need a warrant. You’re DSA.”


  “Actually, I’m retired.”


  I walked out of the apartment and into the clean, fresh air. I didn’t need to be a telepath to sense Mental’s rage following me.


  I took the apartment stairs slowly and gingerly. Mental had nothing to do with Supersonic’s murder, so I should put the incident behind me and move on, but I couldn’t. I didn’t care that he had attacked me; that was par the course when you were dealing with supervillains. But he’d been my only lead, my only suspect. Now that he was ruled out, I had no idea where to look.


  I reached the bottom of the stairs, crossed the parking lot, and got into my car. Then I sat there. With Mental ruled out, who else could have killed Harris? Telepathy wasn’t a very common power, and most people who had it were either institutionalized or working for the DSA. And out of that small pool of people, who’d want to kill Harris and frame Val for it?


  And that was assuming it wasn’t a contract hit. I’d heard of telepathic assassins, and the idea of a hired killer who could give you a brain hemorrhage just by concentrating on you was a scary thing to contemplate. But copying Val’s old calling card with the lipstick… It just didn’t strike me as very professional. Any decent assassin would either want to make it look like a natural death, or make it obvious they were responsible for such a high-profile kill. Unless they’d been instructed to frame Val, in which case I should be looking at her enemies instead of Harris’s. But then, why kill Harris? There were plenty of other people Val had a stronger motive for murdering.


  I could think myself in circles all day, and it wouldn’t get me any closer to the answer. I needed to talk to people who knew Harris, find out if he’d gotten on the wrong side of anyone recently who might want to kill him for it. If needed, I’d track down every criminal Harris had fought over his career. He was a superhero, and we had no shortage of enemies. When I thought about it like that, my problem wasn’t having too few suspects, but too many.


  It looked like I wouldn’t be able to cancel dinner with Starla tonight. She was the only person I knew who’d been close to Harris recently. But there had to be others, and I wracked my brain for every bit of information I had about his personal life. The useless, painful details came to mind first. He had Marlins season tickets and was always trying to get me to go to a game with him. He considered it his solemn duty to get twice as drunk on my behalf, since super-strength made anything more than a beer or two a bad idea. He was always teasing me about Val, wondering vocally (and often drunkenly) how a straight-laced, boring guy like me had landed a woman like her.


  I thought back to our conversations, trying to remember any significant relationships he’d mentioned. His brother lived in the city, didn’t he? And his ex-wife did, too. They would be good people to talk to. I pulled out my phone to look up their contact information.


  I had twelve missed calls from Elisa.


  I called her back immediately, all thoughts of Harris gone from my mind. How had I missed twelve calls?


  It must have happened when I was fighting Mental. I wouldn’t have been able to hear the phone ring with the battle raging within my own mind. What was so wrong that she had called me twelve times? I didn’t have much of a chance to wonder, because she picked up after the second ring.


  “Dad?”


  Her voice was small, like she was scared to be overheard.


  “It’s me, sweetheart. What’s wrong?”


  “Can you come pick me up?”


  “Of course. Are you in class?”


  “The clinic.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I need you to pick me up.”


  A dozen worst-case scenarios ran through my head in the space of two seconds. “What’s wrong? Are you sick?”


  “No, I…” A muffled sound came over the speaker as she squirmed. I wondered if the school nurse was there, if anyone was taking care of her.


  “It’s that time.”


  “Oh.” My stomach sank. “Oh. Okay. I uh… might have to break out your mom for this one.”


  “That would be nice.”


  “I’ll manage on my own somehow.” I hesitated. “You need me to stop at the supermarket for some girl stuff on my way?”


  Some punk had hit me with a semi-truck once. If I could survive that, I could survive buying feminine products.


  She paused. “What? Dad! Jesus Christ, that’s not what I’m talking about.”


  “Elisa, I have told you not to use that kind of language.”


  She groaned in familiar exasperation with me. At least her voice wasn’t soft and afraid anymore.


  “Then what’s wrong?” I asked.


  “I had my breakthrough. Please come pick me up.”


  I opened my mouth, but it took a few tries to get words to come out.


  “Stay calm,” I choked out. “I’m on my way.”


  “Okay.”


  “I love you.”


  She must have been really upset, because there was no usual teenage embarrassment when she said, “I love you, too.”


  I pulled out of the parking lot so fast, the entire neighborhood must have heard the screech of my wheels.


  Chapter 3


  I didn’t usually break the speed limit. I could survive pretty much any crash, but the person in the other car wouldn’t, and I always felt irresponsible putting them at risk. But right now, I didn’t even spare the speed limit signs a glance; I just went as fast as I could.


  My imagination ran wild. There were plenty of urban legends about breakthroughs, and pretty much all of them ended with people dying—maybe ending up horribly mutilated if they were lucky. But Elisa’s breakthrough hadn’t been extreme enough to hurt anyone, had it? No, she would have told me if it had… I hoped.


  My own breakthrough had been incredibly mundane: I stopped being able to shave. Another drawback of invulnerability is that your skin isn’t the only thing affected. I’d looked like a homeless person by the time my parents could afford the special razor needed for super-strong hair. But all in all, it was a gentle way to come into my powers. Super-strength could be a dangerous breakthrough, especially if you were a kid who played any sort of sports. When you didn’t know your own strength, you could literally kill someone.


  And telepathy could be even worse. Some people never learn how to block out all the voices; it’s what drives so many telepaths insane. Or else, they venture into someone’s head and never find their way out. You saw people on TV all the time complaining that genetics gave them a useless set of abilities. I knew a woman whose skin turned bright blue when she was startled, and a man who could digest plastic. At least they didn’t have to spend every day being careful not to kill the people around them.


  Then again, I wasn’t stuck with prehensile nose-hair as my superpower, so maybe it was a case of the grass always being greener.


  The real question was what ability Elisa had developed. She hadn’t said, and I’d been too panicked to remember to ask. Honestly, she was older than most girls were when they broke through, and Val and I had been starting to think she was normal. There was no way to tell beforehand. The field of genetics in regard to special abilities was one that billions of dollars went into, but no one really understood yet. Elisa could inherit Val’s, mine, or wind up with something completely different.


  I’d given Elisa the talk about super-strength years ago, so if she got my powers, hopefully she’d remember to move slowly and carefully until she learned how to touch things without breaking them. I didn’t know how likely that scenario was, since I’d gotten different abilities than my mother had, and she was the only one on my side of the family who had powers—at least that I knew of. Mom had left most of her family in Cuba and didn’t talk about them much, so I guess it was possible they could all bench press trains. If I had to guess, though, Elisa would probably end up with Val’s powers. Telepathy ran in the Belmonte family; all three of Val’s sisters had it, too. The possibility made me push the gas pedal even harder. I didn’t want Elisa stuck listening to the thoughts of a school full of teenage boys any longer than she had to.


  There were so many other abilities she could have gotten, and of course, I couldn’t help thinking of the most dangerous. If she’d gotten pyrokinesis, she could burn down the whole school unintentionally. She could be emitting radiation, or generating poison in her skin. What if her breakthrough wasn’t complete yet, and she ended up with the need to breathe water instead of air?


  And then there was Dr. Sweet. We’d never discovered the full extent of what he’d done to her. What if…?


  Calm down, I told myself. The problem was real enough without inventing imaginary scenarios to worry about, too. It couldn’t be that bad, or else she wouldn’t have been able to call.


  I wanted to be at her side this instant, but the entire bay was between me and her school, plus all the traffic. It was the festival’s fault. I was quickly going from mildly annoyed with the event to downright angry. A cold lump of dread formed in my stomach as the cars in front of me began to slow. Then my worst fears were realized, and red brake lights flashed as they stopped completely.


  Perfect.


  I craned my neck to try and see how far the standstill extended, but there was no end in sight, just an endless line of cars ahead of and behind me and the waters of Biscayne Bay to either side. I snarled several words I would have scolded Elisa for using if they’d come out of her mouth. Hypocritical? Who, me?


  I wished Val were here. She would have taken over the minds of every driver in front of her and made them pull out of her way: illegal and highly immoral, but it would have gotten her to Elisa. My wife was guilty of many things, but being a bad mother wasn’t one of them. I’d give anything to trade places with her. She’d be concerned but calm, purposeful but not rushed—in other words, the exact opposite of the panicked wreck that I was.


  And Elisa was closer to her mother than to me. Val had raised her, and there was nothing I could do to change that. I told myself I’d forgiven Val for it, and mostly I had, though I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t brought it up in a few of our more heated arguments. There were just so many things I had missed: birthdays, bike rides, all the countless little daily lessons that had shaped Elisa as a person. I could never get those back.


  But I could be there for my daughter now. Assuming traffic ever let me.


  My turn came into sight, and twenty minutes later, I reached it. Once I was moving again, I could let go of my frustration and calm down. If Elisa had gotten telepathy, it would be a bad idea to approach her while panicking. She wouldn’t be able to shield herself, and my tension on top of her own would completely smash whatever control she was managing. Luckily, I was an expert at blocking my thoughts and emotions. If Mental had known it, he’d have never tried a psychic assault. My talent was one of the reasons the DSA had sent me after the Black Valentine so often; I was one of the few people who could (mostly) resist her telepathic coercions. And before you say how unfair it is that I’m super strong and immune to mind-control, you should know it’s not a superpower. Apparently, it’s just the way my brain’s wired. People complain that I’m a stubborn son of a gun, and I think that’s the key. I’m too pig-headed to change my ways, even if a voice in my head tells me to.


  I reached Elisa’s high school much later than I’d have liked and walked straight into the main office.


  “I’m here to check out Elisa Belmonte Del Toro,” I told the receptionist immediately. “I’m her father.”


  I showed my ID and filled out the appropriate paperwork. Then the door opened, and I instantly looked up, but the teenage girl wasn’t Elisa. I took a deep breath and reminded myself to stay calm.


  The newcomer walked up and set her books on the counter as she wrote her name on the sign-out sheet. I didn’t pay her any mind until I noticed the cover of her notebook. It had a big red heart on it framing a picture of Mr. Tomorrow. Thank goodness Elisa had never gone through an Idols phase. Was it her villainous upbringing that had done it, or did I just make all superheroes seem uncool?


  The door opened again, and this time Elisa slid quietly inside. She was hunched over, and her face was pale, but she wasn’t dying, glowing, or covered in scales, so I could rule out my worst-case scenarios at least.


  “Come on,” I said gently. “Let’s go.”


  It took a lot of self-control not to immediately assault her with questions, but the school office wasn’t the place for it. We walked back to the car, and only after she had set her backpack down and buckled in did I allow myself to speak.


  “What happened?”


  “The worst day of my life,” she grumbled. “I was just sitting in class, and then…”


  I waited for her to find the right words, the car running idle in the parking space. There was no way I could pay attention to the road at a time like this.


  “I could hear everything,” she finished, then added, “It sucked.”


  “Other people’s thoughts?” I asked. “Or sounds in the room?”


  Oh, Lord, please don’t let her have developed super-hearing. That was practically a ticket for a life-long migraine.


  “Thoughts,” she said.


  I sighed in relief. So she’d gotten Val’s powers after all.


  “Okay,” I said. “Telepathy we can deal with. It’ll be tough, but you couldn’t have a better teacher.”


  “Who’s in jail right now.” She groaned and clenched her eyes shut. “Why did this have to happen today?”


  “Breakthroughs happen when people are under stress, and heaven knows you have enough reason to be stressed about right now.”


  She didn’t reply. The hard part over, I put the car into drive and started home. She’d do better there, with only two or three other minds around.


  “How is it right now?” I asked.


  “Better.”


  Probably because I was the only one close to her, and I was shielding my thoughts.


  “Yeah, probably,” she said.


  ….And she picked up on that. I was going to have to be more careful.


  “When we get home, I’ll teach you some tricks to block people out,” I said. “If that’s not enough, we’ll call your Aunt Bianca.”


  “Oh, joy.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “Would you prefer one of your other aunts?”


  “Nooo thank you.”


  “Well, I wouldn’t worry too much about it. Your mom will be back soon. I’m sure we can hold out until then.”


  Elisa immediately sat up straighter. “You mean you found something to clear her?”


  She looked at me with such a hopeful expression that I nearly lied to her. “Not yet, but I will.”


  “Oh.” She sank back down in her seat, and a moment later, she scowled. “Then what have you been doing all morning?”


  I scowled back. “I was a little busy getting beaten up.”


  “No way. Who could beat you up?”


  My scowl vanished. Maybe I was just easily flattered, but it was nice to know my little girl thought her dad was invincible.


  “You don’t look beat up,” she said.


  “It was a psychic battle. I have bruises on my brain.”


  “That sounds like something you should go to the hospital for.”


  “I’ll walk it off.”


  “Hilarious.”


  She rolled her eyes and turned on the radio, and I kept my thoughts carefully focused on nothing in particular. Thank goodness I’d had all those years of practice at it. The first time I’d realized my mind was being read, the image of a freaky three-way involving lime gelatin and my fourth-grade science teacher had popped into my head, simply because it was the worst, most embarrassing thing my brain could come up with.


  “Have you seen the news?” Elisa asked, watching me like she was afraid to know the answer. I was stopped at a traffic light, so I could afford to look back as I replied.


  “No. Why? Is your mom on it?”


  “Yeah. It’s all over the Internet.”


  The light turned green. “That’s funny. I seem to remember telling you that if you kept surfing the Internet during class, I’d take away your phone.”


  “Dad. Focus.”


  I frowned but decided to let it go. “Your mom will like the publicity. It’s nothing to worry about.”


  “Yeah, but they weren’t just talking about her. They broke the news about—”


  She broke off with a pained cry.


  “Elisa?”


  I turned to her, forgetting all about the road. She was bent over double and clutching her head.


  “Shit,” she hissed. “Shit shit shit.”


  “What’s wrong?” I asked.


  “Everyone’s so loud.”


  “I'll try to pull off somewhere less crowded. Hold on.”


  Her range must have been farther than I thought if she was picking up thoughts from the other drivers. Add that to road rage and the excitement of the festival… Elisa made a whimpering noise, and I frantically turned down a side street, but there were still people everywhere. Why hadn’t Val and I retired to the countryside?


  “It hurts.”


  “Hang in there, sweetheart,” I said.


  I’d never been claustrophobic before, but suddenly, the city was like a cage. There was nowhere we could go to escape all the people. They closed in on us from every side. I had to get Elisa out of here.


  I had to stay calm.


  “Dammit!” She balled her hand into a fist and hit the dashboard in frustration.


  Her hand went right through it.


  The airbag went off, and she screamed. The car swerved as I jerked in shock. Elisa swatted the airbag away, completely destroying it. Her arm continued until she hit the passenger side door with a loud crunch. There was no telling the size of the dent, because the door broke open. Elisa screamed again, and I grabbed her arm, afraid she would break her seatbelt and tumble out into the street. With one hand on the steering wheel, I couldn’t stop the car from lurching. I barely managed to keep us from slamming into the minivan in the next lane.


  An office parking lot was ahead of us on the right. I pulled into it and stopped the car.


  Elisa was crying. I took a deep breath and exhaled everything that was worrying me, something both hard and easy at the same time.


  I took her hand. “Elisa, look at me.”


  She obeyed, her brown eyes wide and wild with panic.


  “Focus on my thoughts,” I said. “Ignore everything else.”


  “I can’t—”


  “Yes, you can. It’s like listening to a song and paying attention to the drumbeat instead of the lyrics. Find my mind and separate it from the others. It’s just a matter of concentration. You’re a smart girl; you can manage it.”


  I let my certainty that she could do it flow outward, along with my calm, meditative state. Telepaths could have trouble keeping themselves from being influenced by the thoughts and feelings of others. It could be a major life problem for some of them, but I was counting on it to save Elisa now. If my own peace of mind enveloped her, maybe she could calm down enough to get a hold of her powers.


  I focused on my breathing, just inhaling… and exhaling slowly. Nothing could be simpler. Eventually, Elisa’s near-hyperventilation slowed to match.


  “Good,” I said.


  She looked away. “I’m sorry. I didn’t—I broke your car.”


  “Your mom will buy me a new one. Let’s just get you home.”


  • • •


  The cook and maid were like a couple of worried mother hens, flocking around Elisa the moment we got in the door. After they’d brought her hot tea, ice water, chicken noodle soup, dark chocolate, aspirin, and just about anything else she could possibly need, I sat her down to give her a crash course in shielding her mind. Looking across the dining room table at her, I felt a little out of place. I’d given lectures on this topic at the Academy, and I’d trained my old sidekick, but neither of those situations made me feel as nervous as teaching my daughter did.


  “I’m not going to lie and say this will be easy,” I said. “You’ve seen your mom and aunts deal with it, so you know how hard it can be. You’re going to have to change the way you think and keep it up for the rest of your life. It does get easier with time, but it never stops.”


  “How do you know?” She seemed to realize how rude that sounded and winced, but she continued, face red. “I mean, I’m glad you’re trying to teach me, but shouldn’t we just wait for Mom to get back to work on mind-reading? You’d be better off teaching me about super-strength, right?”


  “We definitely need to work on handling your super-strength, but it’s not as urgent as your telepathy. I’m more worried about you having another episode like in the car than accidentally breaking furniture around the house. The sooner you get it under control the better, and believe it or not, I do know a thing or two about telepathy. I’ve been trained to keep people from getting into my mind, and you want to keep everyone’s thoughts from getting into yours. Same basic principle.”


  “Okay…” she said, not looking too convinced.


  “Try to read my mind,” I said. “See if you can find out what you’re getting for your birthday.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “I’m sure.”


  She narrowed her eyes and stared at me, her forehead wrinkling in concentration, and pressure built in my head as she probed it. After about twenty seconds she groaned and made a face.


  “Thanks, Dad. Now I’m going to have that song stuck in my head all day.”


  “It’s all about focus.”


  She rubbed her temples. “So I have to sing some dumb song twenty-four/seven?”


  “You can do anything. I know a guy who recites pi in his head and another who concentrates really hard on his grocery list.”


  “Then how am I supposed to get anything done? You can’t think about stupid stuff like that all the time.”


  “Eventually, you’ll learn to apply that focus to whatever you’re doing at the moment. But it always helps to have a backup for when things get tough.”


  I told her to pick out something to focus on and waited as she decided. My own thoughts were carefully controlled, since now was no time to be setting a bad example.


  “Got something?” I asked.


  “Yeah.”


  “Okay. I’m going to start singing another song in my head. This time I don’t want you to hear it.”


  When she was ready, I began. She failed to block the first and second song… and she didn’t manage the third or fourth, either. After I suggested a fifth, her hands balled into fists, and I realized she was going to hit the table in frustration.


  “Don’t!” I said not a second too soon. “You’ll break it.”


  “Oh.” Her hand unclenched and fell gently into her lap. She looked despondent. “Right.”


  “I know it’s a big change, but you’ll get used to it.”


  “Sure.” She slumped further down in her chair with a sigh. “You know, I always thought this would be cool.”


  “It can be, once you get the hang of it.”


  “Yeah, but… Reading people’s minds, knowing all their secrets. Mom makes it look like so much fun.”


  I shook my head. “Using your powers like that isn’t fun; it’s a violation of people’s privacy. Reading someone’s mind without their permission is like breaking into their home, but a thousand times worse.”


  “But I’m not doing it on purpose!”


  “I know.” I softened my tone. “Accidents aren’t your fault. But it’s your responsibility to work as hard as you can to control your powers and keep the accidents to a minimum.”


  She gave me a look that reminded me so much of her mother. “So this is a hero thing? Right versus wrong, good versus evil?”


  “Responsible human being versus selfish jerk,” I corrected. “Sometimes you have to make the choice between what you want and what’s best for everyone else.”


  She snorted. “Okay, Yoda.”


  I sighed. So much for the wise old mentor shtick. “Right, then. How about a break, young Skywalker?”


  She jumped up and took off down the hall.


  “Slowly!” I called after her. “Run into someone like that, and you’ll break bones!”


  I leaned back in the chair and put a hand to my head. If only Val had given our daughter a few lectures on personal responsibility when she’d been younger, but Val just wasn’t the type. Then again, who was I to talk about self-sacrifice? I’d made the selfish choice: Val over the DSA. I didn’t regret it, but… but maybe I shouldn’t lecture about morals.


  It was 3:30 and I hadn’t eaten anything all day, so I headed to the kitchen. The cook, Eddy, and I got into a familiar argument where I tried to grab some leftovers from the fridge and he tried to whip up something elaborate. In the end, we compromised, and he threw together a pastrami sub topped with his homemade dressing. After the first bite, I began to wonder why I argued with him at all.


  The tablecloth had been replaced since this morning, the new one shimmering smooth and olive green, and you can bet I was extra careful not to spill anything on it. As I ate, I looked up the contact information for Harris’s ex-wife and his brother. His brother, Clifton, owned a contracting business in Coral Gables. His ex, Benita, had remarried and lived in South Pointe. Our house was on Star Island, so she was just west of us. But Harris and Benita hadn’t been on the best of terms, so I called Clifton first.


  He picked up with a questioning hello.


  “Mr. Holt?” I said. “My name is David Del Toro. I… was a friend of your brother’s. I’m so sorry for your loss.”


  “Thank you,” he said in a dull tone, the words no doubt spoken many times today. “I haven’t made the funeral arrangements yet, but I can forward you the information once everything is worked out.”


  “I’d appreciate that. But actually I was wondering if I could ask you a few questions about Harris’s murder. I know this is a difficult time, but…”


  “Are you with the DSA?”


  “Not anymore. I’m retired. I used to work with Harris.”


  “You were a superhero? Who?”


  This really wasn’t what I wanted to talk about, but I resisted a sigh and answered, “White Knight.”


  The line was silent for a long moment.


  “Is this some kind of sick joke? What the hell are you calling me for? Your wife killed him.”


  I almost crushed the phone in my grip. “Mr. Holt, I don’t know where you heard that, but—”


  “It’s all over the news, you bastard! I’m not a moron. The DSA—”


  “Are considering her as a possible suspect, but she didn’t kill Harris. I’m trying to find out who did.”


  He threw a string of profanity at me and hung up.


  I stared at the phone. The fact that I’d married Val wasn’t public knowledge. He shouldn’t have known it, and he’d said it was on the news. Hadn’t Elisa been saying something like that in the car before her telepathy cut her off? I should’ve paid more attention.


  I walked into the living room, passed cream-colored couches and a neglected grand piano, and stopped in front of the enormous TV. I hesitated, staring at the black screen, but then I forced myself to press the power button on the remote. A cartoon came up, and I flipped through the channels until I found a twenty-four-hour news network.


  The screen was divided in half. One side showed the standard blonde, attractive female news anchor. The other was cycling through old photos of me in full White Knight costume and the Black Valentine in all her black leather-corseted glory. The headline read “White Knight and Black Valentine: Love Affair Revealed,” and the anchor was elaborating on what scandalous details were available.


  I turned it off. I could predict the news cycle for the next several days without seeing any more. They couldn’t have many facts, so they’d fill airtime with “expert” panels discussing our history and speculating about our love life. People who barely knew me would start appearing in interviews, anxious to get their five seconds of fame by saying how I’d always seemed like the type of person with secrets to hide. Soon the headlines would read “White Knight: Traitor?” No one would remember the question mark.


  It didn’t matter. All that mattered was making sure Val didn’t get hit with murder charges. I hadn’t become a superhero so that people would like me. They could say I kicked puppies and burned down orphanages so long as I had Val safe at my side when the whole thing was over. Who needed fact-checking when you could pass off rumor and opinion as news? It didn’t matter.


  I called Benita next. It couldn’t go any worse than it had with Clifton.


  “H-hello?” The voice was female, but breathy and hushed.


  “Mrs. Herrera?” I said. “My name is David Del Toro. I’m sorry to bother you, but I was a friend of your ex-husband’s and—”


  “Oh, God, are you one of them?”


  “Um… One of who?”


  “A superhero.”


  I winced and debated lying. “I used to be.”


  “Can you help me?” she asked.


  I immediately stood up straighter. “What’s wrong?”


  Her voice was barely above a whisper. “I think someone’s trying to kill me.”


  “Have you called the police?”


  “I—No, the voices—”


  A loud bang in the background interrupted her. She gasped, and the line went dead.


  “Mrs. Herrera?”


  I picked up my cane and rushed to the garage, calling Moreen with my free hand.


  “Do you have anyone stationed outside Harris’s ex-wife’s apartment?” I asked when she picked up.


  “No. Why?”


  “I just talked to her on the phone. She said someone was trying to kill her, and the line cut off.”


  “What were you doing on the phone with Harris’s ex-wife?” she asked sharply.


  “Moreen, she could be dying right now.”


  Her voice grew muffled as she spoke to someone on her end. “Hold on. I’m sending over a team.”


  “I’ll meet them there.”


  “No, you won’t.”


  “I’m going to hang up on you now, Mo. Please don’t get angry.”


  “A little late for that,” she growled.


  I know, I know. I wasn’t being smart about this. But a woman was in danger and had asked for my help. It was the sort of thing that bypassed my brain and went straight to my gut. I had to get to her.


  “Irma.”


  The maid was standing in the hall. If I were a betting man, I’d have laid down money that she’d been eavesdropping, but I knew she didn’t mean anything sinister by it. If she had, she wouldn’t have let me catch her.


  “I have to go,” I said. “Can you take care of Elisa?”


  “Of course.”


  I took two steps toward the garage then stopped. “Darn it. Wait. I can’t leave her here.”


  Irma raised her eyebrows. “You want to bring her with you? To a place where a woman is probably being murdered?”


  “No, I—” I rubbed my face. “I saw Mr. Lucifer today. He said if I don’t get Val out of jail, he’s taking Elisa. If he comes while I’m gone…”


  “I’ll handle him,” she said simply.


  “Giordano’s with him. He can be even stronger than me under the right circumstances.”


  “But he doesn’t have unbreakable skin like you. A knife to the jugular will finish him off like anyone else.”


  I blinked.


  “You know Valentina doesn’t pay me just to vacuum,” she said. “Protecting Elisa is my job.”


  And Val wouldn’t have hired her if she wasn’t the best. “Right. Thank you. I mean it.”


  Irma nodded, and I hurried to the garage. I hated leaving Elisa like this, but she was safe for the moment, and Benita Herrera needed my help. If something went wrong, Irma and Eddy could handle it. Of course, the DSA could probably handle whatever was at Benita’s.


  But she’d asked me to help her.


  My Ferrari was still drivable after Elisa’s breakthrough, but I didn’t want the attention the damage would bring. Fortunately, my wife had a slight car fetish and pockets deep enough to indulge in it. We had two four-car garages, and both of them were full. I grabbed the keys for the Mustang and raced toward South Pointe. I just hoped I wasn’t already too late.


  Chapter 4


  Benita Herrera lived on the twelfth floor of a high-rise condominium, a modern-day princess in a tall, white tower. I parked the car and hurried toward the entrance. The afternoon heat pounded onto the asphalt, and the smell of chlorine from a nearby pool filled the air. The parking lot was nearly full, and I kept my eyes open for Benita or anyone who looked suspicious. But even if I hadn’t been paying attention, I couldn’t have missed the scene unfolding on the sidewalk.


  A man vomited into the tropical flowers planted along the building’s edge. Behind him, a crowd was gathered, panic coming off them in a way you didn’t have to be a telepath to notice. A woman’s voice shouted “Call 911! Call 911!” over and over again. People ran in and out of the building’s front doors. A girl sat down on the curb and started crying.


  I walked toward them, each stiff step growing slower. The shocked bystanders moved easily from my path and revealed what they were standing around. I sucked in air and turned away.


  Benita Herrera had jumped.


  I stepped back dizzily, wanting to get away from the crowd. Too late. I was too late, and probably had been from the moment her phone call cut off. The woman I’d come to save was a mess on the sidewalk, just a slop of flesh, leaking blood onto the shoes of the surrounding crowd. Her legs were shattered, shards of bone jutting out from the skin, the shape mangled and barely recognizable as human. And her head… Her family wouldn’t be able to identify her. It was completely smashed, bits of skull and brain matter splattered over several feet of white pavement. The tang of blood and stench of ruptured intestines reached my nose. I’d seen corpses before, but it didn’t stop the nausea. This woman had asked for my help.


  What now? There was no sign of the police or the DSA. Apparently, I’d beaten them here. Should I wait? Call Moreen?


  No. Every second counted. How long had Benita been dead? Her killer could still be in her room.


  I rushed into the lobby, passing a trembling receptionist on the phone with the police and groups of people looking worriedly out the windows. The elevators were easy to find. It was a tortuously long wait, but there was no question it was faster than the stairs.


  I half expected the elevator door would open and reveal the killer on his way down, but the twelfth floor seemed empty. A plaque on the wall mapped out the unit numbers, and I followed its direction to Benita’s. The hallway was painted light blue, the wallpaper border displaying a cheery pattern of seashells, ship anchors, and fish. It seemed out of place under the circumstances, like a person wearing bright yellow to a funeral.


  I raced forward, all my senses alert. The building was U-shaped, and only had one elevator, which made for a long walk to many of the rooms. But it meant the killer would have to come past me if he wanted to take the elevator.


  The sound of a door creaking slowly open came from around the corner. I paused, waiting for footsteps or voices, but none came.


  Almost like whoever had opened the door was listening for the same thing.


  I kept perfectly still. I barely breathed, and kept my head clear in case the person was a mind-reader. There were plenty of abilities I couldn’t hide from (super-hearing, for example, could pick up my heartbeat), but I did my best to conceal myself.


  My best wasn’t good enough. Muffled footsteps dashed off in the other direction, and I hurried forward just in time to see a door closing. Sure enough, it had Benita’s apartment number on it. Someone had just left.


  I rushed down the hall in an awkward, jerking gait, but it was no use. The movement set my knee on fire. I could push through the pain, but nothing I did could change that my knee just wouldn’t bend the way it should. Catching someone was impossible when I was limping like this. But that didn’t stop me from trying.


  I heard another door close with a bang and turned the corner to see the exit to the stairwell. I struggled toward it, but my every step was slow and pained. When I pushed the door open, I saw only plain white walls and empty stairs, and heard the clatter of heavy footsteps sprinting downward. It sounded like there might be more than one of them—or was it just an echo? I looked over the railing, hoping to catch a glimpse of the person or people, but they kept out of sight. A second later, I heard another door open and close, and the sound of footsteps stopped.


  It was over before it had even begun. I hobbled down the stairs, biting back a groan of pain with each step. I might as well have been a drunk tortoise pulling a trailer for all the speed I made. When I reached the eleventh floor, panting for breath, I pulled open the door. The hallway was empty and silent.


  Damn my knee! There’d been a time when nobody could’ve escaped me like that. What use was the strength to lift a car if a toddler could outrun me? I was old and broken and had retired for a good reason. Who did I think I was, trying to run down a murderer?


  I dragged my weary bones through the hallway to the elevator. When I got to the ground floor, I limped back to the stairwell and looked up, on the off chance the killer was using it to escape the building. No such luck.


  “Dave!”


  Moreen entered the lobby, flanked by suited agents.


  “I was too late,” I told her in a tired voice. “She was dead when I got here. I caught someone coming out of her room, but they got away.”


  Moreen put her obvious anger on hold. “Did you get a good look at them?”


  “No.”


  “Did you go into her apartment?”


  “No, I’m not that stupid.” Benita’s apartment was a murder scene, and I was a private citizen. My presence there could bring claims that I had tampered with evidence and potentially get anything the DSA found thrown out of court.


  “Could’ve fooled me,” Moreen snapped. “You drive me crazy, Dave. You don’t think. At this rate, even if you find the real killer, it’s going to be worthless in front of a judge because of the dozen laws you broke in the investigation.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “So you don’t think Val is the real killer.”


  Moreen’s face became a cool mask. “Agent Clarke,” she said, causing the man to her right to stand up straighter. “This is David Del Toro. I want you to take down his account of what happened here. Be as long and tedious as you want.”


  I went with him, and the interview was as tiresome as promised. But it would help the DSA’s investigation to know everything I’d witnessed, so I answered with as much detail as I could and repeated myself every time Agent Clarke asked. When he was finished with me, he escorted me back to the lobby and told me to have a seat.


  “The director wants a word with you before you leave.”


  He left, and I sat down and buried my face in my hands.


  Moreen was right; I should have stayed home and left this to the DSA. I wasn’t cut out for this anymore, and because of my failure, Benita Herrera was dead. I’d broken the rules, and for what? The woman I’d tried to save had been murdered, and the man I’d interrogated was innocent. And even if Mental had been guilty, it would have been hard for the DSA to legally gather evidence after my actions. Val’s name would have been cleared, but Mental wouldn’t have been convicted. There wouldn’t have been justice. There might have been revenge if Val had anything to say about it, but Mental would have avoided prison time.


  And Benita… No, I couldn’t have stayed out of it, no matter what Moreen said. Benita had asked for my help. Yes, it was the DSA’s job, not mine, but saving a woman’s life was more important than technicalities.


  But I hadn’t saved her, so my argument was less than pointless. The sight of her corpse flashed before my closed eyes, and I wondered if I’d ever be able to forget it. I’d seen too many corpses in my lifetime. If only I hadn’t been so slow.


  My head was still bowed when I heard footsteps approach me. The lobby had been cleared of people unrelated to the crime scene, so I looked up, but it wasn’t Moreen.


  It was Freezefire.


  Miami’s resident superhero was in his late twenties, tall and lean, with longish black hair and copper skin. His suit looked like a black SWAT uniform, but trimmed with bright red and blue, his trademark double F symbol stamped clearly on the front of his bullet-proof vest.


  His back was stiff. “Dave.”


  “Julio.” I switched from English to Spanish without thinking. “Long time no see.”


  It had been four years, to be exact. He looked older, but not in a bad way. I could still remember him as a lanky teenager who was constantly slouching, but he had no trouble standing tall now, and it suited him. I almost smiled but stopped myself just in time, realizing how awkward this was about to get. We hadn’t spoken since my relationship with Val came to light four years ago. He was probably about to start shouting like Walter. Or would he spit on me? Try to deck me? I’d had it all happen at some point. (The guy who tried to deck me broke his hand on my face.) The best I could hope for was the silent treatment.


  “Are you supposed to be here?” he asked.


  “No. They called you in?”


  He gave a clipped nod. “Got here too late to do anything, though.”


  “That makes two of us.”


  Unbidden, my mind flashed yet again to Benita’s body outside, to her blood on the pavement. What would have happened if I’d called her first instead of Clifton? Could I have gotten here in time? I knew better than to indulge in that kind of thinking, but the image of her shattered skull just wouldn’t leave my mind’s eye….


  “If you’re not authorized to be here, I’m going to have to escort you out.”


  His voice was flat and professional. I approved.


  “You’ll have to take that up with Moreen.” Childish of me, using her first name to remind him of my connections. “I’m supposed to wait here for her to chew me out personally.”


  “Right. Of course.” His mouth twisted, but he covered it instantly.


  I tore my thoughts from Benita’s murder and Val’s imprisonment, focusing on the man in front of me. He hadn’t moved from his spot a few feet away, like he planned to keep watch in case I trashed the lobby or something. Better to be paranoid than caught off guard. Nice to know at least one of my lessons had stuck with him.


  “So. How have you been?”


  I mentally kicked myself the moment the words left my lips.


  “It’s been four years, sir. I’ve been a lot of things.”


  “Fair enough.”


  I kept my mouth shut after that, and we waited in a silence that was anything but comfortable. I couldn’t keep from imagining the questions I’d have asked him if we were on better terms. The local news had run a story the other day on how he’d busted some of the Prophet King’s men. In the middle of an arms deal, too. It couldn’t have been easy. Then there was that police standoff in Allapattah last month. I hadn’t been able to find any details on the major news sites, so the DSA must be keeping a tight lid on whatever had happened. But whatever it was, there’d been no casualties, thanks to Julio. I read just about every news article I could find on Freezefire, and he never made me anything but proud.


  You’re probably thinking I sound like a stalker, and… you’re not exactly wrong. But Julio used to be my sidekick. I reserved the right to keep up with how he was doing, even if he hated me.


  “Why are you even here?” he asked suddenly.


  “I was on the phone with Benita when…”


  His mouth tightened. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you two were close.”


  “We weren’t.”


  She and Harris had divorced not long after he and I first met. She couldn’t take the stress of his job—or at least, that’s what Harris had said one night after getting spectacularly drunk. How many years ago had that been? We’d been at White Lightning, back before word got out the place was a superhero bar and the press swarmed it. I’d brought Julio there plenty of times, except he’d been too young to drink legally and had to settle for soda. He used to give me this surly little glare when I stopped him from sneaking beer.


  “Shit,” said Julio. “You weren’t questioning her, were you?”


  I gave what I hoped was a noncommittal shrug.


  He groaned. “You’re interfering with the case. Director Lee’s going to castrate you.”


  “Lucky for me my equipment is nigh-indestructible, then.”


  He gave me a flat stare.


  “Yeah,” I said. “Guess my sense of humor hasn’t improved much, huh?”


  “Stop it, Dave. Don’t act like we’re still tight.”


  He spat out the words like bullets. I looked away.


  “If you wanted to talk, you had plenty of opportunity to look me up,” he said. “It’s been four years.”


  I searched his face for some sign of sarcasm. I must have been missing something. “You would have talked to me?”


  “I tried calling.”


  He had, but I’d avoided him. “I figured you’d be angry.”


  “I was, but I still wanted to talk.”


  This wasn’t how this conversation usually went. He was supposed to ask how many times I’d lied to his face when I was secretly rendezvousing with the Black Valentine. He should accuse me of betraying the ideals White Knight stood for. I was prepared for that, not for him to call me out on shutting him out of my life.


  I swallowed the lump that had formed in my throat. “I didn’t—”


  Julio’s head turned sharply, and I followed his gaze. Moreen strode toward us. And just like that, the conversation was over.


  “Take a walk, Freezefire,” she said.


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  He left, and I almost called after him, but hell if I knew what to say. I was a crappy excuse for a mentor, and it looked like Julio had figured that out a while ago.


  I turned to Moreen, bracing myself for her glare, but she just stared at me tiredly. When I’d seen her this morning, she’d looked… well, great. Now her face seemed to show every long, hard year.


  “What did you find?” I asked.


  “Suicide note.”


  I opened my mouth but then closed it again. I didn’t need to tell her how ridiculous that was. She wasn’t in the mood to listen, anyway.


  “This is the second time I’m warning you to stay out of this investigation.” Even her voice was burnt out. “You won’t get a third. I’ll just arrest you.”


  “If it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t have known about her murderer.”


  “This isn’t your job anymore, Dave, and I’m done doing you favors. Don’t let me see you again.”


  It was a dismissal if I’d ever heard one. I walked out of the hotel, grateful (and a little surprised) she hadn’t had me arrested. It was a testament to how much we’d been through together that she hadn’t thrown me in a reinforced cell and tossed the key into the Atlantic. She and Harris were the only ones who’d stuck by me after the DSA discovered my relationship with Val, and I’d repaid her by going behind her back and jeopardizing her investigation. I’d have to apologize to her when this was all over. I’d owe her one—much more than one—since I couldn’t walk away from the investigation. Not while Val was still a suspect.


  My “investigation” was in a pretty sad state, though. Another murder, and what had I learned? Absolutely nothing. Why would someone kill Harris’s ex-wife? Revenge on Harris didn’t seem to fit; their divorce had been a nasty one. Although if the goal of Harris’s murder was to frame Val, another murder while she was in police custody wouldn’t help, which explained the attempt to make it look like suicide. But then why kill Benita in the first place? Had she known something?


  I was no closer to the answer when I reached my car—and realized dinner with Starla was in ten minutes. I was going to be late, but try as I might, I just couldn’t feel bad about it. I started up the car and made sure not to exceed the speed limit by even one mile per hour. There was a practical excuse: Starla’s house was in Golden Beach, which was always crawling with speed traps. But honestly? I just wanted to put it off for as long as I could.


  In the end, I was twenty minutes late. Golden Beach is a small town about half an hour north of Miami; small because it’s extremely upscale—more Val’s kind of place than mine. Starla’s house sat between two properties that must have been worth upward of five million dollars each, and her own house…well, it was something.


  My first thought was that it would be horrible to defend from any kind of attack. The whole thing was glass. The outside walls gave a clear view of the living room, dining room, and several lounges, and everything was lit up like a storefront window display. It was all very stylish and modern, but too impractical for my taste. At least the trees in the yard hid it from the road a little.


  I rang the doorbell and tried to force my face into something resembling a smile. The clicking of Starla’s heels on the floor announced her arrival before she came into view, and it made me think of Val. Since my wife couldn’t wear heels on the job, she made up for it by donning them whenever else she could. In fact, sometimes they were all she wore.


  My smile became genuine by the time Starla opened the glass door. Big mistake, since it made her assume she was the cause.


  “White Knight. How good to see you. Come in.”


  “Sorry I’m late,” I lied. “I got held up with DSA business.”


  “Not a problem. Our main course just finished cooking.”


  She led me inside, and I glanced around uncomfortably. I felt naked; any amateur spy could crouch in the bushes outside and know every detail of what we were doing.


  “Treasure!” Starla called. “Come say hello to White Knight.”


  The teen came obediently forward and greeted me without making eye contact. She wore a white dress that matched her mother’s, and somehow, I doubted she’d had any say in the matter.


  “Will you be joining us for dinner?” I asked Treasure hopefully.


  “Oh, no,” Starla answered before her daughter could even open her mouth. “She’s on a diet. She can’t have that many carbs until she loses a few pounds. Anyway, she has homework to do, don’t you, Treasure?”


  Treasure nodded mutely and left.


  I forgot my own problems for a moment and resolved to find a way to have a few private words with Treasure at some point. She was a girl who needed help, even if it wasn’t the kind of help I was best at.


  Starla took my arm and led me not into the dining room but the living room, where an intimate dinner had been laid out on a small coffee table in front of an even smaller love seat. Red candles flickered next to an expensive-looking bottle of wine, and there were honest-to-goodness rose petals sprinkled around the plates. I sighed, my worst fears confirmed.


  Well, if she was going to make a clumsy attempt at seducing me, there was no reason to make it easy for her. I pushed one of her armchairs up to the coffee table and sat in that instead. “I don’t have much time, so let’s get straight to business.” I hoped to remind her that I was in fact here for business, not pleasure.


  “Of course,” she said, the corners of her smile slipping as she sat alone on the love seat. Her perfume was overwhelming in close quarters, making the back of my throat itch as I breathed it in.


  “Was Harris acting strangely before he died?” I asked. “Anything to indicate he knew someone wanted to kill him?”


  Starla took a sip of wine. “No, he seemed perfectly normal. I told the DSA as much.”


  “Do you know of anyone who was angry at him? Anyone with a motive to murder him—other than the usual supervillain suspects.”


  “No… no. Who could be angry at Harris? He was so friendly. You know, wherever we went, he always seemed to know everyone by name. People were always happy to see him. I can’t imagine anyone wanting to kill the man.”


  I was starting to get the sinking feeling that I’d wasted my time by coming here.


  “Well, except for his ex-wife,” Starla added. “She was always mad at him—though I guess she must have still loved him after all, killing herself the way she did. Poor thing.”


  “You know about that?”


  “It was all over the news.” She leaned closer to me and lowered her voice to a confidential whisper. “Benita hated me, you know.”


  I couldn’t imagine why.


  Starla took my silence for disbelief and continued. “She thought I was some hussy only interested in him because he was famous. Have you ever heard anything so insulting?”


  She looked at me expectantly for a response. Part of me wondered if it was all an act on her part. Surely no person could be so… so…


  “That’s terrible,” I said dully.


  She nodded, her long diamond earrings swinging with the motion. “Of course, I’m still sorry she’s dead. I mean, who wouldn’t be?”


  I thought back to Benita Herrera’s voice on the phone, to her body on the sidewalk…


  “Oh, but you haven’t eaten a bite,” Starla said. “We can talk about this later. Dig in.”


  My appetite was gone. I didn’t want to be here. But I’d made the decision to take up the investigation, and like it or not, Starla Strauss might be able to help. I took a bite of steak to seem sociable, and Starla beamed at me.


  “Can you go over the last week with Harris for me?” I asked. “With as much detail as you can.” Maybe I could see something she couldn’t.


  “There really isn’t much to talk about.” She took another sip of wine and looked thoughtful. “We had dinner on Monday at Palme d’Or. Nothing noteworthy happened that I remember. I didn’t see him on Tuesday. Wednesday, we stayed in. And yesterday, we went to the opera. We talked to a few people after the show—I don’t remember their names. I kissed him goodnight afterward, and that was the last time I saw him.”


  I sighed. That wasn’t much detail at all. I’d really hoped I might stumble upon something important here. And yeah, I know, you could have told me not to waste my time, but I had to try, right?


  “Can you think of anyone who spent more time with Harris who’d be willing to talk to me?” I asked.


  Her eyes lit up. “Ruby Baxter. His publicist. They’ve—they had been seeing a lot of each other lately. Harris was planning on getting back into the business.”


  “The superhero business? Back into the DSA?”


  “No, no, he wouldn’t have been fighting crime or anything like that—just coming back into the public sphere. He was going to publish a memoir, do the talk-show circuit, maybe even start appearing on the news when they needed an expert on superhero issues. The festival was going to have him as a special guest tomorrow and everything.”


  “Like the Idols,” I said bitterly.


  “Exactly! He could’ve been just as famous as them. It’s not fair. He was taken too soon.”


  I mulled over this new information. “Do you have Ms. Baxter’s contact information?”


  “Of course!” She sprang to her feet and went over to a desk on the other side of the room. “You’ll love Ruby. She’s the absolute best. I can’t tell you all the wonderful things she’s done for my career.”


  I was tempted to respond that I didn’t realize she had a career, but I held my tongue. So Harris and Starla had shared a publicist. If Harris had been trying to recapture some of his old fame, it might explain why he’d been dating Starla Strauss. Or maybe I was being cynical. He could have really cared about her.


  “Here’s her number.” Starla handed me a business card and then sat back down. “You should really think about consulting her, White Knight. You were hardly ever in the news before today.”


  “And I was fine with that.”


  “But it’s so unfair. You were the best.”


  “I did my job, same as anyone else.”


  I tucked Ruby Baxter’s card into my pocket. Her contact information was probably all I was going to get out of this dinner. It was time to retreat.


  “Thank you for dinner,” I said, standing up. “It was delicious. But it’s late, and I should be getting home.”


  Starla’s hand shot out and grabbed mine. “But you barely ate anything. And we haven’t had dessert.”


  “I’m sorry. The investigation has me busy.”


  I tried to pry my hand from her grasp without using too much strength and hurting her, but she was clamped down like a drowning person on a life preserver.


  “I was hoping you could stay the night.”


  I looked her straight in the eye and said, “I’m married.”


  Her face took on a pouting expression I assumed was supposed to be attractive. “And your wife killed Harris. You must feel so betrayed.”


  I couldn’t believe the nerve of this woman. For a moment, I couldn’t even speak.


  “My wife didn’t kill anyone.”


  “I’m sure you want to believe that, but—”


  “The director of the DSA agrees with me.”


  Her mouth hung open, and I swear she turned several shades paler under her make-up.


  “I think we’re done here,” I said. “Thank you for—”


  She kissed me. I froze and cursed myself for dropping my guard. I should have seen this coming and dodged it like a punch. Her breath tasted like wine, and her greasy lipstick was getting slathered all over my mouth. She’d released her grip on me, at least, so I put my hands on her shoulders and gently but firmly pushed her away.


  “Starla, I don’t know how to make this any clearer—”


  The glass wall shattered.


  Chapter 5


  I spun around, my first instinct to put myself in front of Starla and shield her from whatever was coming. My assumption was bullets, and it was a good thing I was wrong, because I would’ve been too late to save her. But bullets hadn’t broken the glass.


  Giordano had.


  The glass shards crunched under his expensive leather shoes as he entered the room, his face twisted in rage. I reached for my cane only to realize Starla had knocked it to the floor as she screamed and tried to cling to me.


  “Run,” I told her.


  She ran… to the edge of the room, where she stopped to watch the fight, excitement plain in her eyes. Honestly, what had I expected? I turned back to Giordano—just in time to catch his punch full in the face.


  It knocked me across the room, where I crashed into one of the few walls in the house that wasn’t glass. The blow sounded like an explosion inside my skull, and then everything went fuzzily silent. Did I mention Giordano had super-strength too? Well, that wasn’t exactly accurate. He was perfectly normal most of the time; his powers were a defense mechanism based on the amount of pain he was in. To make a long story short: you hurt him, and he gets stronger. Punch him in the gut, and he can arm-wrestle a guy twice his size. Kick him in the crotch, and he can tear down walls.


  I tried to stand, but my knee gave out. Luckily, Giordano helped me up by grabbing my collar with one hand and socking me in the jaw with the other. My vision flashed white, and it felt like he’d knocked off my jawbone. Val had once told me he used knives, needles, and a hot iron on himself to increase his power. Right now, I believed her. I hadn’t been hit like that in a long time.


  And I couldn’t hit back. It would just make him stronger.


  He kneed me in the stomach, and I bent over double, the breath gone from my lungs. He drove his elbow into the back of my neck. I crashed to the floor. My whole spine was aflame. I could barely think through the pain.


  “You can do it, White Knight!” Starla shouted. “I believe in you!”


  I grimaced—not in pain, but annoyance. Maybe if Giordano hit me in the head a few more times, my ears would start ringing again and block out her voice.


  “Shut up,” Giordano spat at her.


  It was a rare moment of solidarity with my enemy. I grabbed his ankle and pulled his foot out from under him, sending him toppling to the floor with me. With both of us down, I had a chance. Grappling, I could pin him rather than hit him. But Giordano must have known it, too, because he kicked me in the face and quickly scrambled back to his feet.


  But the attack had distracted him enough to give me a chance to push myself back up. My jaw, spine, skull, and stomach all screamed in protest, but they’d just have to deal with it. Giordano threw a punch, and I blocked it. My hand slid along his forearm until I grabbed his wrist and twisted it into a pain hold, pulling it behind his back. Giordano bent over and wrenched his body at an awkward angle.


  Then the bastard drove his foot into my bad knee.


  I fell like a cut tree, and Giordano had no qualms about kicking a man when he was down. He pummeled my back and head, and I wondered fuzzily why Lucio couldn’t have chosen a more efficient way of killing me than having me beaten to death. And why would he have me killed? Didn’t he want me to get his daughter out of jail?


  Unless he didn’t… Because if I failed, he could take back Elisa.


  I couldn’t let him do that. I rolled with the next kick, coming up into a kneeling position. Giordano charged, and I dove into him. I grabbed the backs of his knees and pulled while pushing forward with my shoulders. It wasn’t my best take-down, but it got the job done: it knocked Giordano onto his back.


  We grappled on the floor. I tried to pin him, but his fist shot up and hit me in the jaw again. Fresh waves of pain exploded through my head until I couldn’t feel anything else. Every fiber of my being was white hot with pain, and I’d had enough of it.


  I smacked him on the nose. Yes, it just made him stronger, but it stunned him long enough for me to get my arm around his neck in a choke-hold. He struggled, and he was strong, but I had the upper hand, and he had no oxygen.


  I let up on the pressure slightly to keep him from passing out.


  “Why did Lucio send you?”


  I was honestly surprised I could form words with the way my jaw was hurting. He didn't answer, so I squeezed. His eyes bulged, and he tried to throw me off, but I held tight. After a moment, I let up and repeated the question.


  “To watch you,” Giordano coughed out.


  “Watch me? Then why the hell are you trying to kill me?”


  “You bastard. Valentina is—” He choked and wheezed. “Valentina is rotting in jail, and you’re fooling around with some tramp?” His voice was raspy, and I could feel his vocal cords straining in his throat. “I should rip off your—”


  “Wait,” I said. “Wait. You think I’m cheating on Val? That’s why you attacked me?”


  I released my choke-hold in disgust and slid off of him, sitting on the floor. Giordano breathed deeply and rubbed his neck. He was still glaring at me.


  “You were kissing her. I saw it.”


  I rolled my eyes. “Giordano, this is Starla Strauss. She dated Supersonic. I was getting information from her that could help me prove Val’s innocence. Nothing more.” I turned to where Starla was watching. “And I’m sorry, Starla, but I’ve done everything I can to make it clear that I’m just here on business.”


  Giordano surveyed me suspiciously. I looked him straight in the eyes in return.


  “I love Val,” I said. “I’m doing everything I can to help her.”


  He broke eye contact and spat on the floor. He heaved himself to his feet—lucky him, not having to deal with the pain of getting beaten to a pulp by some idiot—and smoothed out his suit jacket.


  “You’re full of shit,” he said. “And I’m going to dump your body in the bay when Valentina’s done with you.”


  He stalked off through the shattered glass wall, not the type of man to apologize for hundreds of dollars of property damage or to ask if I needed a doctor. I wished I could have insulted him as he left, but my head was pounding too hard for me to come up with anything clever. Instead, I looked around for my cane. It was lying on the floor by the couch. I wanted to crawl toward it, but Starla was watching, and I still had some dignity left. I stood up, limped over, and bent down to pick it up. My knee seized painfully, and I hissed and nearly fell again. This evening was going to play havoc on my body for weeks to come.


  Starla was still standing against the wall, watching silently. She must have been in shock. You’d think a person who actively threw herself into life-threatening situations would handle this sort of thing better. Or maybe it was my outright denial of any interest in her that had done it, but she must be used to that, too.


  “I’m sorry for the damage,” I said. “Send me the bill, and I’ll pay for everything.”


  “It’s all right,” she said faintly. “Are you sure you won’t stay? You don’t look like you should be driving.”


  “I’ll be fine. Thank you again for dinner.”


  I felt bad about leaving her to clean up the mess, but in my condition, I wouldn’t be much help. Once in the car, I tried to assess if I was truly fit to drive. Everything hurt, and a glance in the rearview mirror showed bruises, but I didn’t feel dizzy. I started up the car and headed home.


  Ten minutes later, I realized I’d forgotten to talk to Treasure.


  Twenty minutes after, that I got home, aching and exhausted. There were so many things I was frustrated and worried about; I just didn’t have enough energy for them all. My plan was simple: pain meds, ice packs, and bed. In that order. Or maybe I would skip the first two steps and just collapse into bed.


  I was limping badly as I came inside from the garage. The first thing I heard was Elisa’s voice in the next room. She sounded almost like her usual self, and that alone made me feel better. At least one problem was improving rather than getting worse.


  “It’s just way too much to take in,” she said, “All the time.”


  “You’ll learn to block it out. You’re doing it right now, or else you would’ve sensed your father coming home.”


  Elisa twisted around in her chair to see me enter the room. I looked straight past her at…


  “Val.”


  She smiled, and it melted away all my worries. Forget medicine. Forget everything. All I needed was her. My chest swelled in elation—at least until my bruised ribs sent a spike of pain through my insides.


  “Sweet cartwheeling Jesus,” said Elisa. “What happened to you?”


  • • •


  I sat on the edge of the bed and wrapped up my injuries. Never had the mattress seemed so soft and welcoming. Val was behind me, holding onto the edge of a bandage when I needed a hand, which was often. Her perfume reached my nose, mingling with the scent of her skin, and I breathed it in like a drug. It seemed to lessen my pain somehow—though that could have just been the aspirin I downed earlier.


  “I haven’t seen you this bruised in a long time,” she said.


  “You always manage to find new ways to bruise me.”


  “That doesn’t count. It’s recreational.”


  I smirked, even though she couldn’t see it.


  “So they just let you go?”


  “Nice of them, wasn’t it?” She leaned back, causing the mattress to creak slightly. “I expected them to hold me for a couple days at least, but I guess someone convinced them I was innocent.”


  I shook my head. “They didn’t need me. Moreen knows when someone’s trying to stage a cover-up.”


  I pulled the last bandage tight and tied it off. My arms felt stiff, my eyelids heavy. The nightmare of a day had ended, and Val was back, but I’d be a fool to think this was over.


  She ran her fingers lightly up the bare skin of my back, and I straightened up, suddenly not tired anymore. “So,” she whispered in my ear. “Tell me how you seduced Starla Strauss.”


  I groaned. “I didn’t seduce her.”


  “The one woman who has information that could help me, and you didn’t use every means possible to get it?”


  “You want me to seduce another woman?”


  “To keep me out of jail? Of course. I’d do the same for you.”


  “Thank you?”


  “You’re welcome, darling.”


  She nibbled on my ear, sending shivers through me. My bruises still ached, but right now, they didn’t seem to matter. Her hands ran along my sides, over the coarse bandages and onto my chest. I closed my eyes, and her tongue slipped into my ear.


  “Val,” I said with considerable difficulty. “We need to talk.”


  “Tomorrow.” Her breath tickled my skin.


  “It’s important.”


  “It can wait.” She slid around me and sat in my lap, her legs straddling my waist, and as much as my brain tried to concentrate, all the blood in my body was going somewhere lower. Val’s skirt had slid up her thighs, and I drew in a sharp breath. Val had gorgeous thighs. Val had gorgeous everything. She was all soft curves and smooth skin and I wanted every inch of her—Focus.


  “Val.” I swallowed. “Someone deliberately framed you and—”


  She put a finger over my lips. “Hush, Hero. I have you at my mercy. You’ve no choice but to do as I say.”


  I paused, and the focused part of my brain waved a white flag in happy surrender. “I’ve gotten captured, have I?”


  “You always get captured.”


  I ran a hand up her leg, cupping her bottom and pulling her closer. “Then I guess I’ll have to go along with your evil scheme until I can escape.”


  She pushed me down onto my back.


  “You do that.”


  Chapter 6


  I woke up in pain. Even lying down, even with extremely lightly bruised ribs, every second hurt. I groaned and tried to check the state of my bandages, but my hands wouldn’t move. They were stuck somewhere near the headboard. Panic piercing my grogginess, I pulled with more strength, and my hands came free with a clank. Broken metal handcuffs came with them.


  Ah. Right. Last night.


  Val moaned sleepily, and I tensed, but she didn’t wake. Sooner or later, I’d have to face the music for breaking her handcuffs, though. I tore the bands from my wrists as quietly as possible and stretched my arms. Had I slept in that position all night? Bad idea. My arms were numb, my shoulders sore, and that wasn’t even counting all the aches from the fight. I must have been pretty darn exhausted to sleep as soundly as I had.


  I sat up slowly, my muscles protesting every movement, and swung my legs over the side of the bed. The only way I was getting up was by taking it one slow step at a time. That was just the price you paid in this business.


  Val yawned and rose, bed sheet sliding down to her waist. She pushed her tousled hair out of her face, then froze and turned to me.


  “Did you break my handcuffs?”


  I don’t know which is harder: keeping secrets from a telepath or keeping secrets from your wife.


  She smacked me with her pillow. “Dave, I bought those in Venice.”


  “Sorry, honey.” I kissed her on the cheek and stood carefully up. My knee seethed, but I was used to that—the rest of me hurting, not so much. My back flared when I tried to stand up straight, and each breath reminded me of my bruised ribs. I hoped Giordano was using all sorts of sharp, pointy objects to increase his power today. Maybe I could ask if he needed any help.


  I was uncomfortably aware of Val watching my every stiff move. It was some dumb macho instinct, but I didn’t like showing weakness in front of my wife. I didn’t like showing it in front of anyone, but especially her.


  “Come back to bed, Dave. It’s—” She groaned when she saw the clock and flopped back down. “It’s six a.m.”


  “I have to see someone this morning.”


  “Who?”


  “Harris’s publicist. I think she might know something.”


  Val propped herself up on her elbows and looked at me. “You don’t have to do that anymore. The DSA let me go. You can stop investigating.”


  “Don’t you want to know who framed you?”


  “Of course, but that’s not a job for my husband. I can send people to do that—nasty people who won’t take no for an answer.”


  “I want to see this through.”


  “You got me out of prison. Isn’t that what you wanted?”


  “You know you’re not completely off the suspect list. And I can’t even take credit for that. I barely did anything.”


  “That Lee woman—” She said the name like she had a rotten taste in her mouth. “—said they wouldn’t have been sure another suspect existed if it hadn't been for you.”


  I stared. “That’s…uncharacteristically nice of her. And not exactly true.”


  Val sighed, her chest heaving, and I struggled to keep my gaze on her face. Going back to bed was… tempting.


  “I’m doing it for Harris, too,” I said.


  She rolled over, putting her back to me. “Go on, then. It’s a terrible idea, but obviously I can’t change your mind.”


  I bit back an angry response—I was doing all this to help her. The least she could do was be supportive.


  You’re doing this for your own pride and stubborn sense of justice, she thought. If you’re really so devoted to me, you’d do what I want and stay here where you’re safe.


  I needed to remember to keep my shields up during arguments.


  “Val…”


  “No, no. Don’t let me keep you. Go investigate. I’ll be here teaching our daughter to control her life-altering superpowers. By myself.”


  I took a deep breath. Yesterday had reminded me just how fragile our time together was, and I wasn’t going to leave her like this. Besides, the mention of Elisa reminded me of what Lucio had said. I hobbled back to the bed and eased down on it.


  “Actually,” I said, “We need to talk about that.”


  I summarized the events of the past day for her, focusing on Lucio’s threats and Giordano’s interruption. By the time I finished, I’d deflected her anger onto another target.


  “That old bastard,” she hissed. “How dare he.”


  “We need to make plans for what will happen to Elisa if… if anything happens to us.”


  “Yes, but…” She frowned, staring off at nothing in particular.


  “What is it?” I asked.


  “He got to Miami awfully fast.”


  “Who?”


  “My father.”


  “Well, his private little Caribbean island is what—an hour’s flight from here?”


  “Yes, but he would’ve needed to hear about my arrest almost immediately. And I know he has spies, but it is strange that he’d come personally. Especially since he disowned me. You don’t think…?”


  She bit her lip and looked at me.


  “I’m not the mind-reader, Val,” I said gently. “You have to finish your sentences.”


  “You don’t think he framed me? That he orchestrated all of this as an excuse to take Elisa?”


  I took her hand. “No. You’re still his daughter. Family is practically the only thing he respects. If he didn’t, he would’ve killed your sisters years ago.”


  That got a wry smile out of her, but it didn’t last long. “You don’t know him like I do. He… Maybe you should keep investigating.”


  I kept my mouth shut, surprised by her sudden change of mind and afraid I’d blow it if I spoke.


  “Just promise me you’ll spend time with Elisa today,” she said. “I can work with her on her telepathy, but you’re the only one who can teach her not to break people.”


  I gave her hand a light squeeze. “I promise.”


  • • •


  I worked with Elisa first thing after my morning coffee, since I might not have time later in the day. My loving daughter was less than thrilled with such consideration, but she got out of bed eventually.


  “I thought the idea was for me to learn not to use my strength,” she said.


  I had her in the exercise room working with my weight set. As much as I made fun of Val’s obscene fortune (Really, after a certain astronomically high point, what difference does even more money make?), it had a few advantages, one of which was the workout equipment she gave me as a wedding present. The DSA had something similar in its training rooms—weights that actually challenged those of us with super-strength. It was a necessity, because there was no way anyone on a DSA salary could afford to buy a set of their own.


  “You have to learn your upper limits before you can learn to tone it down,” I replied. I was sitting on a chair by the wall, not wanting to move my sore limbs any more than I absolutely had to. “And widen your stance. Push with your whole body, not just your arms.”


  She did so, moving weights only a select number of people on earth could manage. It was… worrying to think about. Sure, she was a lot more powerful now, but she was also in a lot more danger. Val and I hadn’t needed to talk to agree that Lucio shouldn’t find out about this. He already wanted Elisa back in the family proper; with this kind of power, she might be so valuable that not even Val’s presence would dissuade him.


  “Ow.” Elisa dropped the weight onto the stand with a loud metal clunk.


  “You all right?” I asked.


  “I just pulled a muscle I didn’t even know I had.”


  I smiled. “Working out can do that to you.”


  “I’m not going to end up looking like a bodybuilder, am I?”


  “It’ll take more than a little weight-lifting to do that,” I assured her.


  She picked up her water bottle with exaggerated care, having already crushed a glass at breakfast. “Yeah, but I have super-strength now and everything.”


  “That’s no replacement for training. You can have super-strength and still be fat and out of shape. In fact, it’s probably easier for us to get out of shape than most people. It takes a lot more to put our bodies under the same amount of strain.”


  “Great. Another thing I have to worry about.” She paused to take a long gulp of water. “Can we take a break?” she asked when she came up for air.


  Memories of training Julio surged to the front of my mind. He’d never asked for breaks, pushing himself too long and too hard like he had something to prove. I’d had to learn to recognize the signs of when he’d hit his limit so I could force him to take a breather. So different from dealing with Elisa.


  “Five minutes.”


  Her white sneakers squeaked on the polished wooden floor as she walked across the room. There was a flatscreen TV on the wall in front of the treadmills. She turned it on and started flipping through the channels.


  “You really need to watch television?” I asked. “You can’t occupy yourself for five minutes? Maybe have a conversation with your old man?”


  She grinned. “I just want to see—hey, there it is.”


  The screen showed a crowded beach, the camera panning past swimsuit-clad people who waved, made faces, and threw up gang signs. Then it settled onto a big black stage on the sand where a man with a microphone and a bad fake tan was standing next to the Idols.


  “Now you’re just trying to torture me,” I said.


  The weather was gorgeous, but I already knew that; sunlight streamed in through the windows, not a cloud in the sky. It was the perfect day for a festival. Elisa turned up the volume as the crowd pressed up to the stage, hands in the air, their bodies wet with sweat and seawater. A “Miami Hero-Fest” sign hung proudly above the scene, and music blared from the speakers by the stage. The TV screen flashed to the clips from the Idols’ latest movie, and the crowd on the beach must have been able to see it, too, because they cheered madly.


  “Hey, do you think I could take Mr. Tomorrow in a fight?” Elisa asked. “You’re stronger than him, right?”


  I gave her a look.


  “What?” She held up her hands. “It’s a hypothetical question. I’m not planning a supervillain career. Relax, Dad.”


  The trailer distracted me from replying, since it revealed the movie’s villain: a shameless rip-off of the Crimson Phoenix’s old foe, Dr. Grim. The Idols’ movies were a strange sort of mishmash of fiction and reality (but mostly fiction). The villains were usually invented specifically for the silver screen, but of course, the Idols were real and always played themselves. Unlike most superheroes, the Idols’ secret identities were well-known.


  Drew Banks was Mr. Tomorrow. His movie-origin story portrayed him as a struggling private detective who turned superhero to save New York City from a supervillain attack. Rumor was that, in reality, he’d failed DSA basic training and had been scouted to be the public face of the organization because of his good looks. It might not be true, but the bitter part of me wanted to believe it. His suit was white, with blue boots and gloves, a big red “T” on his chest, and a billowing cape. Kind of old-fashioned, but I think they were going for the classic, all-American look with him.


  It was even easier to guess the look they were going for with Starbright, and it was nothing more complicated than “sexy.” Tiffany Tara Foss had been a model before becoming a superhero. That was more than rumor, as photographs of her pre-Idol days were easy to find, and she still showed up in magazines and advertisements today. Her costume was pretty much just a gold swimsuit with boots, a glaring difference compared to the full-body-covering outfits her male companions got to wear


  Then again, full-body suits weren’t always a good idea. Just ask Jamar Griffon, G-Force. The tight black rubber of his suit stretched from his boots to a cowl over his head and made him look like a human condom. He was the only one of the three who had experience in law enforcement and had been Detroit’s resident superhero before his popularity landed him a spot with the Idols. I wondered if he ever missed it, but judging by the smile on his face and bikini-clad women at his side, he was happy with his career choice.


  Mr. Tomorrow stood in the center of the stage, Starbright on his right and G-Force on his left, as the trio demonstrated their powers to the ecstatic crowd. Starbright shot bolts of light from her hands like fireworks. Her flashy powers were perfect for show business, and the audience whistled and cheered at the display. When they settled down, the host asked for a volunteer. A platinum blonde in a bikini was chosen, and G-Force levitated her into the air. She shrieked, and the crowd laughed and applauded. Then, once she had left the stage, the sounds of an engine revving came over the speakers. A second later, a shiny new jeep drove up to the Idols. The audience fell hush as Mr. Tomorrow strode up to it, cape billowing out behind him, and the driver jumped out just as the superhero picked up the vehicle and hoisted it above his head.


  The crowd went wild.


  Mr. Tomorrow set down the jeep, and the guy with the microphone slid up to him. “That. Was. Amazing.”


  The crowd cheered even louder.


  “Do you work out?” Microphone-guy asked. “Are superpowers all you need, or do you bench press cars to stay in shape?”


  “I definitely have to work out,” Mr. Tomorrow said. “Being a superhero is 90 percent hard work, and the other half is superpowers. I don’t think people realize how tough this job is. You gotta work hard every day.”


  “Wow.” Elisa snorted. “That was deep.”


  “Just turn it off,” I said.


  “But I’m learning so much.” She grinned and pressed the power button—and the TV screen broke with a loud crack.


  She jumped back and swore.


  “Constant control,” I said. “You can’t ever forget, not even for a second.”


  “I know! I know.” She put her hands to her head. “I’m sorry.”


  “It’s all right,” I said, more gently. “I did the exact same thing when I was your age. Didn’t have TV for weeks.”


  “Your parents grounded you?” Her eyes widened in alarm. “For an accident? That’s harsh.” She batted her eyelashes at me. “You wouldn’t do a thing like that, would you, Daddy?”


  I almost laughed. “I wasn’t grounded. It just took your abuela a while to save enough money for a new set.”


  “Oh.”


  “Yeah, with all the TVs in this house, you won’t have that problem.” I nodded toward the exercise equipment. “Break’s over. Get to work on that punching bag.”


  She walked over and gave it a halfhearted whack. I knew she could do better. She was a Belmonte; Val had put her in martial-arts classes when she was young. Before I could say anything, though, she looked at me and asked, “Is it even worth it?”


  “What? The TV? It was a crummy old black and white set—and yes, they had invented color TV by then. I’m not that old.”


  She rolled her eyes. “No, I mean super-strength. It seems like it’s just a pain in the as—butt,” she corrected quickly. “I guess being invincible is pretty nice, but—”


  “We’re not invincible. We can still be poisoned, drugged, drowned, mind-controlled—there are all sorts of ways to kill us. People just have to get more creative. Remember that.”


  “Great.”


  “I can’t say whether it’s worth it or not. That all depends on how you use it.” I leaned forward despite the flaring of pain in my back and ribs. “But if someone is ever trying to hurt you, all they have to do is get close enough for you to hit them, and it’s over. Remember that.”


  “Right.”


  I leaned back. Of course, depending on the threat you were facing, that was an easy way to get tried in court for excessive use of force. But it was hard for me to think a person who was trying to hurt my daughter could be hit too hard. If anything ever happened to her…


  She turned and hit the punching bag hard enough to shatter concrete.


  Then again, maybe I was worrying too much.


  • • •


  When I finished putting Elisa through the rounds, I handed her off to Val for telepathy lessons, grabbed a quick bite to eat, and headed out. As I started up the Mustang, I said a mental goodbye to Val, and she wished me luck. If she was still angry, she kept the emotion from leaking into my mind.


  But before I saw Ruby Baxter, I had a stop to make. It wasn’t far. I just pulled out of the driveway and up to the unmarked white van parked at the corner of the road.


  I rolled down my window and rapped my knuckles against the side of the van. A moment later, a DSA agent slid open the door.


  “'Afternoon,” I said.


  “Mr. Del Toro. Can I help you with something?” He inclined his head in greeting, not meeting my eyes. “We’re just doing our jobs here, sir.”


  “I know. I’ve done the same thing, and I remember the long days of fast food and stale coffee.” I passed a large paper bag through the window to him. “Homemade BLTs and fresh café cubano.”


  His eyebrows lifted from behind his sunglasses. “Um, thank you, sir.”


  “You boys have a tough job.” I leaned forward slightly out of the window. “And since it’s my wife and daughter in the house you’re observing, I trust that you’re doing it with the utmost professionalism and respect.”


  His shoulders tensed. “Yes, sir.”


  “Good.” I leaned back into the car. “Nice talking to you.”


  • • •


  When I got out of the neighborhood and onto the Causeway, I realized I’d managed to forget for a moment that today was the festival. One look at traffic was all it took to remind me. Everyone was out. Cars filled the roads, honking and blaring their radios. The sidewalks downtown were packed with people in tank tops and sunglasses, and workers stood on street corners, holding signs to entice drivers to stop at their shops and restaurants. Airplanes pulled advertising banners behind them, showing off for the people on the beach. I wondered if Ruby Baxter would even be in her office, or if she’d be out enjoying the festivities.


  No, publicity was her business. This was probably one of the most important days of the year for her.


  Parking was a nightmare, but I eventually found a garage with a vacancy; the obscenely high price was a given. Then I went out into the streets, smelling car exhaust and the sweat and sunscreen of the crowd. Ruby Baxter’s office was on the tenth floor of a nearby office building, and entering it was a relief from both the heat and pressing throngs.


  When the elevator doors opened in front of her office, I found it empty except for a receptionist. The floor was black tile, the walls black and white striped, and the chairs in the waiting room were lime-green and shaped sort of like teacups. A large picture hung over the front desk, stylish and minimalistic, depicting a woman in a cape standing on top of a building, looking out over the city. Assuming this was the right place, I walked up to the receptionist.


  “Is Ms. Baxter in?” I asked.


  “Yes. Name?”


  “David Del Toro. But I don’t have an appointment.”


  “Oh,” she said with a frown. “I’m afraid we don’t take walk-ins, but if you’d like, I can schedule you for another day?”


  I weighed my options and did something I wasn’t particularly proud of. “It’s important. Could you tell her White Knight wants to talk to her?”


  The woman squinted skeptically at my face. The mask I’d worn as White Knight hadn’t covered much, but people were still used to seeing it. After a moment, her eyes widened in recognition, and she surged to her feet. “Yes, right away. I thought you looked familiar. I’ll—you—please have a seat while you wait.”


  She took a few steps before turning back to me and hesitating, and I did my best to look open and friendly.


  “Um… my nephew was in Washington when Bloodbath attacked and you…” She shuffled and made eye contact for a brief moment. “Well… It’s an honor to meet you, sir.”


  She walked down the hallway, leaving me feeling like a first-class jerk for manipulating her like that. Reminding myself it was for a good cause, I eased down into one of the strange chairs and waited.


  It didn’t take long for her to return, a second woman in tow.


  “Ms. Baxter? David Del Toro.” I stood and shook her hand. “Thank you for taking the time to see me.”


  Ruby Baxter was a short black woman in a plum dress suit. Her nails, heels, and trendy glasses matched the color, and her dangling earrings were covered in shimmering purple gems. She looked me up and down, taking in my plain khakis and white guayabera shirt, and her gaze lingered on my cane before fixing on my face.


  “I thought it had to be a scam,” she said. “But you’re White Knight, all right. I can tell by the chin.”


  I opened my mouth and realized I had no idea how to respond to that.


  “Oh, don’t worry,” she said. “It’s a strong chin. Very heroic. This way to my office, then.”


  She led the way at a brisk pace, saw I wasn’t keeping up, and slowed back down without a word. The hallway was lined with framed newspapers and photographs, all of the superheroes I assumed Ruby represented. There were some fairly big names there, too: The Gold Guardian, Legend, even Freezefire.


  “You like that one?” Ruby glanced at the article I was looking at: one about Julio’s work with an after-school program to keep kids off the streets. “Julio’s a dream client. I never have to exaggerate his accomplishments. Though he is a bit of a whiner.”


  I raised my eyebrows. “I don’t remember him ever whining when we worked together.”


  “You obviously never tried to put him on a morning radio show.”


  I resisted a smile, feeling a misplaced sense of pride that Julio had never taken to publicity.


  “He was your sidekick,” she went on. “Didn’t you ever teach him about the importance of getting good press? This is the third year in a row he’s tried to get out of Hero-Fest, saying he’s too busy working security. Well, I called his boss and got that sorted out.”


  “What’s he doing?” I asked, almost afraid to know the answer.


  “Clubbing with the Idols tonight.”


  I winced in sympathy. Maybe I could turn evil tonight and try to take over the city, forcing the police to pull him out of the club and send him after me. It would give him a chance to kick my ass, too, which might mend some bridges between us.


  Ruby smirked. “He made the exact same face when I told him. Now I know where he gets it.”


  Poor kid. Things were so different today. Superheroes needed publicists and image consultants, agents and PR departments. In my time, the media would just report when you saved lives. True, even then, the DSA tended to assign the more photogenic of us the public missions whenever possible, and my supervisors had forced me to endure the occasional interview or awards ceremony, but it was simpler. We were men and women doing our jobs, and the media attention was just a side effect. Now it seemed like fame was the goal.


  But to be honest, there had always been a certain amount of spectacle to it all. These days, it was easy to forget that people with special abilities were… Well, there hadn’t always been a politically correct term for us like “people with special abilities.” We used to be abominations, locked in the attic by our parents and hunted down by mobs. Governments had always employed us in secret, but to reveal us to the public, they had to dress us in ridiculous costumes and give us names like “Agent Amazing.” A man who could set you on fire just by looking at you was a terrifying thing to think about. Dress that same man up in something out of a parade and call him the Crimson Phoenix, and he was something much less threatening: a celebrity.


  We entered Ruby’s office. The room was white except for a square of aqua carpet beneath her glass-topped desk. Rectangular fish tanks were built into the walls like paintings, and strange blue crystal statues graced the corners, shaped like modern art. “Have a seat,” she said, gesturing at a boxy white chair that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a spaceship. “I’m glad you came to see me, though you certainly waited long enough. This would’ve been much easier if you’d come in yesterday as soon as it started.”


  “I—what?”


  “Don’t worry, I can still help you. I’m very good at what I do.”


  “You mean you had information that could’ve helped, and you didn’t come forward with it?”


  She barked out a short laugh. “Just how do you think this business works?”


  I shouldn’t have been shocked. I’d seen some pretty sorry human beings in my line of work. I’d just been expecting to interview a respectable citizen today, not someone who treated information related to a murder investigation like a commodity and…


  “Wait,” I said. “I don’t think we’re on the same page here. What are you talking about?”


  She frowned. “What are you talking about?”


  “The murder of Harris Holt. You were his publicist. I wanted to ask you a few questions.”


  “Oh. Oh.”


  “What did you think I was here for?”


  “You’re in the middle of some very bad publicity, Mr. Del Toro. I thought you wanted to hire me.”


  It was my turn to say “oh.”


  “Incidentally, are you sure you don’t want to hire me?” she asked. “They’re saying some pretty nasty things about you out there.”


  “Thank you, but I’ll survive. I’m just here to talk about Harris.”


  Ruby gave me a look. “You know I have a billion things I need to be doing right now. I’ve been working twelve-hour days for the past two weeks preparing for today. And I already talked to the DSA.”


  “What did you tell them?”


  “That I never noticed anything suspicious in his behavior and can’t think of anyone in particular who’d want to kill him.”


  “Can you tell me what he’d been doing recently? What were his plans for going public again?”


  She glanced at her watch and sighed. “All right, but I don’t really know what to tell you.” Her manicured nails drummed against her glass desk. “Today was supposed to be his debut. He’d be bantering with the Idols on stage this evening, if…” Her fingers went still. “Well, you know how it goes. He’d race a car, make some jokes about being out of shape, work the crowd. He had a spot lined up as a judge on the next season of Top Sidekick if it all panned out. …And… you don’t look happy.”


  I hadn’t realized I’d been frowning. The Harris I knew couldn’t stand the Idols and cared even less about reality TV. Then again, he wouldn’t have dated Starla Strauss, either. I guess I hadn’t known him as well as I’d thought.


  “Sorry,” I said. “It’s nothing. Go on.”


  She shrugged. “What else do you want to know?”


  What else did I want to know? I just didn’t have the knack for asking questions that brought out relevant information. I was no detective.


  “When was the last time you talked to him?”


  “We touched base over the phone two days ago. The… day he died, I guess.” She had been looking off into space, but at that, she focused back on me. “I’m not a suspect, am I? I was home all evening. You can ask my husband.”


  I opened my mouth to tell her not to worry, but then my brain caught up and I asked, “How long were you home?”


  “I went home at five and didn’t leave until seven the next day. Why?”


  I sat up straighter, no longer relaxed. “I thought you said you’ve been working twelve-hour days.”


  “I have been.”


  “Then how did you get home at five? I assume you didn’t come into the office at three in the morning.”


  She touched her mouth. Had I caught her in a lie? Or had she just not remembered the time? That happened. Not having a perfect memory of something from two days prior didn’t make her a murderer.


  “No, I don’t get here until after seven. And I’ve been stuck here until eight or nine everyday for the past two weeks.”


  “But you went home at five two days ago.”


  “Yes. How many times do you want me to say it?”


  “But that’s not—”


  I stopped. I’d been about to accuse her of being a ridiculously poor liar, but she was looking at me like she didn’t understand why I kept questioning her. She didn’t see the problem with having worked until nine every day for the past two weeks and going home at five two days ago. Missing something like that was a sign of sloppy telepathic coercion. Someone had forced her to remember going home at five the night Harris was killed, but they hadn’t expanded that coercion into what else she remembered, like the fact she had to work late every night up to the festival.


  I could point this out to her, but people have gotten brain damage from trying to undo stuff like this without the help of a trained telepath. The best thing I could do for her was contact the DSA.


  I took my cane and pushed myself up. “Never mind. Thank you for your time. I’ll—”


  “Wait.” She held up her hand, wrinkles forming on her forehead as her eyes lost their focus. “I know I went home at five that night…”


  “Don’t worry about it,” I said quickly.


  “No, I—” She winced and put a hand to her head.


  “Listen—”


  “I know I can remember.”


  “Stop.”


  She was hunched over in pain now. She could tell something was wrong, and she was fighting it. She looked up at me, eyes wide in growing panic.


  “You need to stop thinking about it,” I said.


  She lurched to her feet, knocking over her chair. “What’s going on? What is this?”


  “Someone altered your memories of two days ago,” I said in what I hoped was a calm tone. “Don’t force it. You could hurt yourself. I’m going to call the DSA and—”


  “What? No.” She shook her head. “No, no, no. This is—”


  Her expression went slack, and she toppled to the floor.


  Chapter 7


  I swore and rushed around the desk to her. When I dropped to my knees beside her, the pain that shot through my body was enough to make me see white for a second. I swore again, shaking as I bent over Ruby. I checked for a pulse and found one, but I wasn’t afraid she’d died. I was afraid she’d spend the rest of her life staring at the ceiling and getting fed through a tube, all because some bastard had messed around in her mind and screwed it up.


  “Ruby?” I said. “Ruby?”


  She didn’t respond. I pulled out my cell phone. Regular hospitals weren’t equipped to deal with this. I’d go straight to Moreen. She’d get Ruby help fast.


  Ruby jerked and opened her eyes with a strangled cry. She sat up and looked around like she didn’t know where she was. Then she saw me and seemed to calm down.


  “Are you all right?” I asked.


  “Yeah, I… Those little shits!” She clenched her fists and tried to stand. “They psy-assaulted me!”


  I grabbed her arm to steady her. “Ruby. I think what you need to do right now is stay calm and relaxed. Frankly, I’m surprised you can form sentences. We should probably call an ambulance.”


  “You should call the police! Those punks. I’m going to press every charge in the book.”


  “You can remember what happened now?”


  “Yeah, I—” My amazement must have shown on my face, because she frowned. “Why?”


  “You just thought your way out of a psychic block. Most people can’t do that.”


  “Were you expecting me to just sit here and cry about it?”


  “I was expecting serious brain damage.”


  Her expression sobered. “Maybe you should call that ambulance,” she said after a moment. “Just to be safe.”


  I did so. Then I called Moreen, but she didn’t answer. She probably knew I wouldn’t be calling unless I had more trouble to cause. It meant she wouldn’t throw me in jail for a little while longer, so I’d take it as a blessing in disguise.


  “They’re on their way,” I said, hanging up. “Stay here. I’ll get your receptionist, maybe find you a glass of water.”


  “There’s a bottle of brandy in the bottom drawer by your elbow. You can get me that instead.”


  I found it and passed it to her. She took a long swig and offered it to me. I took a short one. For a while, we sat there on the floor in silence.


  “Shouldn’t you be grilling me about what I remember?” Ruby asked.


  After almost causing her brain trauma? Pretty sure that would make me a jerk.


  “That can wait until I’m sure you’re okay,” I said.


  “I’ll be okay if I know White Knight is after the assholes who attacked me.”


  I surveyed her. She was leaned against her upturned chair, looking shaken but otherwise fine. “If you’re sure you’re up to it,” I said.


  “There were two of them,” she said in reply. “I don’t know if they were boyfriend and girlfriend, brother and sister, or what. Called themselves Trick and Treat.” She rolled her eyes. “They were pretty young—twenty-somethings, all skinny and pale. Both had black hair, but I think it was a dye job. Piercings and tattoos, and—well, you know the look. All black leather and fishnets and fingerless gloves. I don’t know how they stand it in this heat.”


  I nodded, forming a mental image.


  “They said they were telepaths and wanted to hire me. I was explaining the difference between mainstream success and appealing to an alternative demographic when they did it.”


  She went silent, and though she was still looking at me, she wasn’t seeing me.


  “There was nothing you could have done,” I said softly.


  “I know. That’s the worst part.”


  She shook her head like she was trying to physically dislodge the memory from her mind. “Right. Well, Harris wanted out.”


  I started. “What?”


  “That’s what they made me forget. Harris called me that evening. He said he couldn’t go through with it. Changed his mind and didn’t want to sell out and be famous. He sounded… I dunno, distracted. Jumpy. He promised to pay any outstanding fees he owed me, as if I’d let him get away with anything else. But it was a nice gesture, all the same.”


  “Did he say what changed his mind?” I asked.


  “No. I couldn’t get much out of him.”


  This was something. I didn’t know what, but it was something. “Thank you,” I said.


  She shook her head. “Thank me by taking them down. And listen… You want that crap they’re saying about you on the news to stop, I’ll get it done.”


  “I…” I didn’t like the idea of paying someone to improve my reputation, but I also didn’t want to spurn her gratitude. “I’ll think about it, thank you.”


  I waited until the ambulance came and saw her off. All the while, I kept thinking: what had caused Harris to change his mind so suddenly? It made sense in a way. Rejecting shallow fame was more in line with the Harris I knew. But then, why had he chosen to pursue it in the first place? Had it been Starla’s idea? Had he been so desperate to relive his glory days that he’d gone along with it? Then his conscience had finally gotten to him and… two random kids had killed him for it, wiped the evidence from Ruby’s mind, and framed Val? And then murdered Benita for some reason? It didn’t make sense. I was still missing something, but I knew how to find it. I needed to have a chat with Trick and Treat.


  Before I did anything else, I sat down in my car and phoned Val.


  “Hey,” I said.


  “Hey, yourself.”


  Val’s telepathy had a maximum range of about a hundred feet, so she couldn’t read my mind over the phone. It annoyed her to no end.


  “I know I said I was just going to see Harris’s publicist,” I started. “But I found a lead. I don’t think I’m going to be home for a while.”


  I gave her the short version of what had happened.


  “What are you going to do now?” she asked.


  “Trick and Treat are psychic criminals. The DSA should have info on them.”


  “And you think they’re just going to give it to you?”


  “I have some friends there…” Or I used to, at least.


  It was as if she could see me squirming in my seat from miles away. “That Lee woman is going to throw you in jail.”


  “Not if she doesn’t find out about it.”


  “Which would be breaking the law. Who’s going to do that for you, Dave?”


  I floundered. Before today, I’d have said Julio might, but now…


  “None of them will risk it,” she said. “They’re the good guys.”


  “Well, what else am I supposed to do?” I almost yelled, and every muscle in my body was clenched tight. I didn’t dare move for fear of breaking the car.


  Val sighed. “You’re still thinking like a superhero.”


  My temper died down, but only because I was confused. “And that’s wrong?”


  “Mostly, it’s charming,” she said. “Sometimes it’s annoying. But if you want to track down a criminal, you don’t go to the cops. What do they know? Go to other criminals.”


  My eyes narrowed. I’d banged heads together to get info before, but somehow I didn't think that was what she had in mind.


  “The two of them are illegal psychics operating in Miami,” she went on. “Jean-Baptiste will know where they are.”


  “Yeah, but I doubt the biggest crime boss in the city is just going to tell me if I ask.”


  “No, but he will if I ask him.”


  I had to take a moment to admire the way my wife’s mind worked. Need to find someone? Well, let’s just waltz up to the most dangerous crime lord in the state and ask him. He’s an old friend.


  “Are you sure you want to?” I asked. “I thought you were going to delegate revenge to your minions.”


  “Yes, well, Jean-Baptiste is best dealt with in person, and…” She took a deep breath. “If you’re so determined to do this, then I should help.”


  If only I could see her face. It might give me a clue what she was thinking.


  “You don’t have to,” I said.


  “I do. It’s my fault in the first place.”


  “No, it’s not. You don’t have to get involved, and I’m not asking you to.”


  “You never ask. It’s another one of your charming yet annoying qualities.”


  I drummed my fingers against the steering wheel and considered it. It was a good idea. I wasn’t sure how I felt about asking a crime lord like Jean-Baptiste Dupree for help, but we were doing it to catch two other criminals. It was like an interrogation, only nicer and probably taking place over lunch. I wasn’t too worried about the danger to Val. She could handle herself, especially in a situation like this. In fact, she was probably the one who should be worried about me.


  “All right,” I said. “It’s a date.”


  “I’ll call Jean-Baptiste and arrange the meeting. Swing by the house and pick me up. We can go together.”


  “Okay. But Val?”


  “Yes, dear?”


  “I’m driving.”


  She laughed like she used to when she had stolen jewels in her getaway vehicle and I’d shout things like, “You’ll never get away with this!”


  “We want to see him today, not get there next week,” she said.


  “We want to get there without breaking every speed limit in existence before you crash the car.”


  I could hear her rolling her eyes. This is where our daughter gets it.


  “I’m driving,” I repeated.


  • • •


  Val drove.


  Don’t you say a word.


  The roads were too crowded for her to reach her usual breakneck speeds, but she did cut several people off, make a couple of illegal turns, and nearly mow down a pedestrian or two. My wife had never gotten a traffic ticket in her life. This was because any police officer who tried to ticket her suddenly found themselves with short-term memory loss.


  We pulled up to a big resort right on the beach. It was an enormous white building lined with rows upon rows of hotel room windows. Bright blue pools were surrounded by lounge chairs covered in colorful beach towels, and the glittering ocean beckoned not far behind. Children ran laughing, carrying pool noodles and inflatable floats. Parents followed, some lathered in sunscreen, others surrendering to lobster-red. They all probably thought criminals were far off in the bad parts of town.


  Val cruised right up to the front doors and handed the keys over to the valet. I did my best to keep up as she strode into the lobby like she owned the place. She wore a black dress suit with a neckline about an inch lower than professional, and had a heart-shaped brooch made out of rubies pinned to her chest.


  We took the elevator to the twenty-first floor, where a maitre d’ stood guard in front of a formal dining area. The room sparkled, from the glasses to the lights to the view of the sea and pools below. Soft music drifted out, along with the tinkling of silverware and laughter.


  The maitre d’ welcomed us, his eyes lingering briefly on Val’s scar, and asked for our names.


  “Valentina Belmonte. I believe Mr. Dupree is waiting.”


  A slight tightening of the man’s shoulders betrayed his recognition of the crime lord’s name. “Right away. If you’ll follow me?”


  He led us inside, past the chatting diners, and the skin on my back prickled uncomfortably. I surveyed the room with a casual glance. Almost half the people here had to be Jean-Baptiste’s men under cover, maybe more. Either he considered Val and me a serious threat, or he was this careful all the time.


  He hasn’t gotten to where he is today by being unprepared, Val said in my in mind.


  “Jean-Baptiste,” she said aloud. “It’s been far too long.”


  He was sitting alone at a table far from the window, lounging like a tiger in his den. The Prophet King, they called him, for his clairvoyant visions that had helped him seize control of the Miami underworld. He was a man who just plain looked powerful, partly from his physical strength, but mostly from his confident manner. He had to be nearly my height and just as brawny, not to mention a good decade younger. His skin was a dark, rich brown, contrasting against his cream-colored suit and unseeing milky white eyes. At the sound of Val’s voice, he turned to face us.


  “Valentina. Always a pleasure.”


  “Thank you for meeting with us,” Val said. “I don’t think you know my husband, David?”


  “He’s disrupted some of my business ventures, but we’ve never had the pleasure of a personal meeting.”


  He extended his hand, and I shook it, thinking what a photo op the news networks were missing. “White Knight’s Secret Deal with the Prophet King.” The headlines practically wrote themselves.


  Jean-Baptiste’s grip was strong, and I resisted the urge to crush his hand to prove my dominance. Then we all sat down nicely and ordered lunch.


  “I spoke with your sister the other day,” Jean-Baptiste said conversationally.


  “Oh?” said Val. “Which one?”


  “Lady Nightmare. She was bidding on a gun shipment I have coming up from the Caribbean.”


  “That’s going to end messily for whoever she’s angry at.”


  “Some Mexican cartel interrupting her imports, I heard. You know how it is along the border.”


  “Yes, and I’m happy to be retired so I don’t have to worry about things like that anymore. You should try it sometime, Jean-Baptiste. You’d like it.”


  “Maybe someday.” He chuckled. “Business is just too good right now.”


  The small talk turned to his two children and Elisa, and I wondered if this was what all supervillains did when they were together: have a nice chat about turf wars and then ask about the kids. I didn’t live what you’d call an average life, but even for me, this was surreal. I wanted to interrupt and say, “I’m sitting right here. White Knight, former superhero. And you’re talking about your smuggling plans.” I could tip off the DSA. I had no details about location or time, and I wasn’t exactly in the agency’s good graces right now, but still. The sheer arrogance made me angry.


  “But you came here on business, not pleasure,” said Jean-Baptiste. “Otherwise you wouldn’t have brought your husband.”


  He smiled, smooth as can be, and his teeth were as white as his eyes.


  “David, why don’t you explain?” said Val.


  “We’re looking for two telepaths,” I said. “Male and female, go by the names Trick and Treat.”


  Jean-Baptiste reached for his wine glass. His hand took a moment to locate it on the table.


  “Assuming I know anything about them,” he said. “Why are you asking?”


  “They psy-assaulted a woman. She had memories that would’ve helped Supersonic’s murder investigation, and they rewrote them. They’re probably the ones who killed Supersonic.”


  He sipped the wine, swirling it around in his mouth like a connoisseur before swallowing. “And you want me to turn them in like a good little citizen?”


  “Yes.”


  Jean-Baptiste turned his head toward Val. “Why on earth would I do that?”


  “Because whoever killed Supersonic drew a big fat heart on his cheek in black lipstick, pointing the DSA right at me,” she answered. “I spent a day drugged up in interrogation, and I’d like to pay back whoever framed me for their kindness.”


  Jean-Baptiste didn’t reply—at least not out loud. The two of them faced each other silently, but I knew the way Val’s forehead wrinkled when she was having a telepathic conversation. They were shutting me out.


  I grabbed a piece of garlic bread from the basket in the middle of the table and chomped down on it, pretending what they were doing wasn’t rude. I hoped Jean-Baptiste was the one who’d initiated it, and Val was just going along for expedience’s sake. Because if she’d deliberately made the decision to exclude me….


  “Fine,” Jean-Baptiste said.


  I looked from his statue-like expression to Val’s serene one. The crime lord’s shoulders sagged as he turned to me.


  “What’s it like being married to her?” he asked. “Can you ever tell her no?”


  “I’m working on it,” I answered.


  He shook his head, but he was grinning.


  “Trick and Treat are regulars at a BDSM club downtown called Purgatory,” he said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re there tonight.”


  I nodded, realized he couldn’t see the gesture, and said, “Thank you.”


  “Not doing it for you.”


  The corner of Val’s lips turned up in a smile. “Thank you,” she repeated.


  Jean-Baptiste leaned back in his chair and adjusted his tie. “Well, I can’t say I—”


  He stopped, staring unseeingly ahead.


  I sent Val a questioning thought. Was he having one of his visions?


  An image of his electronic earpiece popped up in my head as her reply.


  The whole exchange took no longer than a second. Human thought is fast. Once you got past the idea that you had to think in words, telepathy became the most efficient form of communication imaginable.


  “DSA agents are surrounding the building,” said Jean-Baptiste. “And I would know if they were here for me.”


  Val and I shared a glance.


  “No,” I said. “They released you. Why take you back now?”


  “I doubt there’s a third supervillain in this building,” she replied.


  Every second was precious, and we all knew it.


  “What do you want to do?” she asked me.


  “It’s your decision.” But I knew what she was really asking: if she ran from the law, would I follow? Could she count on my support?


  The DSA was wrong about Val. But plenty of people thought the law was wrong about plenty of things; that didn’t mean they had the right to break it. I was a former superhero, sworn to uphold the law—they called me White Knight, for crying out loud. I’d always done the right thing.


  Except when it came to Val. I’d do anything for her.


  “I don’t like this,” I said. “Let’s get out of here.”


  “Come.” Jean-Baptiste rose to his feet. “There’s a maintenance elevator down the hallway. It’s not on the building’s blueprints; they shouldn’t know about it. Amala—”


  A woman eating at the table next to us took him by the arm and handed him a white cane. She led us toward the exit, while several other diners—all muscled men in suits—rose in unison around the room.


  “Thank you,” Val said.


  “You are my guest,” Jean-Baptiste replied, as if that was all that mattered.


  I immediately fell behind—my knee, mostly, but the effects of Giordano’s beating didn’t help. Every uneven step cost time, and when Val hung back to wait for me, I wanted to hit something. We couldn’t afford to slow down like this. Jean-Baptiste’s men carved a path through the tourists in the hallway, and I trailed behind like a gimp donkey following a herd of stallions.


  “Can you get a read on them?” I asked Val.


  “Still too far,” she said.


  What was the DSA doing here? This was a public place, and Val was a highly dangerous supervillain. The DSA wouldn’t risk something with the potential to go so terribly wrong unless there was a very good reason they needed Val in custody now. Had even more evidence turned up that pointed to her? Or was someone else dead?


  Jean-Baptiste’s men opened a door at the end of the hall that read “Staff Only.” The maintenance elevator couldn’t be far beyond. But my knee was seizing up, sending flares of white-hot pain up my leg with every step. I favored my good knee more and more, lagging behind even further. Jean-Baptiste and his men were already through the door. Val stayed with me. How far away were the DSA agents? Could we possibly make it out of the building before they got here?


  I grimaced at the thought of Moreen catching us. No wonder she hadn’t answered my call this morning.


  “Go ahead with them,” I told Val.


  “Don’t be stupid,” she answered.


  “They’re not after me.”


  “You don’t know—”


  She jerked to a halt, and I nearly ran into her. I nearly bowled her over. I could have broken her. My entire body went rigid as I realized what I’d almost done.


  Val didn’t notice. Her lips were parted in silent surprise.


  She stared straight ahead, and her brows lowered in concentration. Her breaths grew slow and heavy, and after a few moments, spots of color appeared on her cheeks. I put my free arm around her, supporting her as she swayed. My heart was racing. I didn’t dare ask what was happening for fear I’d break her concentration. But whatever it was, she didn’t look like she was faring well.


  She moaned and leaned against me, coming back to herself.


  “Talk to me,” I said softly.


  She put a hand on my chest and tried to push herself up, but only staggered back into me.


  “They'retelepaths…” Her words slurred together. They pinpointed us.


  Her presence in my mind felt like she was filling my skull with glue. She was out of it, almost gone.


  It wasn’t impossible to hide from a mind-reader. They called it broadcasting psychic static, but the art of letting your mind drift aimlessly when you knew someone was looking was a difficult one. We hadn’t even thought to try.


  Didn’t hide, she thought. Gave them all the thoughts and more. Overloaded them. Most of them unconscious.


  “Most?” I asked.


  Most. All. Not sure. I…


  I got a confused jumble of images and words, and then she slipped from my mind entirely. She was limp in my arm. If I were an average man, I wasn’t sure I could’ve both held her and stayed standing.


  I looked to Jean-Baptiste’s men for help, but there was no sign of any of them. So much for him taking care of his guests.


  What now? If Val had just knocked out a slew of DSA telepaths, turning ourselves in was even less of an option than before. Moreen was going to be furious. Jean-Baptiste had abandoned us, but the maintenance elevator hadn’t gone anywhere. I slung Val over my shoulder and continued to make my way forward.


  Just take it one step at a time, I told myself. You have to get to the end of the hallway before you can do anything else.


  Luckily, we were away from the crowded dining area, since I must have looked like a serial killer carrying off my next victim. The sound of voices came from somewhere behind me, but I didn’t stop to check if whoever it was saw me. I just kept going forward, trying not to jostle Val too much. Her perfume filled my nose, and I resisted the urge to clutch her tighter in desperation. I couldn’t let them take her from me again.


  I reached the “Staff Only” door, pushed it open with my shoulder, and slipped inside. The room was small and windowless. Dim lights on the ceiling revealed a scuffed floor and shelves of cleaning supplies. There were vacuums and mops, buckets and bottles. Several of those carts the cleaning ladies pushed between hotel rooms sat by the door. The place smelled of chemicals and dust.


  I spotted the elevator in the corner, plain metal doors that had long since lost their shine. I hurried over and pressed the down button.


  I waited.


  Jean-Baptiste had already ridden it down. What if he was holding it up at the bottom? A DSA SWAT team might already be in the building. Probably a few superheroes, too. This was Miami, so Freezefire would be there. The tactical part of my brain recognized this as an advantage. Since I’d trained Julio, there wasn’t much he could throw at me that I wouldn’t see coming.


  And now you’re going to fight him? So that you can evade arrest? What the hell are you thinking, Del Toro?


  I ignored the sensible part of my brain. I’d been doing it all my life, and it was too late to change my ways now.


  The elevator door opened with a rickety groan, and I hurried inside. I pressed the button carefully, because really, all I needed right now was to break the darn thing. The elevator began to slowly descend, and I forced myself to breathe steadily and stay calm.


  “Val,” I said, shaking her slightly. She didn’t stir.


  Val, I thought. You need to wake up.


  She moaned slightly, but that was all I got out of her. This would go so much easier if she was conscious. Me carrying her around like a caveman was going to draw unwanted attention. We wouldn't be able to truly blend into the crowd, not with my limp and her scars, but if she could have walked, we could have hidden for a little longer, at least. Long enough for Val to come up with a plan. She was good at that.


  The elevator slowed to a stop with a metal screech, and I stepped out. A wave of heat and humidity hit me, but I wasn’t outside; I was in a laundry room. Dozens of washing machines lined the walls, filling the air with dull humming and the sound of sloshing water. Piles of sheets, towels, and pillowcases were everywhere, all an identical shade of light blue. A half-dozen women were folding and ironing, having been chatting away a moment before. Now they stared at me in surprise.


  “Hi there,” I greeted. When all else failed, confidence was the best strategy. At the very least, it might throw them off for a second. Then again, Jean-Baptiste must have come this way just moments before. These women most likely knew the drill.


  I walked toward the door, and none of them moved to stop me. Now all I had to do was find a back exit, maybe a drop-off for delivery trucks. By now, my knee was throbbing, my uneven steps jostling Val even more. I had to keep going. My foot splashed in a puddle of water leaking out from under one of the washing machines.


  I slipped. My feet flew out from under me, and I hit the ground hard. Pain exploded everywhere. The world flashed as my eyes clenched shut and then flew open. I gritted my teeth and sucked in air. It felt like someone had taken a hammer to my spine.


  Val.


  I moved to examine her and saw that I hadn’t slipped in water. The puddle had turned to ice.


  “Next time, just tell me to stop,” I growled. “It’s not like I can outrun you.”


  Julio approached me cautiously from the other side of the room, jaw set and muscles tight. I ignored him and checked Val’s head for bumps or blood. I found none, but it didn’t let me breathe much easier.


  “Dammit, Julio, you could’ve cracked her skull with that stunt.”


  He at least had the decency to let a flash of guilt cross his face. Then he told the cleaning ladies to get out. They hurried from the room.


  “Val didn’t kill Harris,” I said, wondering why I even bothered. It hadn’t mattered any of the other times I’d told them.


  “I’m not here about that.”


  His voice was soft and reserved, not what I’d been expecting, given his combative stance. He watched me warily.


  I moved Val into a slightly more comfortable-looking position. Then I took hold of my cane and pushed myself slowly up. Joints, muscle, and bone screamed in protest. My back decided my knee had been getting too much attention all these years and did its best to cause even more pain. I couldn’t keep the wince from my face.


  Julio tensed but didn’t move to attack.


  “Then what are you here for?” I asked.


  He met my eyes, reminding me of a time when he’d been too shy to do so.


  “Director Lee has been psy-assaulted,” he said. “Three witnesses saw the Black Valentine leaving the scene of the crime. It’s over. I’m taking both of you in.”


  I stared, the silence drawing out horribly without anything happening to disprove the words he’d just spoken. My head shook from side to side, and it felt independent from my control. My grip on the handle of my cane began to tremble. Mo…?


  “When? How?” My voice came out weak and wavering. “Is she all right?”


  “This morning. I just told you how. And she’s in critical condition, last I heard.”


  “No, this—this isn’t right. Something bigger is going on.” I stepped toward him, imploring. “Can’t you—”


  My cane burned white hot. I dropped it with a hiss, and it clinked against the floor, rolling. Its metal handle was glowing red.


  Julio wasn’t pulling any punches. Of course, he stayed a safe distance away from me—he knew my powers were close-range. I should have brought a weapon. I looked around for something to improvise with, but all that was close was a pile of towels and pillows.


  “Just turn yourself in,” Julio said. “Don’t be an idiot, Dave. Believe it or not, I don’t actually want to fight you.”


  A bead of sweat trickled down his forehead. The kid was afraid of me, and damn it all, he should be.


  “I’m sorry,” I said.


  He watched me warily. “For what?”


  “For not keeping in touch with you. After what happened… my reputation was going down the toilet faster than a bag of crack before a drug bust. I didn’t want to take you down with me.”


  He was silent for a long moment, his expression unreadable. “You picked one hell of a time to come out with that.”


  “I know. But the way this day is going, I might not get another chance to say it.”


  I grabbed a pillow and threw it at him. It hit him in the face with a cartoonish whoomph, knocking him off his feet. (Don’t look at me like that. Winning is a lot more important than dignity.) I had a few moments before he’d manage to stand again. I wrapped a towel around my hand and picked up my still-hot cane, moving forward as fast as my bruised body would let me.


  Julio was faster. He shook off the blow and jumped up, and I still wasn’t close enough to hit him. At least, not with my hand.


  I jabbed him in the stomach with the end of my cane.


  He sucked in a wheezing breath and dropped to his knees, curling inward as he clutched his stomach.


  “I’m sorry for this, too.”


  I tapped him on the head.


  He went down.


  I limped back to Val, taking advantage of adrenaline to numb the pain. I scooped her up and headed for the door. Our car could be anywhere, but I’d just have to complete my descent into crime and steal a different one. Val would be proud when she woke up.


  I pushed open the door, squinting through the sunlight.


  A SWAT team was waiting for me, guns drawn.


  “Hands where we can see them,” one shouted. “We will shoot.”


  There really wasn’t anything to debate. I was bulletproof; Val wasn’t.


  I kept my hands where they could see them and held still as they approached.


  I'm so sorry.


  Chapter 8


  The first thing they did was separate us. Val’s unconscious form was put on a stretcher and rolled away, but only after they pumped her full of exatrin. I was put in handcuffs, the thick kind made from some stainless steel alloy designed specifically for prisoners with super-strength. I’d been in a pair once before. It had been during a presentation at a police station about strategies for dealing with supervillains. The crowd had gotten a good chuckle out of my theatrical attempts to break free.


  As I was escorted into a reinforced transport van, I spotted Walter. It confirmed what I didn’t want to believe: he wouldn’t be in charge if Moreen was still around.


  His gaze met mine, and the look of silent hatred he gave me was worse than any outraged shouting.


  They locked me up somewhere under the Miami DSA building, in a reinforced steel room with walls a good three feet thick. A toilet and a cot were all that was inside. I sat on the cot. The mattress was thin and hard and squeaked when I moved, and the white sheets smelled of bleach. Vaguely, I wondered who the last person to use this room had been, and whether I’d put them here.


  Time passed. Minutes? Hours? They’d taken my watch along with all my other personal belongings. No one came to talk to me. I had no idea what had happened to Val. I tried to imagine she was in a cell not far from here wondering the same thing about me, but more likely, she was still unconscious, probably on her way to an even higher-security facility.


  No doubt we were the top story on the news. The DSA had kept the hotel crowd at a distance as we were taken away, but people had camera phones. I was sure the news networks could find at least one unflattering photo that made me look like a deranged killer. Reporters would be all over the hotel now, interviewing witnesses and filming the scene. “White Knight and the Black Valentine Arrested.” It would segue nicely into coverage of Miami Hero-Fest.


  Lucio would see it, if he hadn’t already.


  Maybe Eddy and Irma had seen it first and gotten Elisa away. Val had several safe houses around the city. They could take Elisa to one of them until… what? They couldn’t know when or if we’d be released. Were they just going to take her away and raise her themselves? And that was assuming they were even trying to keep her from Lucio. Both of them were old mob hands; they’d worked for the Belmontes.


  They’d worked for Val, I corrected myself. She wouldn’t have them in our household if they weren’t trustworthy.


  But Lucio had gotten here so fast last time Val was arrested. Eddy and Irma couldn’t be prepared. I hadn’t been prepared. I’d thought the threat from Lucio had ended once they’d released Val from custody. There had been other things to worry about. I’d thought planning for that possibility could wait for another day.


  I’d been an idiot.


  I slumped forward, my head in my hands. Elisa was going to pay the price for my stupidity. Val was paying it right now. I’d failed the two people more important to me than anything in the world.


  And Moreen… I could barely stand to think of her, of the cold reality that she might be dead right now. If only I could have caught whoever was behind this before they had the chance to attack her. I didn’t even know how it had happened. She’d been my friend for so long, and the last time we’d spoken, she’d been furious at me. There were so many things I needed to thank her for, so many reasons I had to apologize. Would I ever get the chance to make it up to her? Like a fool, I’d thought I’d have plenty of time to repay the favor.


  Val… Moreen… Harris… It seemed the only thing that linked them was a connection to me.


  It didn’t make any sense. If Trick and Treat were behind this, why were they targeting my friends and family? I’d never even met them. At least, I didn’t think so. At any rate, I was being self-centered. The three of them were all members of the superhero/villain community. I wasn’t the only link between them.


  But why was I even bothering to think about it? I couldn’t solve the mystery from in here. And even if I did somehow manage to miraculously pull it all together from inside a cell, no one would listen to me. Walter certainly wouldn’t go after a suspect on my word. He’d keep me down here until they decided what to charge me with, not take me on as a case consultant. Was there even a case anymore? Or was the investigation closed now that Val was back in custody?


  Time dragged on. I lay down on the scratchy sheet and lumpy pillow and tried to get some rest, but it was like my brain just wouldn’t shut off. I kept thinking about it all, arguing with myself before giving up, only to immediately start all over again. My knee ached, my back throbbed, and I could still feel the bruised ribs from Giordano every time I took a breath. I was worn out and beaten in every sense of the word.


  And this is the beginning of the rest of your life, said a voice in the back of my head. It wasn’t telepathic, just your ordinary nagging doubt. Maybe it was my conscience. You’re a criminal now, it said. All those kids who looked up to you, all those people you inspired, what are they going to think of you now?


  It doesn’t matter what other people think. But it did; it affected them in a million little ways I’d never be able to fully understand. I was a selfish bastard to think otherwise, not a good trait for a superhero. To my credit, I’d been very good at hitting bad guys.


  The thing was, if I could do it all over again, I wasn’t sure what I’d have done differently. I’d been a goner from the first moment I’d laid eyes on her.


  • • •


  It had been a crisp, cool autumn day—which had been good, because I sweated like a pig in my costume in the summer. Not that I was complaining about the costume. I’d lucked out, to be honest. The designers could have gone with the tight spandex that was all the rage in superhero fashion, and with my name already chosen, I’d been afraid I’d end up in some metal suit of armor like Hollywood’s idea of a medieval knight. My suit was white, of course. No getting around that. With silver and gold embellishments and sleeves of fake chain mail, it had an Arthurian feel without going completely overboard. Like all superhero suits, it was still slightly ridiculous, but it could have been a lot worse.


  At any rate, it was autumn, middle of the afternoon, in front of a bank. Not any old bank, but one of those big affairs designed to look like a government building in Washington, all white and stately with tall pillars and high stairs. Val was parked in front of it in a black Porsche 911 with the top rolled down. Security guards, tellers, and customers were moving up and down the steps like zombies, loading money into her car.


  The police formed a barrier some ways behind me, out of the Black Valentine’s known range of telepathic control. I approached first, since I was the superhero. I was there because I’d been the closest active agent, not because I was the best suited to face a telepath, but I went in because it was my job. There was no reason to subject anyone else to having their minds invaded and their bodies played with like a puppet. Maybe I could hold her off long enough for the real professionals to arrive.


  She saw me, of course, and I felt the wave of her power crash into my mind. It was like a dream, where you went along with the craziest things without thinking, and trying to fly sounded like a perfectly logical thing to do. At that moment, nothing seemed more natural than going up and helping her. Those blocks of gold were heavy, after all, and I had super-strength.


  But I’d remembered my training and was already humming “The Song that Gets on Everybody’s Nerves” under my breath. It filled my mind, and I stumbled, shaking off her control. Her siren song called tantalizingly at the edge of my consciousness, but it couldn’t compete with the volume of that annoying, catchy tune. I kept walking forward, but not to help her; I was going to do my job.


  In a moment, I grew close enough to get a good look at her. She wore a glimmering mask over the top part of her face, like something you’d find at a Venetian carnival. Like mine, it wasn’t big enough to obscure her identity, not really. It was just a distraction, something fancy to draw people’s gaze so they wouldn’t pay attention to the traits of the person underneath. The way it accented her fine features, I was sure it had been custom-made. The woman was alluring, and she looked great in that bullet-proof corset. But these were all just details, to be noted and ignored.


  By now, she’d realized her mind-control wasn’t going to work, so she pulled out a gun and shot me.


  The bullet hit my chest like a hammer, but I’d be damned if I'd flinch in front of her. I kept walking forward.


  “Huh,” she said. “They really do bounce off of you.”


  She stomped down on the accelerator.


  The engine roared, but this was long before my bad knee. I was fast. Before she moved more than a foot, I lunged forward and grabbed her back bumper, lifting the car up at a forty-five degree angle. Val slammed forward into the steering wheel, the consequence of not fastening her seatbelt, and the Porsche’s back wheels spun fruitlessly in the air.


  “Ma’am, I have to ask you to step out of the vehicle.”


  She leaned against the steering wheel and surveyed me, brushing a stray strand of hair out of her face. “And so polite, too.”


  I didn’t know what to make of her. Despite what you might have seen in movies, there actually wasn’t a lot of banter in supervillain fights. A lot of swearing when they realized shooting didn’t work, but not much clever wordplay. Val went beyond just keeping her cool under pressure; she didn’t seem the least bit upset that I was about to haul her off to jail.


  “Out of the car, please,” I said again. “Or else I’m going to have to smash it to make sure you don’t drive away, and…” I shrugged. “It’s a nice car.”


  The corners of her lips turned up in a smile. “You even said please. Aren’t you just adorable.”


  She hopped out of the car, her combat boots landing lightly on the pavement. I felt her try to slip into my mind again, telling me how tired I was, that if I just closed my eyes and rested for a moment, everything would be all right. But I focused on the song and drowned her out. Even so, the touch of her thoughts against mine made me shiver as I lowered the Porsche back onto the pavement.


  Her face took on a pinched expression when it didn’t work. At least something I was doing was upsetting her.


  Then I noticed the gun still in her hand. It wasn’t a threat to me, but the people she had under her spell were still standing around, close enough for an easy shot or a ricochet if she tried to test my invulnerability again. It was more than a little creepy the way they were all staring dead-eyed at me. I guessed I had the Black Valentine’s full attention.


  “Drop the gun,” I said, deliberately leaving off the “please” this time.


  She tossed it—at an entranced bank manager, who caught it and swiftly pressed the barrel to his head.


  “Don’t—” I jerked toward her but then realized I’d better stand still. The man’s hand was on the trigger, his expression slack. He was completely ignorant of what he was about to do.


  “Then let me drive away,” Val said.


  Stupid, stupid, stupid. I should’ve seen that coming. I’d been so worried about her putting mind-control to work on me that I hadn’t thought about what she’d make the bystanders do. I looked at the bank manager, at the wedding band on his finger and the name pin on his suit jacket that read “Charlie.” But I was just stalling for time; I knew what my choice had to be.


  “It’s just gold,” said Val. “Not worth losing a life over.”


  I glared at her. That was my line.


  There was nothing else to do. I gritted my teeth and raised my hands in a gesture of surrender.


  She smiled and slid back into the car, and my stomach clenched as I wondered if I was making a horrible mistake. I had no guarantee she wouldn’t kill the bank manager anyway once she was safely away. But then, I’d read her dossier, and that wasn’t how she operated. Supervillains like the Black Valentine had reputations to keep. She considered herself a higher class of criminal, didn’t kill if it could be avoided, and always kept her word—as if that somehow made what she did okay.


  “Better luck next time, huh?” She blew me a kiss and waved as she sped away.


  Once her Porsche disappeared around the corner, her victims stirred and came back to themselves, blinking in confusion like they’d just woken from a long nap. The bank manager dropped the gun like it was on fire, his eyes wide in horror, mouth open in a silent scream.


  Was it love at first sight, you ask? No. Kleptomania and a disregard for human life weren’t turn-ons, at least not in my book. The only thing I wanted from her was a second chance to take her down.


  “But you gotta admit she’s hot,” Harris said afterward.


  It was locker room talk, and as such, in the locker room. Harris was extracting himself from his costume, layers of strong material designed to protect him from friction and wind speeds as he ran. (He used to complain that the chafing was murder.) I was sitting on the bench, staring off at nothing, angry at myself for screwing up.


  “So?” I asked.


  Harris gave me a hopeless look. “I’m just saying that if you gotta have your ass handed to you by somebody, there are worse people than her.”


  I grunted, because I had to do something to acknowledge I’d heard him.


  “And quit being so hard on yourself,” he said. “You beat her mind-control, didn’t you? I never managed that. Hell, she had me on my hands and knees so she could use me as a footrest. On national television, I might add. It was… Well, I had some pretty kinky dreams for a while after.”


  I couldn’t help a slight grin.


  “That’s the spirit.” He slapped me on the back, then winced and shook his hand. “Come on, let’s save the paperwork for tomorrow and grab some beers. We can get that tropical shit you like.”


  Harris was always like that. You couldn’t be around him and not get cheered up.


  But I hadn’t forgotten about her. I know it may be hard to believe, but I was good at my job. When the DSA sent me to bring in a supervillain, I brought them in, even if I had to pound them into a pulp to do it. But the Black Valentine had slipped away.


  I thought I’d get the chance to make it right. My superiors were impressed by my resistance to her telepathy and started assigning me to intercept her more often. But she moved around, and she was fast. Half the time, I didn’t get there until she was already gone.


  “You’re taking it too personally,” Moreen had told me once.


  I’d pounded my fist into the table, breaking it with a loud crash.


  Moreen hadn’t said anything then. At least, not aloud. Her look said perfectly clearly that I was being an idiot.


  I just kept thinking about how Val had been willing to kill that bank manager to get away. And just for a bunch of gold, as if her family didn’t have enough money already. I’d asked her about it once. When had it been…?


  Oh, right. It was the first time we’d killed Dr. Sweet.


  • • •


  I had woken up in some dank holding cell, the smell of mold in the air, the floor slimy against my cheek. I’d sat up, wiped off the grime, and looked around. Flickering light came through the cracks around the closed door, illuminating decrepit metal walls stained with heaven-knew-what. It made my shiny new metal cuffs stand out all the more, along with the chain that connected them to some round insert in the floor.


  I stood and pulled until the cuffs cut into my wrists, but the thing didn’t budge.


  “Titanium alloy,” said a voice. “Anchored a good twenty feet below ground, they tell me.”


  I hadn’t noticed her in the dark. She was sitting in the corner, her elbow resting casually on her raised knee. I wondered how long she’d held that pose, waiting for me to wake.


  “What are you doing here?” I asked.


  I remembered how I’d gotten there. One of Dr. Sweet’s monstrosities had been sent to assassinate a congressman. I’d taken it down, and then something had taken me out. The Black Valentine had had nothing to do with it.


  Val smiled from the shadows. “I’m here to kill Dr. Sweet.” She glanced around the cell and added, “It’s not going as well as I’d hoped.”


  “Is that a fact?” The chains jingled as I settled back down onto the damp floor. How long had I been out? I grasped at my collar, where the DSA had put a tracking chip in my uniform. It had been torn out. So I had no hope of a super-powered SWAT team coming to my rescue. Too bad they hadn’t managed to get the damn chip under my skin like most other agents. Another downside of invulnerability.


  “You should be grateful,” Val said. “This is Dr. Sweet we’re talking about. He’d have found that and ripped it out, too.”


  The chains chinked as I jerked in surprise. “He didn’t zap your telepathy?”


  She shrugged. “No need to. His minions don’t have enough of a mind left to control.”


  I looked idly around for any weak points in the cell. Other than a camera hanging from the ceiling in the opposite corner, I saw nothing new. The whole cell was a weak point, technically, since I could have smashed through it if I could reach it. But the chains only gave me a couple feet of slack. With no escape options presenting themselves, I turned my attention back to Val.


  “Why are you trying to kill him, anyway?” I asked. “The guy’s a psychopath. I would’ve thought you’d get along swimmingly, having so much in common.”


  “Ha ha,” she said in an oh-so-amused sort of tone. I figured she’d leave it at that, since there was no reason to tell me, but I guess there was no reason not to, either. And it wasn’t as if we had anything else to do.


  “My family hired him,” she said. “He said he could get my father’s powers back, so we paid him a ridiculous sum of money. He took it and ran.”


  “And Mr. Lucifer sent you after him.”


  “My sisters and I drew straws. I got the short one.”


  She grinned, and I honestly wasn’t sure whether she was joking or not.


  “I can’t believe any father would let his child near that man.”


  “He knows we can handle ourselves.”


  “Yeah, just look at how well you’re doing.”


  She gave a conceding shrug. “I may have had a small setback, but you’ll help me out, won’t you?”


  I held up my chains, in case she’d somehow missed them.


  Yes, but supposing I could get you out of those.


  All DSA agents had to become proficient in speaking telepathically as part of their training, but it was still uncanny to hear her voice in my head. I got goosebumps up and down my back.


  How? I asked.


  I have a lock-pick. Your handcuffs may be made out of titanium, but they’re still handcuffs, and I’m very good with those. She grinned salaciously.


  Dr. Sweet removed a tracking chip sewn into the fabric of my uniform, I thought. How did you get a lock-pick past him.


  I’m the Black Valentine.


  Through the telepathy, I could feel her smugness.


  I free you, you bust down the door, and together, we take out Dr. Sweet, she thought. It’s quite simple.


  What’s the catch?


  You let me walk away when we're finished.


  No deal.


  I threw up my mental shields and shut her out. And by that I mean I started singing the Song in my head.


  “That’s fine,” she said aloud. “I’ll just sit here and enjoy the scenery.” Her gaze roamed up and down me. Then it stopped roaming, settled down, and built a house. “Has anyone ever told you that you look fantastic in chains?”


  My face heated. “We stay here, and Dr. Sweet is going to cut open your head and poke around in your brain—probably while you’re still conscious. You’d prefer that to prison?”


  “It’s a risk I’m willing to take.”


  I looked away. If that was how she wanted to play, then fine. I could wait her out. She would choose prison over Dr. Sweet’s laboratory when it became apparent those were her only two choices. And those were her only two choices. I wasn’t about to negotiate with a supervillain. I could be patient when I needed to be, and I was sure she’d cave eventually.


  I probably should have been more careful to guard those thoughts from her.


  “On second thought, I’m tired of sitting here.”


  She held up the lock-pick, produced seemingly from nowhere.


  “He’s seen it now,” she said, nodding at the camera. “His No-Men are probably on their way. You’d better decide before they get here and take it from me.”


  My mouth was hanging open. “Are you out of your mind?”


  She just grinned.


  I looked to the door, my heart pounding. She was bluffing, she had to be. She’d release me when the No-Men got close whether I agreed to her deal or not. Otherwise, we’d both become human guinea pigs. That lock-pick was our only chance. She wouldn’t just throw it away.


  Would she?


  Feet blocked the light coming through under the door, and I heard a key click into place.


  I turned to Val, and she looked evenly back. The realization hit me: I didn’t know if she was bluffing, but if she was, the best poker player in the world would be jealous. There was no way someone like me could out-bluff that.


  “Fine—deal!” I said.


  She dashed across the cell and dove to her knees in front of me just as the door flew open. It was two No-Men. They were identical in black suits, black ties, and white gloves. Their faces were completely covered by shiny white masks molded into the shape of a human face completely devoid of expression.


  One pulled a gun. I lurched in between him and Val, and the bullet struck me in the back. Two more followed, like nails into my spine, driving the breath from my mouth in a sharp burst. Val fiddled with the lock-pick, and the No-Men rushed into the room.


  The right cuff clicked open. I slammed my free fist into the legs of the oncoming No-Man and felt the bones shatter under my knuckles. He took a nose-dive, and warm liquid splattered over me. Blood. One of his legs ended at the knee. I spotted the rest of it by the wall. I guess I’d hit him too hard.


  The second No-Man jumped me, and I kept this one less messy: just shattered knees. No sense knocking the legs clean off. But broken legs only slowed the No-Men down. They dragged themselves across the floor like something out of a horror movie, blood trailing behind the stump of the first’s leg. Their hands stretched out toward Val just as she got the second cuff off me, and I stood up and stomped on the skull of the closest. It broke with a sickening crack, and the contents squished under the soles of my boots.


  Bile rose in my throat, but I swallowed it back down.


  Val had already grabbed the gun off the other and put a bullet clean through its head. No-Men were like zombies: damaging the brain was the only way to ensure a kill. Don’t feel sorry for them—well, feel sorry for them, but not because Val and I had killed them. Feel sorry because Dr. Sweet had picked them up off the street, cut out everything in their brains that made them who they were, and turned them into his personal drones.


  I dragged my boot across the floor, trying to get some of the mess off of it. Val relieved the other corpse of its gun, so that she had a Glock pistol in each hand. She did a brief inspection of their condition, checking for ammo, and then looked to me.


  “I’ll go first,” I said.


  She nodded, and I led the way. Our cell opened into a hallway lined with identical doors, the type of place you’d expect to be haunted. The walls were rusted and grimy with flakes of peeling paint still clinging to them in scattered patches. There were no windows, only a staircase leading upward, the whole place most likely underground. Our feet would have kicked up dirt if the dampness hadn’t turned it all to muck. The sticky sludge sucked at my boots, and little black bugs scuttled away from us. Our cell had been clean as a whistle in comparison.


  I walked cautiously toward the stairs and heard a low whine come from behind one of the doors. I couldn’t tell whether it was human, animal, or—knowing Dr. Sweet—something else.


  “What’s in these cells?” I ask Val.


  “I don’t know who they are…” Her eyes went out-of-focus. “They don’t know who they are. Their minds are a mess of pain and madness.” She shuddered, and her gaze turned sharp. “Why? You’re not going to insist we stop and help them, are you?”


  I looked at the doors. I was a superhero; whoever was in there needed a doctor and several years with a counselor. “No. We take out Sweet first.”


  I started up the steps, Val right on my heels. My ears strained to pick up any sign of what awaited us at the top. The low humming of machinery was coming from somewhere, but I couldn’t tell how near or far. Water dripped steadily like a leak from a faucet, barely loud enough to register. Now that I was paying attention, I thought I could hear light breathing from whoever was in the cells. But that was below me; I didn’t hear any signs of life above.


  Until footsteps splashed into a puddle. I was no genius, but that was usually a sign of life.


  “Stay behind me!” I shouted at Val, just as a group of No-Men appeared at the top of the stairs and opened fire.


  In my line of work, some days you’re just going to get shot. And really, after the first dozen or so bullets, what were a couple more? The No-Men didn’t have great aim, but in this case, that was a bad thing. If they hit me with every one, I wouldn’t have to worry about a ricochet striking Val where she hid behind me.


  I got hit in the chest, arms, shoulder, legs—not in the crotch, thank God, but dumb luck landed one on my forehead. It knocked my head back in a fine bit of whiplash, but I caught myself before I staggered. Val was pressed up against my back as tight as she could get, and any careless movement on my part would’ve hurt her. Did I mention she was pressed up against my back as tight as she could get? She felt warm and soft and fragile. Stupid thing to be focusing on when you were getting shot at, but there you have it.


  Eventually, they ran out of bullets, and the whole group of them surged down the stairs, slamming and pushing into one another. They had their orders to take us out, and they were single-minded. I had the beginnings of several welts all over me, and I was mad. I charged up the stairs and met them head on. If my hand-to-hand combat instructors back in the DSA Academy had seen me, they would have been less than impressed. But I made up for sloppy technique with brute strength and savagery. I tore into them, and whatever I hit broke.


  It didn’t take long. When I’d beaten everything around me until it stopped moving, I turned back to Val to see two No-Men who’d gotten past me dead at her feet. She was looking at me with an expression I couldn’t decipher at the time. Now, I’m pretty sure it was a mixture of admiration and arousal.


  She walked toward me, stepping over the gore and nearly slipping in it. My uniform was a wreck. Forget White Knight; I was Splattered Blood Knight at the moment. Val reached her hand toward my face, and I jerked back.


  Her expression snapped back to normal. “You’ve got something,” she said. “Right here.” She touched a spot under her left eye.


  I hesitated and then wiped the same place under mine.


  “Missed it.” She licked her forefinger and rubbed the spot in question on my face. When she pulled back, her finger was stained red. “There. Got it for you.”


  I stared at her for a moment, at a complete loss.


  “Let’s find Dr. Sweet,” I said.


  “After you.”


  We made it to the top of the stairs and found ourselves in some sort of abandoned factory. Sunlight fought its way through dirty windows crossed with electrical tape, illuminating dust particles swirling in the air. The machinery was all rusted, from the pipes to the support beams, and construction debris littered the floor: wooden boards, concrete slabs, ratty tarps—but more recently, crumpled beer cans and empty bags of chips. Everything was covered in graffiti. I wondered how the basement had escaped vandalism. The way the staircase rose out of a square cut into the floor, it had probably been hidden beneath a trap door. Just what kind of factory had this place been, exactly?


  The machinery hadn’t been used in ages, but something was humming. Lights flickered from a doorway in the corner. Val and I looked at one another.


  I went in first.


  What can I say? When you’ve seen one mad scientist’s laboratory, you’ve seen them all. I didn’t know what all the technology did, besides the obvious that it was nothing good. There were cables and computer screens, freezers and scanners, old cobbled together with the new. The place wasn’t any cleaner than the rest of the building, sterilization apparently something that only other scientists found important. Squalid tanks held mice, dogs, and fish, and the operating tables were stained with dried blood. Soiled metal tools dripped onto crumpled papers and label-less vials. The acrid stench of chemicals made my eyes water and my throat burn.


  “White Knight, Ms. Belmonte, right on time.”


  Dr. Sweet was bent distractedly over a computer screen. He was old—or what I’d thought of as old at the time, so a little over half a century. He wore khaki pants, a Hawaiian shirt, and a stained lab coat. His oily gray hair reached his shoulders, and he wasn’t quite fat, but something about his skin was flaccid and buttery. I wasn’t looking forward to touching him, even to punch him.


  A clever retort would have been appropriate under the circumstances, but I just wanted to take him out and be done with it. Val had the same idea. Before I’d taken more than a step, she shot him.


  Or at least she tried to.


  The bullet slowed, and at first, I thought it was my mind playing tricks on me. I had buddies who swore the same thing happened to them in the field, that suddenly their reaction time would speed up and they’d be seeing the world in slow motion as the shots sailed by. But then Val’s bullet came to a complete stop, becoming a tiny bit of metal hovering motionlessly in the air. A moment later, it dropped to the floor with a metal clink, rolled a few feet, and went still.


  Val stared. To put it scientifically, she had observed the phenomena in action and now proceeded to determine whether it could be replicated. In layman’s terms, she shot off half a dozen more bullets to see if Dr. Sweet could stop them all.


  They stopped, but they didn’t fall. Instead they tore through the air right back at her.


  I threw myself in front of her and got hit. Again. It was really getting old by this point.


  “I can’t tell you how excited I am,” said Dr. Sweet. “You two are a wonderful test.”


  One of the machines by the wall, a big metal thing about the size of a refrigerator, began to shake and groan. It rose into the air, tearing out the cords and cables behind it, and launched at me. I dove aside, but it wasn’t a normal projectile. It altered course and slammed into me.


  The world flashed white, and something cracked; I couldn’t tell if it was the machine or my head. I soared and tumbled like an action figure an angry child had thrown across the floor. I didn’t know where it had hit me; not a single spot of my body escaped the pain. When my vision cleared, I realized I was lying in the rubble of a wall I’d smashed through. I gasped and coughed, sucking in more of the acrid air. The world spun. I tried to move, but my arms and legs weren’t speaking to me.


  Dr. Sweet was saying something.


  “—nice, don’t you think? When I got him, he could barely move a pen across a table. I’m quite pleased with his progress.”


  He patted a piece of equipment proudly, and I realized in horror that it wasn’t equipment—it was a child. I could barely see him. He was strapped into a chair, head completely covered by some sort of helmet, sensors strapped all over his body. But I could make out the tiny sneakers on the floor, bright red and blue with race car designs. They wouldn’t have fit anyone above kindergarten age.


  Sheer rage gave me the strength to push myself to my feet. I wobbled, pain making me see stars, but stayed up. My brain was muddy and slow, but some things were just instinct. I knew I had to save the kid. He could move things with his mind, and Dr. Sweet was playing with his powers like a video game. I had to help him, but how?


  Can you stop whatever Dr. Sweet is doing to control the kid’s mind? I asked Val.


  She flinched, picking up my pain as well as my words. Not without a huge risk of brain damage to the boy.


  Wait. Why don’t you just mind-control Dr. Sweet?


  Don’t you think I’ve been trying? He’s protected himself somehow. Can you—


  She cut off as both of us were lifted into the air. It was like someone had stuck a hook inside my stomach and was pulling me up. Val screamed. The only reason I didn’t was because I couldn’t breathe. The pressure inside me was crushing my lungs.


  “It’s been a while since I’ve gotten the chance to study a telepath of your caliber.” Dr. Sweet looked up at Val with scientific interest, seeming impossibly far away. I tried to inhale. With all these superpowered muscles in my body that could kill another human if I so much as sneezed wrong, you’d think I’d be strong enough to take a breath. But I wasn’t.


  Dr. Sweet turned to me. “And your abilities should prove very—”


  Val and I dropped to the floor. I welcomed the chemical sting in my throat as air finally reached my lungs.


  “Damn.” Dr. Sweet squinted as he looked at the computer screen. Val was still on the ground coughing, and for the moment our mad scientist seemed to have forgotten us, engrossed in whatever had gone wrong. The “mad” in mad scientist came with its disadvantages.


  I crept slowly to my feet and made my way toward him. If I could get him away from all those buttons messing with the kid’s brain, the threat would be over. Hell, if I could just get my hands on him, I could end this right now.


  “He’s rejecting the modifications,” Dr. Sweet muttered. “And I’d been so sure—”


  He noticed me; I broke into a run.


  “I’ll kill him!”


  He poised his hand over the keyboard, and I jerked to a halt.


  “Total brain death,” he said. “All it takes is the push of a button.”


  His pale lips split into a mad grin, and I wanted to strangle him. I judged the distance between us and debated whether or not I could tackle him faster than he could put a finger on the keyboard. My legs felt stiff and heavy, like they could never move fast enough.


  He looked from me to Val and around the room, his shoulders slumping as he must have estimated his chances of getting out alive. Then he chuckled. “On second thought, what the hell.” He reached for the keyboard.


  “No!” I shouted.


  Shots fired, punching holes in his Hawaiian shirt. It wasn’t like on TV; the bullets didn’t send him flying backward, causing instant death. But they did stop him long enough for me to knock him to the floor before he could touch the key.


  I let out a long breath, and Val lowered her gun. The doctor’s body was limp beneath me, eyes closed, mouth open. I pushed myself off of him and checked for a pulse, the skin of his neck doughy and greasy under my fingers. I found no evidence that his heart was still beating, and when blood pooled out from under his head, I flipped him over. His skull had cracked against the floor when I took him down. I couldn’t say I felt particularly sorry.


  “The boy?” Val asked.


  I knelt down beside him and looked. It was hard to tell with so much of him covered, but he was breathing, and the machines he was plugged into didn’t seem to be flat-lining.


  “He’s alive,” I said. “I don’t know what all this stuff is that he’s hooked up to, but the DSA will have someone who knows how to get him out.”


  She tossed the gun to the floor. “Then I better leave before they show up.”


  I stiffened. I’d almost forgotten she was the bad guy, too.


  “Assuming you’ll keep your end of the deal, that is,” she said.


  I was insulted. “Of course.”


  She smiled. “Then I’ll see you around.”


  She turned to leave, and I watched her go, unable to explain to myself why I felt so unsatisfied.


  “Why’d you do it?” I asked.


  She stopped and glanced back at me. “What? Kill Sweet? I already told you.”


  I shook my head. “You could’ve done that easily if you’d let the kid die. Why did you save him?”


  “He’s a little boy. What kind of sociopath do you think I am?”


  “Someone who would’ve blown out an innocent man’s brains to get away with stolen gold,” I answered promptly.


  “That’s different.”


  “Oh, I’m sorry. Where’s the cut-off age for people it’s okay to kill? Is it eighteen? Twenty-one?”


  She drew herself up, and for a second, I thought she was going to start shouting, but then the anger drained from her face. “I wouldn’t have killed that man,” she said.


  “You had a gun to his head.”


  “And that’s all it took to make you back off. I knew that. I would’ve never had to kill him.”


  Mind-reading sure would be a handy power now and then. I had no idea if she was telling the truth. All I could do was study her expression, hoping to spot some sort of sign. I didn’t know what I was looking for, but I thought I found it.


  “It was a bluff,” I said.


  She shrugged, not denying it. “You’re White Knight. You wouldn’t risk a person’s life if there was even the smallest chance I’d go through with it.”


  I let that sink into my head.


  “Now that you’ve told me, it won’t work again,” I said.


  “No, I guess not.” She smiled. “I’ll just have to think of something else next time.”


  And with that, she walked away.


  If you said that was the moment I fell in love with her, well, then you’d be wrong. My feelings didn’t change from hate to love in that one instant, but they went from hate to a grudging respect, and that was a start.


  If you’d told me then that in twenty some odd years, I’d be married to her and sitting in a DSA holding cell awaiting charges, I’d have called it a load of bull before you even finished the sentence. Yet here I was. Funny thing, life.


  The sound of brisk footsteps drew closer from down the hall, and I sat up on the cot just as the door to my cell opened. In walked a man who’d lost any respect he had for me years ago.


  Walter looked me up and down, his lip curling in disgust, and barked one word.


  “Out.”


  Chapter 9


  Walter put me in handcuffs again, but this time, he didn’t seem to think DSA agents were enough to handle a dangerous criminal such as myself. So he gave me a bona fide superhero guard.


  Shield Maiden could be as strong as I was when she wanted to be. Her powers had something to do with redirecting energy, whether into physical strength or a bright, hot force that could knock you across the room. She carried—you guessed it—a shield, and her costume made her look something like a valkyrie. She was stout and muscular, with blonde hair and a friendly smile. Unfortunately, she’d never been a particularly famous hero, owing mainly to the fact that only actresses suffered under a narrower standard of beauty than superheroines.


  Time-Out didn't have what one might consider mainstream superpowers. He didn’t technically stop time but rather slowed it to a crawl, and he couldn’t do it indefinitely. While he was immune to the effects of his own abilities, they did funny things to air and light particles and had other scientific limitations I didn’t understand. It was too complicated a power-set for him to achieve mainstream popularity, but he had a cool costume. It was a slick, old-fashioned gray suit, complete with pocket watch and chain. And if that alone didn’t get across the time theme, then he also had several watches on each wrist, a small, working clock pinned to his tie, and clock-shaped cuff links.


  It wasn’t a hard strategy to understand. If I tried to escape and Time-Out didn’t immediately stop me in the space between two seconds, Shield Maiden could at least slow me down, if not take me out entirely. She was over a decade my junior and didn’t have a bad knee or a set of handcuffs to impede her.


  The two of them took my arms, half to escort me and half to support me, because my cane had been confiscated and my knee was the worst it had been in years. Asking where we were going was a waste of breath, so I let them lead me through the gray halls in silence. For a moment, I hoped I’d see Val, but it was a foolish hope. If I was being moved to an interrogation room, they weren’t going to give the two of us a chance to get our stories straight beforehand. Not that we had stories to get straight, so the joke was on them. A small bit of optimism welled in my chest at the prospect of being questioned. Walter might not believe a word that came out of my mouth, but maybe someone else would.


  It was dark when we emerged outside, and the night air was filled with the sounds of distant police sirens. I wondered if it was evening or early morning. Then I glanced at Time-Out. His clocks all read a quarter past eight. I guess I hadn’t been locked up as long as I’d thought.


  An unmarked black van pulled up, and my escorts pushed me inside. The interior wasn’t standard. The driver’s section was blocked off from the back compartment by a metal divider, and the seats lined the walls so that they faced each other. Shield Maiden and Time-Out sat down on either side of me, and I was surprised when Walter climbed in and plopped himself directly across us.


  “Do all prisoners get a private van, or are you giving me special treatment?” I asked when I couldn’t keep my mouth shut anymore.


  “Shut up,” said Walter, as the doors slammed closed and the engine started up.


  We rode in silence, and I settled in for a long wait. At this point, there was nothing I could do that would make any difference. When we got to wherever we were going, I’d convince my interrogators of the truth. For now… Well, these seats weren’t horribly uncomfortable. Maybe I could get some rest.


  “You’re being taken to an airport,” Walter said. “Don’t ask where.”


  I had just closed my eyes and almost asked “Where?” just to make him angry.


  “Then you’ll be flown to Washington for questioning,” he said.


  My stomach twisted into a knot. That was much too far from Elisa. Then again, that was assuming Elisa was still in Miami, which I had no way of knowing.


  “There are no DSA agents in Miami who know how to ask questions?” I said. “You really need to take me all the way to DC?”


  I watched Walter’s face but couldn’t decipher his emotions beyond him being furious with me.


  “It’s out of my hands, Del Toro,” he said. “You’re in deep shit now.”


  “So you’re just here to say goodbye?”


  He slammed his fist into the leather seat, eyes bulging. “I’m here to give you one last chance to tell us what the hell is going on.”


  I regarded him calmly, part of me strangely jealous. I’d love to be able to slam my fists around like that without consequences.


  “I already told you,” I said, “Val was framed. I’ve tracked it to two telepaths called Trick and Treat—”


  “Stop feeding me this bullshit!”


  His voice was so loud and so venomous that Time-Out flinched. In the silence that followed, I could hear everything going on outside: cars honking, people talking over one another, and the low beat of music. The van was stuck in stop-and-go traffic. They’d picked a heck of a night to try and move me.


  “While we’re sitting here,” I said, “the people who killed Harris and Benita are out there—”


  “Shut up. You don’t get to speak their names. Not after what you did.”


  “You really think I killed them?”


  “No. You don’t have the guts to kill them yourself, do you? You sat back and let the bitch do all the work.”


  I took a deep, slow breath, my heart pounding in my ears like a bass drum. He had to realize what I could do to him from here. Did he have so much faith in Shield Maiden and Time-Out that he thought they could stop me if I just kicked out my leg? I could kill him so easily.


  He leaned forward, tempting fate even more, and got right in my face until I could have counted every whisker of his stubble.


  “I’m only going to ask this once,” he said in low voice that was almost calm. “Where is the Black Valentine?”


  Seconds ticked by, and I wondered if I’d heard him right. I glanced at Shield Maiden and Time-Out, as if they could give me answers. Then I looked back at Walter.


  “What do you mean ‘where is she?’ You arrested her.”


  “And someone broke her out mid-transit. Who?”


  I felt dizzy. My thoughts stumbled over themselves as they tried to catch up. “The Belmontes?” I asked.


  “Pick a better lie,” Walter spat. “I know a mob hit when I see one. This was different. Who were they?”


  He was glaring at me with the righteous fury of a religious zealot. But he should have been cowering in fear, because my thoughts had finally caught up with the information I’d just been given.


  “You let someone take her.” I went perfectly still, the muscles of my stomach tightening. “You drugged her, took away all her defenses, and then you just let someone take her?”


  My tone of voice didn’t bother Walter. If anything, it seemed to give him a sort of savage pleasure. “Look at you,” he said. “Covering up for a murderer. You’re scum, Del Toro. Worse than scum. We should have locked you up the moment we found out you'd fucked her.”


  The sound of the engine changed from a low humming to a roar, and I felt my temper do the same. The van must have finally broken free of traffic for us to be speeding up. My arms were sore from being shackled behind my back, but I was careful not to move a muscle.


  “You’re an idiot, Walter,” I said. “And if you really think I’m one of the bad guys, then you should’ve given me a lot more than this crappy excuse for security.”


  Before I’d even finished the sentence, I threw my head sideways and struck Time-Out in the side of the jaw. It was just a careful tap, but my taps were like a boxer’s knockout punch, and Time-Out went down for the count. Before the others could react, I slammed down my feet.


  The force punched a hole through the bottom of the van, and I slid and stomped on the asphalt. The van jerked violently, and Shield Maiden and Walter hit the wall. With my legs locked tight, I tore a trail through the concrete for several yards until something in my knee ripped, and I pulled back with a scream.


  The van swung sideways, and the brakes screeched. My legs still weren’t completely inside, and I whipped about wildly, unable to steady myself with my hands. We slowed, rocked back and forth a few times, and then fell still. My knee felt like it had exploded, but I didn’t have time to check, because Shield Maiden was on me instantly.


  She swung her shield in a downward swipe, and I tried to dodge it. I was partly successful; it bashed into my shoulder instead of my head. For a moment, my whole arm went numb. I was still on the floor (partway through the floor, excuse me), and I didn’t try to stand. I drove my injured shoulder into her ankle and took her down with me.


  I pulled my legs all the way into the van and bent my knees. The pain shot up my spine and all through my body, causing tears to leak out of my eyes. My bad knee still didn’t flex fully, but it was enough for me to slide my chained arms over my feet. I brought them to the front of my body just in time to block Shield Maiden’s next attack. Her shield hit my handcuffs with a metal clang.


  The van’s interior was small, but that was good. I was cuffed and could barely move one of my legs, but the small space meant Shield Maiden didn’t have much room to maneuver, either. We grappled on the floor, and I managed to knock her shield out of her hands through instinct and pure dumb luck. She switched to fists and socked me in the face. My head slammed into the floor and left a dent.


  My sight blurred, and it felt like my skull was a cymbal in a drum set. While I was still dazed, she got in more blows. I tried to punch back but, well… Handcuffs, remember? I barely managed to block a few of her hits. Our struggle was shaking the entire van. It must have looked funny from the outside, like someone in the back seat was having absolutely phenomenal sex.


  I kneed her in the stomach (with my good knee) and managed to loop my arms over her head and around her neck. Before she could move, I had her in a sleeper hold. I squeezed lightly, and she grabbed my arm, trying to pry me off. Then a burst of white hot energy shot out from her body and hit me. I reeled, the heat and force feeling like I’d been on the wrong end of a small bomb, but I held on. A second followed, much weaker than the first. Then she went limp.


  I released her, and Lord Almighty, everything hurt. It felt like my brain was vibrating against the inside of my skull, and my knee—it didn’t even feel like a knee, just an agonizing ball of mangled tendons, barely maintaining its connection to my lower leg. My right eye wouldn’t open completely; I couldn’t even remember Shield Maiden hitting me there. And I… Had her energy blast burned me? It had been years since the last time I’d been burned.


  “You just made the biggest mistake of your life,” Walter said. He was half-crouched in the corner, a hand clutched to a growing knot on his head, but he didn’t move to attack. After all, what could he do to me?


  I was pretty sure my mind was mush, but I managed to form one coherent thought: get out. Shield Maiden and Time-Out wouldn’t stay down for long, and the driver was probably already calling for backup.


  I crawled to the van’s back door and pried it open like a tuna can. We’d stopped in the middle of a city street, and the crowd on the sidewalk was staring. Crowds were good; I could get lost in a crowd. It also meant there was less of a chance someone would interfere, whether to help me because I’d just been in a car accident or to stop me because I was a man in handcuffs fleeing the scene. If this were a back road with only one other person around, they’d know it was their responsibility to do something. But with a huge crowd, everyone was waiting for someone else to be the first to step forward.


  My hands were still cuffed together, and I tried to remember whether I’d seen Walter with the key, but I didn’t want to risk taking the time to pat him down to find it. Sitting on the van’s floor, I swung my legs out and put my feet on the ground. Stopping the vehicle had obliterated my shoes and left my pants shredded from the knees down. The road was rough beneath my bare feet, though it was a miracle I even noticed it with the rest of my body crying out in pain. Then the moment of truth came, and I tried to stand.


  My knee was swollen and shaking. I tested it with my weight, and it gave out. I almost crashed to the pavement before catching myself. Damn it all, this wasn’t going to work. I needed my cane. I needed a wheelchair. How was I supposed to flee the scene if I couldn’t walk, let alone run?


  “Do you hear me, Del Toro?!” Walter bellowed.


  I started forward with a sliding, lop-sided walk, like a kid’s impression of a zombie. Between my shredded clothes and bruised body, I must have looked like I’d just crawled out of my own grave. I couldn’t stand to put more than a fraction of my weight on my bad knee for anything more than a second. The distance to the sidewalk might as well have been miles, but I would just have to take it in baby steps—though at this point, a baby’s steps would cover more ground than mine.


  Just get into the crowd before the cops get here, I told myself. Then you can catch a cab or—


  Crap. The DSA had confiscated everything when they locked me up. I had no wallet, no cell phone. I didn’t even have any shoes. And I was still handcuffed.


  Just get into the crowd before the cops get here, I repeated. No use worrying about steps two and three until you’re sure you can get past step one.


  A traffic jam was growing behind the van, and the air filled with cars’ angry honking. People were shouting somewhere, too. Someone was bound to step up and stop me soon. I reached the edge of the crowd, and they parted, staring and murmuring.


  “Hey, man, are you okay?”


  “Call 9-11. Is someone calling 9-11?”


  “What’s going on? Is this part of the parade or something?”


  I got lucky, and none of them tried to stop me. Half of them were probably drunk. Heck, once I got away from the immediate area, maybe I could pass for a particularly messed up drunk. The festival had plenty of them, and lots were dressed up in costumes for the occasion.


  Drunk or not, everyone could certainly point in the direction I’d gone once the police and the DSA showed up, and at the rate I was going, I wouldn’t have gotten even a block away by then. I’d have to find a cab. True, I had no cash, but if I got the driver to drop me off at one of Val’s safe houses, I could grab some from inside. There would be drawers full of cash in dozens of different currencies ready and waiting.


  I staggered along the sidewalk at the pace of a dying snail, and when someone bumped into me, I nearly ate asphalt. Super-strength or not, my balance was shot. Every step I took was like driving rusted knives further into my knee. The van wasn’t far behind me, and I had a sudden vision of Shield Maiden running out and tackling me to the ground.


  I saw a yellow cab in the distance and knew I couldn’t move fast enough to wave it down in time. Then a familiar black Maserati pulled up to the curb, and the back door popped open.


  “In,” Giordano grunted.


  He didn’t have to tell me twice. I threw myself into the back seat and somehow managed to get the door closed behind me as the car took off. The roads were too packed for a true high-speed getaway, and I looked worriedly out the windows for signs of pursuit. But after a few minutes, several blocks, and a couple of roundabout turns, I relaxed. I’d escaped DSA custody relatively intact. Now it was time to see whether I’d made it into even more trouble.


  The Maserati smelled of new leather and whatever motor oil Giordano called cologne. The car was pretty well soundproofed, insulating us from the din of the partiers outside, and it made for a smooth ride. I could almost close my eyes and fall asleep. I was so tired; I just wanted to rest and not hurt when I woke up. There were so many things I needed to do that I didn’t even know where to start.


  Well, first things first.


  “You got a lock-pick?” I held up my wrists and looked at Giordano.


  “You can keep them on,” he said.


  “What? You think I’m going to attack you? The worst I could do right now is pass out and drool on you.”


  He ignored me.


  “Fine,” I said. “You can do me another favor. Tell me the DSA was wrong and you guys were the ones who grabbed Val.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?”


  I squeezed my eyes shut and mourned the death of my last sliver of hope. Then I put aside my usual attitude toward Giordano and looked him in the eye.


  “You need to get these handcuffs off me and tell your driver to head downtown.”


  “Why?”


  “So I can track down the only two people who might know where Val’s been taken.”


  I waited for him to be shocked—to yell at me, demand answers—anything. But he didn’t react. Not so much as a muscle on his face even twitched.


  “I can’t do that.”


  I wanted to slug him. “Why not?”


  “Valentina isn’t my concern. I’m here about the matter of your daughter.”


  It was like Freezefire had just turned my stomach to ice. No, not this—not now. The urge to run overcame me, to take Elisa and get out. The message didn’t make it from my brain to my body, and I sat there stock-still, gaping like an idiot. When I spoke, my mouth was dry.


  “We don’t have time for this. Val needs our help.”


  “I don’t care.”


  “Bullshit.”


  His stony expression didn’t change, but I plowed on anyway.


  “You didn’t beat the crap out of me at Starla’s because you don’t care. Val’s not just the boss’s daughter you wanted for a trophy wife. You’re in love with her.”


  He socked me in the jaw.


  It doesn’t happen often, but when I’m right, I’m right. Not that it was any comfort as I bent over and wondered if I’d need superglue to reattach my jawbone to my skull. The pounding in my head spiked from a hammer to a power drill, and the rest of my injuries flared up to compete for my attention.


  Giordano leaned back, cool and collected once more. “Mr. Belmonte wants Elisa on a plane by the end of the day. I have a job to do.”


  Which meant I had no chance of changing his mind. Giordano didn’t get to where he was by only following Lucio’s orders selectively.


  My heart raced, and I wanted to scream and curse, but I had a lifetime of practice at being calm. I took a deep breath and willed myself to be still. I could only wait for the situation to develop and then make my move—and pray my next move didn’t leave me as beat up as the last one had.


  But just where were we going? Giordano had to know the DSA would be watching my house, and I hoped Eddy and Irma would have moved Elisa out of there hours ago. And if Giordano was here to take Elisa, why had he saved my ass back there? I’d do everything in my power to stop him from stealing my daughter, and he knew that. He should have left me back on the street to be caught by the first police officer who could walk faster than a three-legged turtle.


  I had no clue what was going on, and it would be useless to try and guess before I had more information. But putting off this problem just reminded me that Val was gone and I had no idea who’d taken her. Just the thought made my pulse quicken and my breaths go shallow, and I had to force myself to calm down again and think. Trick and Treat’s job on Ruby had been sloppy and unprofessional. Whoever they were, I didn’t think they had what it took to break a prisoner out of DSA custody by themselves. But if not them, who? They were my only lead.


  One thing at a time, Del Toro. Val would skin me alive if I neglected our daughter in favor of her.


  The Maserati escaped the crowded, tourist-trap part of town, and in twenty or so minutes we were pulling up to a fenced-in lot of rented storage units. The driver had to stop and get out to manually open the chain-link gate, and soon we disappeared into rows of buildings with numbered, rusted metal doors. The Maserati’s headlights briefly illuminated water stains on the walls and weeds growing through cracks in the old pavement of the empty parking lot, but when the driver stopped in front of a storage unit and turned off the car, everything went dark. There were no streetlights of any kind, though there might as well have been a blinking neon sign that read, “Don’t walk here alone at night.”


  Giordano and the driver got out, and when I didn’t follow, he bent down to glare at me. Most of the time, my pride would insist I limp out under my own power, but this wasn’t one of those times.


  “Either get me a cane or help,” I said. “I can barely move.”


  Giordano nodded at the driver, who walked around the car and helped me out. It would have been much easier if someone had taken off my handcuffs so I could put my arm on the man’s shoulders, but the driver grabbed me awkwardly and supported enough of my weight that I could half hop, half limp forward. By the time we made it to the door, Giordano had unlocked it and rolled it up with a noisy metal rattle.


  The storage room was small, and there was some indication it was being used for its intended purpose. About a dozen crates were stacked along the walls, lacking any sort of label to indicate their contents. But those were just scenery, not the reason we were here. Two mobsters sat in chairs, and the air was thick with smoke from their cigarettes. Irma was also in a chair, but she was handcuffed to hers. So was Eddy. His chair was in the middle of the room, and the dirty floor beneath it was splattered with blood.


  They’d really worked him over. The skin above one of his eyes had split, leaving a trail of sticky blood down his face. His other eye had swollen shut, puffy and purple. His mouth was bleeding, too, and his cheeks… Well, it would be easier to list the places that weren’t cut, bruised, and swelling. His face was barely recognizable. Blood had seeped through his white shirt, and I was sure I couldn’t even see the worst of his injuries. Each of his breaths sounded pained.


  This was the man who’d cooked my meals for the past three years, and the only one in my household who’d watch football with me. I should have gone into a rage over what they’d done to him, but the first words out of my mouth were, “Where’s Elisa?”


  “That’s what we wanted to ask you,” Giordano said.


  The two mobsters had vacated their seats. I was pushed down into one of them, and Giordano sat across from me in the other.


  “These two say she was kidnapped,” he said. “Maybe they’re lying. We’ll find out eventually. In the meantime, I’d like to ask you: who’d want to kidnap your daughter?”


  I looked at Irma, praying she and Eddy had just made that up and Elisa was really in hiding somewhere. The woman was a good liar, but there was a numb horror in her expression that I didn’t think she was faking.


  “It was a psychic attack,” she said. “We couldn’t defend ourselves. I’m sorry.”


  Giordano said something, but the words didn’t penetrate the storm of panic around my brain. The room seemed to sway like I was on a boat. First my wife, and now my daughter. I pictured Elisa alone and afraid in some dark cell. Or had they put her in the same cell as Val? Maybe that would bring her comfort, or maybe one of them was being tortured in front of the other at this very moment. Or they could both already be dead, their bodies dumped in the sea, where the current would carry mother from daughter and fish were already taking bites off their corpses.


  I tore myself back to the dark smoky room and what was happening around me. I tried to speak, but my tongue was like a dead piece of meat in my mouth. The words didn’t come. I swallowed and tried again.


  “Did you see who took her?” My voice was a croak, and I didn’t know why I even made the effort. Of course they hadn’t seen anything.


  But Irma surprised me.


  “Yes,” she said. “He made sure we got a good look at him.”


  I couldn’t form a follow-up question. I hadn’t expected the need to ask one. Fortunately, Irma didn’t need to be asked.


  “White male, late fifties, early sixties,” she said as if it was a list she’d memorized. “Maybe five-foot-five at the most, and tubby. Gray hair, balding. He had on gray slacks and a white button-down shirt, both ironed and starched. He was ridiculously neat.”


  I blinked, unable to keep up with how many times I’d been shocked in the past minute. “Did he smell like cleaning solution?”


  Irma’s eyes widened in hope. “Yes.”


  “Who is he?” asked Giordano.


  “Mental,” I said. “The old supervillain. Help me back into the car. I’ll take you to where he lives.”


  “You’ll give me directions, and we’ll take care of it.”


  I wanted to say, “She’s my daughter. Like hell you’ll leave me behind,” but that wouldn’t get me anywhere. Instead, I said, “Mental kidnapped Elisa to get to me. If he’s stupid enough to take her to his apartment, I should be able to draw him out and distract him long enough for you to save her. And if he’s taken her somewhere else, I might spot a clue in his rooms that you’ll miss.”


  Giordano looked like he wanted to argue, but he was too professional to let a grudge interfere with his work.


  “Fine. Let’s go.”


  Chapter 10


  I ended up in the Maserati with Giordano, the driver, and one of the smoking mobsters from the storage room. The other stayed behind with Eddy and Irma, guarding them and nothing more. The car was silent; gangsters apparently didn’t talk much on the job.


  Silence was fine with me, because it gave me the chance to finally think about everything I’d been told. At first, I wondered if I’d been wrong about Mental, and that he really was the one behind the whole thing, but it didn’t fit. He hadn’t killed Harris, and that was where it had all begun. He might be the puppet master behind this whole mystery, but it seemed more likely he’d just kidnapped Elisa out of revenge.


  I’d called her right outside his apartment yesterday afternoon, mere moments after humiliating him. He could have been listening in, or he could have already known I had a daughter. He might have sworn right then and there to get back at me, or maybe he’d heard on the news that I’d been arrested and saw an opportunity. He’d made sure Eddy and Irma had seen him. He wanted me to know he’d taken her, but he’d counted on me being helpless to do anything about it.


  And was he really wrong? I wasn’t sure I could even find him. Surely he wouldn’t just take Elisa back to his apartment.


  If she was even still alive.


  No, if he wanted to kill her, he wouldn’t have bothered to kidnap her. At least, that’s what I kept telling myself. He must have something big and dramatic planned.


  But who knew what he was doing to her in the meantime.


  The contents of my stomach churned, and I almost threw up in the car. I was going to kill him. If he’d so much as touched her wrong, I was going to crush his fat head like a melon. Slowly. And I was going to look him in the eye while I did it.


  “Stop here,” I said, about a block away from Mental’s apartment. “Much farther and we’ll be in range of his telepathy.”


  The driver pulled over to the side of the road. There were a few flickering streetlights, but this part of Wynwood wasn’t an area you’d want to walk alone in at night any more than the Belmontes’ empty rental storage lot. The buildings and fences were rundown, and in the darkness, you couldn’t even see the graffiti. I pointed to the particular broken-down hole that was Mental’s.


  “He’s on the second floor,” I said. “Room 205.”


  And if he wasn’t there, I was going to search through every inch of his sterilized rooms until I found out where he’d taken my daughter.


  Giordano produced a standard-issue handcuff key and finally got me out of the things. All I needed now was a bottle of Vicodin, a month’s rest, and my cane back, and I’d be golden.


  “Entrances and exits?” he asked.


  “Just one staircase.”


  He didn’t seem to like that answer.


  “I should go in first,” I said. “And you all follow in five minutes. I’ll have his attention by then, if he’s there.”


  After a moment of thought, Giordano nodded.


  “And I should take the car,” I added.


  “Absolutely not.”


  “I can’t walk there.”


  “I’ll drive you.”


  I shook my head. “He’ll sense you and read your mind. It’ll give the whole thing away.”


  A slight lowering of his eyebrows was all that indicated Giordano was insulted. “I’ve been working for the Belmontes since I was fifteen. I know how to broadcast psychic static.”


  I couldn’t argue with that.


  Giordano ordered the other two out and told them to follow in five minutes. Then he got into the driver’s seat.


  I was careful not to think of the plan as we pulled into the apartment’s parking lot. Instead, I focused on just how much all my injuries hurt. I had a black eye, bruised shoulder, burnt skin—the list went on and on. My knee was never going to forgive me. It should be elevated right now and covered in ice packs, not bent inside a car with little legroom. I think someone had replaced my joints with hot coals, and in case I thought it couldn’t get any worse, each beat of my heart made everything throb with pain even more. The fight with Shield Maiden hadn’t helped the bruised ribs Giordano had given me last night, and my side ached every time I moved. Plus, my head hadn’t stopped pounding. If Mental was reading my mind, I hoped he got a good taste.


  There should have been police sirens, I realized as Giordano pulled into the parking lot. Mental had that ankle monitor; it should have gone off the moment he stepped out of his apartment to grab Elisa. The police and DSA were stretched thin today, but not that thin. The man was a supervillain with telepathic powers. They took that sort of thing seriously. Had he found a way to get the ankle monitor off without them knowing?


  Unless he hadn’t taken Elisa, and another telepath had made Eddy and Irma think they’d seen him. Or it could have been something else: a shape-shifter, or someone who could bend light into illusions. There were all sorts of powers that could have been used to trick them. Then this wasn’t an unrelated revenge plot, and someone else really was pulling the strings. Maybe they just wanted to play with me, sending me back to bother Mental after he was the first suspect I’d ruled out. Or else, the whole thing was a trap.


  I had no idea what to expect, so I tried to be ready for anything. But of course, that was impossible.


  “Dad!”


  The moment Giordano helped me out of the car, I heard Elisa shriek. She dashed across the dark parking lot and slammed into me. I hit the side of the Maserati, denting it, and would have fallen if she weren’t hugging me tightly enough to keep me upright. My bruised ribs screamed in agony, but I couldn’t have cared less. I closed my eyes and focused on “The Song that Gets on Everybody’s Nerves,” sealing off my mind from everything else. After a few seconds, I opened my eyes again, and Elisa was still there. She wasn’t an illusion some telepath had projected into my mind. She was real.


  I put my arms around her, realized she was one of the few people in the world I didn’t have to worry about crushing, and hugged with all my might. She was here. She was okay. I could barely believe it. I didn’t want to let go of her, afraid she would disappear if I did. I took a deep breath and could smell the citrus shampoo in her hair, exactly the same as Val's. It drove her mom up the wall the way Elisa used her things without asking. I smiled and could almost pretend everything was how it should be. But Elisa was shaking like a leaf, and Val wasn’t part of the reunion.


  “Are you all right?” I asked. “Did he hurt you?”


  Elisa extracted herself from my arms, and I had to put a hand on the car to support myself. I looked her up and down for injuries, but Mental wasn’t one for physical violence.


  She rubbed her eyes. “I’m okay.”


  “Is Mental still here?” I looked over at the apartment, expecting a trap.


  “No,” she said. “He—he’s not—he’s—”


  “Start from the beginning,” Giordano said.


  Elisa’s head swung toward him, and then she instantly looked away. I put an arm around her. She flinched at first, but then leaned into me gratefully.


  “He made me come with him. I’m sorry. Mom said I’d be vulnerable now that I’m more sensitive to that stuff, but I didn’t—I couldn’t—”


  “It’s not your fault,” I said sternly.


  “Irma and Eddy—are they okay?”


  “Yeah,” I said, glaring at Giordano.


  She shivered, hugging herself even though it wasn’t cold. “He drove me here. I had to go with him. He was making my legs move, and once I walked to the car and sat down, I couldn’t move at all. I tried to remember everything you and Mom told me to do if that ever happened—I really did.”


  “Not your fault,” I said again. “Mental’s had decades to get good at what he does. You can’t expect to fight something like that your first time.”


  She looked worriedly around the empty parking lot, and I waited for her to gather herself together enough to continue. If Giordano tried to rush her, I swore I was going to break him in half.


  “Then we got here,” she said. “And… he… He was poking around in my head. Playing with me.”


  I took a deep breath, held it, and exhaled. I didn’t think about tearing Mental limb from limb, because my mind would picture it all too clearly. Elisa was right here, and I didn’t need her to telepathically pick up on what it felt like to snap someone’s bones in half with your bare hands. I had to think of something else to distract myself. The ankle monitor—how had he gotten it off? I could wonder about that.


  “He hired someone to hack it,” said Elisa. “This guy he met in prison. When he was in my head, I… I could feel what was in his head, too. He was thinking about it, and all the things he was going to do to me…”


  I reached for her and pulled her close. “It’s over,” I said, half to reassure her, and half to reassure myself. “It’s over.”


  She swallowed. “I told him that by the time you and Mom finished with him, he wouldn’t even be able to go to the bathroom without a nurse to help, but he said you were both in jail, and nobody was coming to save me, and—” The words tumbled out of her mouth too fast. “And I—I mean, I was scared, but I knew that wasn’t right. Even if you and Mom were gone and couldn’t come for me, Grandpa would send somebody.”


  Lucio definitely would. And as much as I hated the old man, right now I was incredibly comforted by that fact.


  “And he—Mental—sensed that, and started freaking out.” She looked up at me for the first time since she’d started talking. “And he said I was wrong because everyone knew the Black Valentine had been kicked out of the family, and that Mr. Lucifer hated her. But I’m still the only grandchild and Grandpa never really… Well, I knew he’d probably send somebody, and Mental was reading my mind, so it wasn’t like I could have lied.”


  Mental, you stupid bastard, I thought. Did you really think Lucio Belmonte wouldn’t mind if you murdered his only granddaughter? Then again, part of me could see it. Lucio was ruthless, and he had a reputation. I wouldn’t be surprised if the rumors of just how angry he was at Val had become exaggerated. Supervillains gossiped like school girls, and Lucio had formally disowned her. But still.


  You know what? I didn’t care. Elisa was safe, and Mental was an idiot. End of story.


  “So he panicked and ran away,” I said, more as a statement than a question.


  Elisa’s entire body tensed. Her lower lip trembled, and she squeezed her eyes shut. “No. No, he was going to kill me. Then go back and get rid of Eddy and Irma—everyone who had seen his face. But he—he panicked and was losing control.” She shuddered. “He got close to me, and I could move so I—I—”


  She didn’t have to finish; I could picture the rest.


  She was holding my arm tight enough to cut off circulation, her eyes wide and white. And it wasn’t Mental she was afraid of—it was me. She was waiting for my response like I was her judge, jury, and executioner. How could she possibly think I’d condemn her at a time like this? She’d fought back and saved herself. I was breathless with pride and relief. I just wanted to tell her over and over that I loved her and everything was going to be all right.


  She slumped, and some of the tension left her body. I wasn’t shielding my thoughts; she must have sensed what I felt. But sometimes words needed to be said.


  “I know,” I said. “I know how hard it is to control, especially this early, but you didn’t do anything wrong. He would have killed you, and Eddy and Irma, too.” I put my hand under her chin, tilting her face upward so that she had to look at me as I smiled sadly. “You did great.”


  She looked away, and my heart broke as I watched her. No one should have a death on her conscience at such a young age, least of all my little girl. Damn Mental. If I end up in hell for the things I’ve done, then at least I’ll have the opportunity to kick the crap out of him for all eternity.


  “I’ll have someone dispose of the body,” said Giordano. I think it was his attempt to be helpful and comforting.


  “You can’t—” I bit back my response. Pick your battles, Del Toro. Ethical issues or not, I had more important things to be worrying about.


  The pair of mobsters we’d left behind approached slowly from the street, their five minutes apparently up. Giordano waved them over.


  “We’ve wasted enough time,” he said. “Elisa, come with me.”


  I stiffened. Half my brain was going into a fight-or-flight response, and the other half was calling it stupid. Giordano didn’t move, but his eyes were fixed on me.


  It took Elisa a moment to realize what he was talking about. “What? No!” She gripped my arm even tighter, staring at Giordano. “I’m not going with you. Where’s Mom?”


  I grimaced. This was the last thing I wanted to tell her right now.


  “She’s in prison again?” Elisa looked back and forth between us.


  “No,” I said. “She was arrested, but… someone got past the DSA and took her.”


  “You mean someone broke her out?”


  I shook my head, and the hope faded from her face like something inside her was dying.


  “It’s more likely they took advantage of her being drugged and imprisoned to kidnap her,” I said.


  “Who?”


  “I don’t know yet, but I have a lead.”


  “Then what are you waiting for? You have to go!”


  My eyes darted to Giordano, and this time Elisa had no trouble meeting his gaze. “You can’t take me back,” she told him. “You have to help Mom.”


  “Your grandfather ordered me to bring you home,” he said in a low voice. “Your mother made her choice when she left us. She’s on her own.”


  Elisa stomped her foot, and the pavement cracked. “That’s bullshit.”


  Giordano regarded her stoically.


  Elisa looked back at me, and her expression was like a sword through the chest. She was lost. She was scared. She needed her father to help her, and damn it all but I couldn’t.


  The simple truth was that I couldn’t take Giordano and his men in my current condition. And nothing I could say would persuade them to change their minds. The best thing I could do right now was… No, I couldn’t even think it.


  But I did, and Elisa heard.


  I could tell by the horrified look on her face before she pulled away from me. I was afraid she was going to make a break for it, and Giordano would have to run her down and drag her back, kicking and screaming, but she didn’t. She turned her back on both of us, her shoulders curling in, and just stood there, trembling. I wanted to reach out to her but was afraid she’d recoil. My chest was tight, my stomach cold. I’d blown it. She was my daughter, and I’d failed her, and she wasn’t ever going to forget it.


  Then she straightened up, hands clenched, and glared. She didn’t look broken or betrayed, just really, really annoyed. “Fine,” she spat at Giordano. “But I want to go home and pack first.”


  “Out of the question,” Giordano said. “Your house is crawling with DSA agents.”


  “Then you’re taking me shopping.”


  Giordano almost managed to hide his alarm. Almost, but not quite. “There are clothes at the house—”


  “That some maid picked out. No thanks. And I want to stop by the grocery store and buy ice cream, too. Grandpa only ever has frozen yogurt.”


  “Miss Belmonte—”


  “And dibs on the car radio. No way I’m listening to that oldies stuff you guys always put on.”


  I couldn’t hide my smile. Elisa might not be able to stop Giordano from taking her to Lucio, but she’d be a bratty mafia princess every step of the way. Going back to the Belmontes… It would be hard for her. Emotionally, it would put her in a very bad place, but it wouldn’t be for long. When I saved Val, she’d make Lucio give Elisa back.


  If I saved Val…


  “Don’t be stupid.” Elisa looked at me with her usual exasperation. “It’s not the DSA now. It’s just a bad guy. You can take care of bad guys. You saved me, remember?”


  I opened my mouth to say she saved herself from Mental, but she wasn’t talking about that. She was talking about the time before.


  She looked so much older, somehow. Beneath all my bruises, my chest swelled with pride.


  “You’re a very brave girl,” I whispered.


  She hugged me, and I hugged her back, refusing to believe this was the last time I’d hold her. Then the mobsters escorted her into the car.


  Giordano looked at me, but I couldn’t decipher his expression.


  “I’ll send Irma by to pick you up,” he said.


  Then he got into the Maserati, and they all drove away.


  • • •


  Is anyone out there keeping score? Let’s review.


  I’d interfered in a DSA investigation, endangered several lives, assaulted three upstanding superheroes, caused a car crash while breaking out of DSA custody, thrown in my lot with murderers and thieves, and now I’d let the mafia drive off with my daughter.


  Some superhero I was.


  And what did I have to show for it? I’d gambled the things most precious to me, broken the law and my own moral codes, and I’d gotten two names: Trick and Treat. They weren’t even real names. And the only thing I knew for sure was that they’d tampered with Ruby’s mind. I didn’t think they could have kidnapped Val.


  I just wanted to flop down on the pavement and lie there until Irma showed up. That is, if Giordano was really going to send her to come get me. He could just call the cops on Mental’s murder, leaving them to find me here right outside his apartment.


  Damn.


  I dragged my battered body out of the parking lot and across the street. It took several minutes and a lot of pain. The graffiti-covered fence was broken in places, and I slipped through the gap and collapsed on the other side. If Irma arrived, I’d show myself. If the police came… I’d have to drag myself farther away until I found a cab or a payphone or something. I wasn’t sure if I could manage it. Sitting there on the hard ground with old wood at my back, I could barely keep my eyes open. I was a wreck.


  Time passed. No, that wasn’t right. Time ran me over, reversed, and then hit me again. I sat there with nothing but pain for company. I couldn’t focus my thoughts. My head hurt, but everything hurt, so I didn’t know what made my brain think it was so special. I wanted to pass out, but didn’t dare, just in case Irma actually did come.


  It went on like that for I didn’t know how long. I kept hearing car engines and moving to check, the headlights making my headache flare, but none of them was Irma. My mouth was dry and full of an awful taste, and I was amazed I even noticed it. Surely, all my brain sensors were receiving pain signals. How was there room for me to sense anything else? I was dully aware of the fence digging into my back and rocks underneath me, but didn’t care enough to adjust my position. I kept nodding off and having to shake myself awake. It was torture.


  I needed a watch. What was the time? What if Trick and Treat had already left the club?


  Panic made me nauseated, and I tried to calm myself down. It was a club. The place would be open until the early hours of the morning. Trick and Treat might not even make an appearance until after midnight.


  Everything was hazy. My brain just wouldn’t seem to work. I would say it needed a kick to get going, but it’d had enough of that already. I couldn’t just sit here. How long should I wait for Irma? Without any sort of clock, it was impossible to tell how much time had passed. Pain was making everything slow. It could have only been a few minutes.


  At long last, a car slowly approached, Irma in the driver’s seat. I pulled myself up, accidentally tearing down more of the fence, and stumbled out into the street.


  As I slowly made my way, I was afraid she wouldn’t see me, but she reversed, parked, and jumped out of the car.


  “How’s Eddy?” I asked, as she put an arm around me and helped me into the passenger’s seat.


  “Tell him how you are, Eddy,” she said, closing the door for me.


  Eddy stirred. He was lying across the back seat, looking like death warmed over. He made a noise somewhere between a groan and a grunt, and then asked, “You?”


  I made the same noise in response.


  “Men are such whiners,” Irma said, sliding back into the driver’s seat. Her tone was light, but her eyebrows were drawn together, and she stomped on the accelerator. “Hold on. I’m taking you both to a doctor.”


  The digital clock on the dashboard read half past nine. The club probably wasn’t even open yet. I sagged in the seat and let my eyes close.


  It wasn’t too late.


  Chapter 11


  The first time I’d lost Elisa, I hadn’t even known she was mine.


  It was near the end of my career. Based on an anonymous tip someone had called in on the Black Valentine, I was searching an empty old church after dark. My secret romance with Val had come and gone, and I hadn’t seen her in years. She’d become a less active, more cautious supervillain, though at the time, I hadn’t known the reason why. She definitely hadn’t tried a bank robbery in broad daylight in a while, and I hadn’t been assigned to one of her cases in years. I was only responding to the anonymous tip because I’d been in Boston by sheer coincidence and the local superhero hadn’t had experience with telepathy.


  It wasn’t a great time for me, personally. Moreen and I were over, too. Things had been going south for a while, but I’d thought we could work it out if we just stuck together. Moreen had wanted to move on before we started to truly hate each other. She’d already said she’d probably murder me if we lived under the same roof for much longer. I’d say I had let her go, but I hadn’t had much say in the matter, honestly. Later, I would come to realize it was for the best, that we worked much better as friends than lovers, but at the time, I wasn’t there yet.


  Career-wise, I wasn’t much better. I was approaching the age when they retired superheroes from active duty, and I didn’t know what I’d do with myself. I could move up into DSA administration like Moreen, or I could get a full-time position at the Academy and teach the next generation of heroes. Both options held only lukewarm appeal. To tell the truth, I wanted to settle down and start a family, but that ship had sailed a long time ago. Or so I’d thought.


  Those worries were far from my mind at the time, however. If Val was really nearby, and I dropped my guard, she’d take me down, regardless of the feelings we’d once had for each other—still had for each other? I wasn’t sure. I crept cautiously past the rows of empty pews, songbooks stacked neatly in their shelves. The church was eerie in the dark, the old building creaking and groaning. Night sapped the color from the stained-glass windows, and shadows played on the faces of statues of saints. The faint scent of incense still lingered in the air, and I thought I could smell Val’s perfume, but it must have been my imagination. Surely, she wasn’t using the exact same one after all these years. The mere memory of that fragrance filled me with a melancholy longing, which I quickly suppressed; those kinds of feelings aren’t safe around a telepath.


  I approached the front of the church, the chair for the priest empty, the candles in their tall brass holders unlit. The cloth over the altar was so white it seemed to glow like a ghost.


  “What are you doing here?”


  She emerged from the darkness on the other side of the room. If I’d been in possession of my senses, I would have attacked, gone on the defensive, told her she was under arrest—anything but stand there and stare at her like an idiot, which was what I did. Everything I’d tried to forget about her—about us—came rushing back, a thousand little moments and feelings. I remembered how soft her skin felt under my fingers, the sound of her laugh, the hole that felt like it had been punched through my chest when we’d had to end it. And after all that time, here she was. My knees trembled, and I forgot to breathe.


  Her costume had changed, but so had mine. We were both older, and suddenly I couldn’t believe how young we’d been once. How different was she now? How different was I? Would the people we’d become still…?


  I stopped that train of thought, furious with myself. I had a job to do. I couldn’t let her affect me like this, especially after all these years; it was stupid. We were long over, and our lives hadn’t changed that much. We still couldn’t be together. I shouldn’t feel this way, but then I shouldn’t have before, either, and that had never stopped me.


  She rushed toward me, her lips parted in shock, and I thought she must be having the same reaction I was to her, but then she brought up her hands and shoved me.


  “You can’t be here. Get out!”


  I stumbled back from surprise rather than the force of her push. “Val, what—”


  Her hands were clenched into fists, her eyes red. Had she been crying? I’d never once seen her cry.


  “I’m meeting a contact here.” Her voice was strained. “If she sees you, she’ll run. Are you alone?”


  “Backup’s outside.”


  “You idiot! You’ve probably already scared her away. You—” She grabbed the priest’s chair and threw it, hitting the pews below with a loud crack that echoed through the whole church. I looked at her, dazed, not sure whether to slap handcuffs on her or try to comfort her. She turned and slammed her hands down onto the altar. “No, no, no.” Her back was to me, but I could see her body quivering. “You’ve ruined everything.”


  Suddenly she was like a stranger. I reminded myself that I hadn’t seen her in years, that people changed. She wasn’t necessarily the same woman I’d known and loved. And yet, never in a thousand years had I thought she’d end up like this. Val wasn’t one for emotional outbursts. She was always in control. She just seemed so… out of it.


  “What on earth is wrong?” I asked.


  She still didn’t face me. When she spoke, it was like she was talking to herself.


  “I’ll never find him now.”


  “Who?”


  “Dr. Sweet.”


  My stomach felt cold. Something was very wrong with her. I hesitantly reached out and put a hand on her shoulder. “Val… Dr. Sweet is dead. You helped kill him. Remember?”


  She turned, wrenching her shoulder from my grasp. “I remember, but he’s back.”


  She glared at me, but at the same time, she was trying to blink away tears. Tears. Val.


  “Did someone drug you?” I asked.


  “No!” she snarled. Then she put her hands over her mouth, her shoulders sagging. When she spoke again, her voice was soft. “He has my daughter.”


  “What?”


  “He took her. He—” Her voice broke, and she whispered, “Oh God.”


  While my brain was trying to work around the daughter part, my instincts took over, and I put my arms around her. The rational part of my mind was shouting that I was in the middle of an operation, that I didn’t even know her anymore, that I should be arresting her, not getting involved. But as you must know by now, I’m very good at ignoring the rational part of my mind.


  “What happened?”


  Val pushed away from me, shaking her head. “I have to go. I have to find her.”


  “I can help.”


  She stopped and looked at me, her expression tight not exactly with suspicion, but certainly not with trust. I hoped she wouldn’t ask why I was offering, because I wasn’t so sure myself. There were a lot of smarter things I should have been doing—a lot of more legal things—but… Val was crying. She needed me.


  And I still loved her.


  “She was on a field trip.” Val had apparently come to a decision, and her breathing steadied. “Some stupid historical tour. It was supposed to be educational.” She laughed a little, a hollow sound, and for a second, it looked like she might cry again. “We had a few men guarding her. We always do. But they’re dead, and she’s gone. There was a No-Man’s corpse at the scene, shot through the head.”


  “And you’re sure—”


  “It was a No-man. I know one when I see it. Do you… Have your people heard anything?”


  “I don’t know. But I’ll find out.”


  Some of the tension drained from her, but only a little. She was still shivering, the horror still evident in her eyes. “Thank you.”


  I nodded. “How do you want me to contact you?”


  “Don’t. I’ll be in touch.”


  I didn’t question her. Throughout the years of our relationship, our countless nightly rendezvous, she’d always been able to find me, DSA security or not.


  That reminded me. “My backup outside…”


  “How many?”


  “Five out front. Two around back.”


  “Hardly any at all.” A ghost of a smile played on her face before sorrow overtook it. “Dave…” She looked down, stopping herself. “I’ll see you soon.”


  She turned and hurried away.


  I stood there and looked at the door she’d disappeared through, my head light and dizzy. I had to think of something to tell the backup about how she’d escaped, but I’d spent years lying to the DSA about my run-ins with the Black Valentine; it shouldn’t be a hard skill to pick back up. I was more worried about what she’d said about Dr. Sweet, and what I’d gotten myself into by telling her I’d help, how I wasn’t even sure how to start.


  But who was I kidding? That wasn’t what I really focused on. The only thing making it through my thick head was one word: daughter. She had a daughter. For how long? I told myself not to make any assumptions, that the child could only be a few years old for all I knew.


  But of course, I wondered if she was mine.


  • • •


  Walter was my boss at the time. I called his home phone and gave him an edited rundown of what had happened. As an ex-DSA agent, he was used to being woken in the dead of night and came to alertness fairly quickly. I still had to repeat a few things, though.


  “But she said he has her daughter.”


  “She doesn’t have a daughter,” Walter said. “We’d know if she did.”


  “She could have hidden her with some effort. We’ve never been able to get much intel on the Belmontes.”


  “She was lying to you, Dave. It’s obvious.”


  I shook my head, even though he couldn’t see me. “If she was lying, she’d have come up with a better story.”


  “Dr. Sweet is dead. Three bullets to the chest and a cracked skull. You were there.”


  “It’s not completely impossible—”


  “We took the body to the morgue. It was cremated. There are records.”


  “Bodies can be switched.”


  The line was silent for several long seconds. “Why are you arguing this? If I didn’t know better, I’d say she got into your head.”


  My heart rate jumped, but I was good enough that I didn’t give any sign of it in my voice. “I’ve been assigned to her a lot over the years, you know that. I’ve seen her lie. I think she was telling the truth this time. And if she was, then Dr. Sweet is out there somewhere and a young girl’s life is in danger.”


  Walter groaned. “Fine. Maybe she believed what she was saying. But that just means she’s finally cracked. She’s a telepath. You know how they are.”


  “But she—”


  “That’s the end of it,” he said sharply. “We don’t have the budget or manpower to waste chasing dead men and nonexistent girls. You’ve got more important things to do, and I’m going back to bed. Good night.”


  I was a good little superhero and didn’t argue any further, but that wasn’t the end of it, not for me. If I didn’t have the DSA’s official help, I still had their resources. The moment I hung up the phone, I went straight to a computer and accessed the department’s database. The obvious starting point was Dr. Sweet, but his file hadn’t been updated since his “death” all those years ago. I started to browse through it on the chance some clue would catch my eye, but it was huge, and the photographs of his victims made my stomach churn. I had to narrow my search.


  Val’s daughter had been taken while she was in Boston. I checked to see if Dr. Sweet had ever held any hideouts in the city.


  He’d never even been here, at least according to our records. Dead end.


  I drummed my fingers on the edge of the computer, trying to think of another approach. Boston. I closed out of Dr. Sweet’s file and brought up the city's recent crime reports. Mostly it was the usual stuff: robberies, assaults, drug busts, a murder…


  And an apparent spike in the number of missing persons.


  Goosebumps rose on my arms. That was Dr. Sweet’s MO. Whenever he was in a city, people started disappearing, because he grabbed them off the street for his experiments.


  I dialed Walter’s number again.


  “The number of missing persons in Boston has doubled.”


  “Go to bed, Dave.”


  He hung up on me. I was on my own, but this wasn’t the first time I’d taken unauthorized action for Val, and I’d always managed by myself before. Dr. Sweet was in the city; I just needed to find out where.


  This was the DSA; all the cases we dealt with involved people with special abilities, the people Dr. Sweet targeted. It was easy to find records of superhuman-related crime in Boston, but less easy to isolate what I was looking for.


  A man who could control his density was being sued for damaging property; evidently, he’d crushed a section of flooring inside a shopping mall. A prostitute was under investigation based on accusations of having the ability to generate sex pheromones. A street gang called the Sons of Super was causing a lot of problems in East Boston, apparently led by a telekinetic. None of it… Wait.


  One of the Sons of Super had been arrested a few days ago, and he had a special ability. His skin secreted a rare poison, and they’d found him dirty and half-dead in the street. He claimed a mad scientist had held him prisoner and collected his secretions. The police had investigated the location, a medical research facility in Longwood, but found nothing. They concluded the man had either made up the whole thing or had a drug-induced hallucination.


  It was a lead. Not much, but worth checking out. The question was whether it was enough to bring in Val. I wasn’t sure it was really Dr. Sweet, and the police had done at least a cursory search of the scene and found nothing. Heck, it might be old news as far as Val was concerned. She and I hadn’t had time to share information.


  I could look into it on my own and get in touch with her if I found anything, but Val was telepathic. She had a whole sense I lacked, and it would be stupid to leave her out and end up missing something. I left the Boston DSA branch and went back to my hotel room on the theory it would be easier for her to contact me there. Sure enough, when I opened the door, she was inside.


  She was hunched over in the room’s only chair, dressed in a classic khaki trench coat over black pants and boots. At the sight of me, she surged to her feet.


  “Anything?” she asked, unable to hide the hope in her voice.


  I had to focus to relax my mind enough to let her in, since I’d gotten used to fighting telepaths rather than cooperating with them. She plucked the information right out of my head.


  “That’s got to be it.” Her voice was breathy, and her knees trembled. There was a second where I thought she was going to fall, but she walked forward and threw her arms around me. “Thank you,” she whispered, her body trembling against mine. “Thank you. Oh, Dave—” She pulled away, shaking herself, and reached for the door. “Let’s go.”


  I didn’t move. I needed a moment to brace myself to ask the question I was dreading.


  “Val…” My heart thumped in my throat. “Who’s the father?”


  She went still, her shoulders tensing, and I kicked myself for overstepping my bounds. I had no right to ask her something like that.


  It was a moment before she answered, “Nobody you know.”


  I studied her face, looking for any sign that she was lying. It was so hard to tell with her.


  “Stop being ridiculous,” she said. “I would have told you if she was yours.”


  “Would you have?”


  She looked away. “We don’t have time for this, Dave.”


  She was right. I nodded and followed her out the door at nearly a run. But as we rushed down the hall, I couldn’t help but dwell on the way she hadn’t met my eyes. It was such an obvious giveaway, though, that I wondered if she’d faked it. Was she teasing me with the possibility of fatherhood to manipulate me into helping her? Or was she lying to my face about the fact that I had a daughter?


  And if she was telling the truth, then who was the other man? No, that was none of my business. Val and I were long over; I had no right to be jealous. But I was, and I wondered if the only reason I was so suspicious was because I secretly wanted the child to be mine.


  I pushed the thoughts from my head. It didn’t matter, and now wasn’t the time for distractions. Dr. Sweet had kidnapped a young girl, and he would cut her open if we didn’t stop him. Figuring out her parentage wasn’t important; I only had to save her life.


  • • •


  Longwood Medical Area in Boston is full of health centers, hospitals, med schools, and laboratories. Having all the doctors around would probably come in handy with the way Val was driving. I gripped the door handle and did my best not to crush it, but in a way, I was grateful to have my life flash before my eyes every time she made a turn. It kept me from being overwhelmed by the bigger situation.


  “I think that’s it.”


  The research facility had a new, modern sign, but the building itself was historically old, like much of Boston. It was big and brick, with four stories and lots of windows, and looked like something that belonged on a college campus. The parking lot was empty this early in the morning, but Val ignored the lined spaces and pulled up right in front of the door. She jumped out immediately with a cry.


  “Val—wait!”


  She spun to face me. “She’s here! I can feel her.”


  “Backup—”


  “I’m not waiting for backup!”


  “No,” I agreed. “But we should at least call them in. If we don’t make it, someone else has to save her.”


  I kept my voice gentle, but I was thinking that if she didn’t get a hold of herself, she was going to get her daughter killed. She must have heard me, because she closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and finally seemed to calm down.


  “Okay.” She took out a cell phone, pressed two buttons, and put it to her ear. “Dad, it’s me. I found her.”


  I looked at my own cell phone, it feeling unusually heavy in my hand. If I called the DSA… I wasn’t sure I could lie away this one. I was helping the Black Valentine against direct orders, and I was doing it to rescue a daughter she’d kept hidden. If the child was mine, someone was bound to put two and two together. And even if she wasn’t, people were still going to ask questions. All the secrets and deception, the treason I’d committed to be with Val, it would finally come out. I could only imagine the reactions of my friends and colleagues, the actions my superiors would take. The life I led would be over.


  I made the call. It wasn’t a choice, not really.


  When I finished, I tossed the phone into the car after Val’s. “Talk to me,” I said. “Where in there is she? How many guards?”


  Val looked back at the building, her eyes going out of focus. “Six human security. They don’t know what they’re guarding. Elisa’s in the basement with…” She shook her head. “I can’t tell. I’ve never been able to sense Dr. Sweet or his No-Men.” Her eyes came back into focus, and she looked at me.


  “Her name’s Elisa?” I asked, trying to sound casual.


  Val undid her coat, pulling it off to reveal a shoulder holster loaded with two pistols. “Elisa Lucrezia Belmonte.”


  “Lucrezia?” I made a face. “You really are evil.”


  She gave me a dirty look and walked around to the car’s trunk. She opened it, pulling out an Uzi submachine gun.


  “You want anything?”


  There was a veritable armory inside. It was a good thing she didn’t have to worry about the cops pulling her over and searching the car, because if they found this…


  I took a Beretta. “I’ll go first, like old times.”


  She nodded, turned, and opened fire on the glass doors, shattering them and setting off an ear-splitting alarm.


  “And apparently, your middle name is Overkill,” I said.


  She gestured at the door with the gun. “After you.”


  My shoes crunched over broken glass as I stepped inside. Beneath the wailing of the alarm, I heard running footsteps, and a second later, two security guards came barreling down the hall.


  “Hey, you! Sto—”


  They stopped, their faces going slack. Then they collapsed.


  “Stairs are that way,” said Val, pointing.


  I led the way, and when the next pair of security guards arrived, Val knocked them out before they could even open their mouths. I found the stairs and hurried down them, Val at my heels. With the noise the alarm was making, there was no way Dr. Sweet couldn’t know we were here. He probably had cameras and telepathic sensors and had known before we even pulled into the parking lot. What if he cut his losses and ran? What if he killed her?


  I jumped the last three stairs. The basement was lined with long tables and shelves full of textbooks, machinery, and labeled plastic tubes. Black cords ran everywhere, and the air was unusually cool. I saw no sign of anyone, least of all Dr. Sweet.


  Val walked past me and put her hand on the clean white wall. “She’s behind here… but the guards think this is the only room. There must be a hidden entrance. Do you see—”


  “Stand back.”


  She backed up, and I kicked the wall. My foot cracked right through it, coming out in a room on the other side amid chunks of rubble. I took three steps back, put my head down and my arms up, and ran into it, shoulder first.


  I broke through with a crash, sending dust and stone flying, and looked around. It was a cell like the one Val and I had been put in when Dr. Sweet had captured us all those years ago, but its current inhabitant hadn’t been so lucky. She… Her skin was gone, like it had been melted off. My stomach lurched, and I swallowed to keep down my dinner.


  That wasn’t Val’s daughter. The body was an adult, and besides, Val had sensed her.


  I walked to the cell door and tore it off its hinges—and something hard and strong decked me in the face. It knocked me back into Val, and we both crashed to the floor. The gun slipped from my hand and skidded several feet away.


  Val.


  I rolled off of her, and she didn’t move. Her eyes were closed. Was she—


  The thing hit me again before I could check. Lights flashed in my vision, and I slammed into the wall, cracking it. I shook my head, trying to clear my sight, and looked at what was attacking.


  It was a No-Man. It stood in its white mask and black suit, but something was… wrong underneath. Even more wrong than usual. One of its shoulders was bigger than the other, swollen and high, like it was stuck permanently in half a shrug, and its mask was askew, as if it didn’t quite fit over what was beneath. It walked toward me, and its gait was stiff and unnatural.


  It shouldn’t have been able to hit me like that. No-Men were made from normal people. Enough of their brains had been carved out that they were little more than zombies, but they were still baseline human. They didn’t have super-strength.


  Or at least they hadn’t, up until now.


  The element of surprise had worn off, and when it attacked again, I introduced my fist to its face.


  It was like punching a brick wall—or at least what I imagined punching a brick wall must feel like for everyone else in the world. I shouted in both pain and surprise and pulled back my hand. The No-Man hadn’t so much as flinched. All I’d managed to do was knock off its mask.


  It had been human once. He’d probably had a family, a job, a life, though I doubted anyone who’d known him would recognize him now. His eyelids had been cut off, giving him a look of permanent surprise, and blood had turned the whites of his eyes red. His lips had been removed as well, revealing black, rotting teeth in a mockery of a smile. Whatever Dr. Sweet had done to his brain had left a twisted, hideous scar across his head, stitched up carelessly and not kept clean. But I’d seen all that before; they were the features of every No-Man.


  Where this one started to differ was the skin. Most No-Men were so pale you could see the outline of every blue blood vessel, oily and dead-looking but still human. This guy’s skin looked like something off an elephant. It was thick and wrinkled with the texture of a car tire. And what it covered was deformed. There was some sort of tumor-like growth around his left eye, a bulge that seemed like it had been formed by the bone of his skull. I didn’t want to see what the rest of him looked like under that poorly-fitting suit.


  He—it rushed me, and I stood my ground and forced myself to wait. At the last second, I flung myself out of the way, and it smacked into the wall with a crunching sound, denting it. Solid earth must have been behind the wall, otherwise the No-Man would have gone right through it. I’d gotten used to fighting opponents weaker than I was; at my strength level, there simply wasn’t much out there that could match me.


  This thing was stronger.


  That was the last time I could sidestep its attacks. The cell was small, and Val was only a foot behind me. If this new and improved No-Man could hit me like that, it could completely crush her without even noticing. If she was even still alive.


  I didn’t have time to worry, because the No-Man charged like a rampaging bull, feral and mad. It might have been strong, but it certainly wasn’t fighting with any sort of technique; it just didn’t have the brains. I dodged just enough that it hit me at a glancing angle instead of a head-on blow, moved with it, and used its own momentum to throw it. It hit the floor with a force that shook the walls and cracked the concrete.


  Val was too close. It jolted her, and she groaned.


  She was alive.


  Warm elation spread through my chest—and then the No-Man tackled me. It knocked the breath from my lungs and took us both to the floor. My head smashed into concrete, and I tried to roll away from Val. I was an idiot. No-Men didn’t feel pain. I couldn’t count on my attacks dazing it or hurting it enough to make it stop; I would have to take out the brain or the spine to bring it down.


  The realization took place under the weight of a raging monster. What the No-Man lacked in combat knowledge, it made up for with wild savagery. It pounded me with blow after blow, trying to scream, but its vocal cords had been cut, so all that came out was a muted whine. It was hard to attack something you pitied, but I managed. I hit and kicked, but it was like punching a building that had fallen on you; it didn’t make a difference. Gloved fists like rocks hit my face, my throat, my collarbone. Drool from its lipless mouth splattered onto my face.


  I grabbed one of its wrists. It belted me in the eye with the other hand, but I focused on the one I had and twisted. My muscles burned and my arms trembled, and the No-Man just kept hitting me. I closed my eyes, gritted my teeth, and turned from it, curling into a protective position and wrenching its wrist around with everything I had.


  Finally, it snapped.


  The No-Man didn’t notice. It just kept drilling its free hand into my back. I couldn’t take much more punishment. I rolled, put my feet on its chest, and kicked.


  It pitched backward, landing in a heap in front of the open door. If I could force it out of the small cell and away from Val…


  With only one working arm, the No-Man lost precious seconds getting back on its feet. By the time it did, I was there. I swept its legs in another take-down, and this time I flung it out the door of the cell. It hit the floor so hard it left a small crater, and the sound was like a firework going off.


  I had a split second to take in my new surroundings. It was another lab, pretty much the same as Dr. Sweet’s last one. The only difference was that here the operating tables were occupied. The first held a middle-aged woman, and it was too late for her. The top of her skull had been removed, revealing her brain tissue slick with wetness. There was blood everywhere. She was strapped down, and I hoped to God it had just been a precaution, that Dr. Sweet had knocked her out with something before cutting open her head. But I knew better.


  On the table next to the dead woman was a young girl. Elisa.


  Her head had been shaved, her clothes stripped. She was strapped down, and some sort of metal thing was clamped around her head, holding it still. Sensors were stuck all over her body, clustering on her head, and their cords connected to the surrounding machinery. The tubes up her nose and down her throat muffled her screams.


  My own scream caught partway up, and I choked.


  Dr. Sweet was standing nearby, unscrewing the cap off a blue plastic container. He showed no signs of lasting injury from what Val and I had done to him; he looked like he had barely aged a day. He was even wearing the same Hawaiian shirt.


  He looked up at me. “Oh. White Knight. Hello.”


  I’d never wanted to kill someone so much in all my life. I charged toward him, but the No-Man lunged at me. I dodged and danced around it. The broken wrist was a definite handicap for it, but my chest hurt every time I breathed, and my vision was fuzzy from it punching me in the eye. I would break each of its limbs one by one if that’s what it took to get it to stop moving, but Elisa—Dr. Sweet could kill her at any moment. And heaven above, I didn’t want the girl to spend a second longer on that operating table.


  The No-Man made another go for me. I parried, and as it stumbled past me, I stepped on the back of its shin, dropping it to its knees. Then I grabbed its head and twisted.


  It was like trying to hold onto a thunderstorm. The No-Man jerked and flailed, and I struggled to get enough leverage to snap its neck. My hands tore its lobotomy scars, covering its head with slippery blood. I could barely keep my grip. Its spine felt like it must have been titanium. My muscles burned, and I screwed up my face, but it fought me for every second. It was starting to stand up and shake me off. I was one of the strongest people on the planet, but this thing was just—


  It kicked my knee, and something popped.


  I screamed. The world flashed white, and the next thing I knew, I was on the floor. The pain was worse than anything I’d ever felt. I clutched at my knee, my eyes closed, still screaming, and remembered I was in the middle of a fight.


  I tensed for the blow, but it never came.


  I opened my eyes. The No-Man had backed up and was standing motionlessly. Directly in front of me were Dr. Sweet’s khaki-covered legs and brown loafers.


  My hand shot out, but he hopped back, laughing. I tried to stand, to lunge at him, to kill him, but my injured leg gave out from under me. Fresh waves of pain shot out from my knee, nauseating me. I grunted and rolled on the floor.


  “Quite a piece of work, isn’t he?” Dr. Sweet patted the No-man’s deformed shoulder with an amiable smile. “You really should appreciate your gifts, White Knight. Super-strength is so hard to replicate. Juicing up the muscles is easy enough, but then you’ve got to make sure the bones can hold up underneath them and the skin won’t just tear. It’s a pain in the neck, let me tell you.”


  I tried to crawl toward him, but he glanced at the No-Man, who kicked me back. I hit one of the shelves, upending it with a crash, and surgical instruments clattered to the floor around me.


  “True, my experiments so far aren’t exactly…” Dr. Sweet surveyed the No-Man’s mangled form with a frown. “…elegant. But it’s the results that count, wouldn’t you say?”


  “Let her go,” I gasped. “The DSA is on the way. You can’t do anything more. Just… let her go.”


  “You mean Elisa? A remarkable subject, your daughter. You should be very proud. Her genetics are just fascinating. But you’re right. I don’t have much time.”


  My daughter. He’d said—no, I didn’t have time to think about that. The blue container was still in Dr. Sweet’s hands, and he poured its contents onto me. It was kerosene; the smell was overwhelming.


  “The last time you and the Black Valentine interrupted my work, the DSA got their grubby little hands all over my research. I won’t let that happen again.” He sloshed the kerosene onto the floor and the machines, glancing into the cell where Val lay unconscious. “I do hope she wakes up in time to see her daughter burn to death.”


  He finished that bottle and took another one down from the shelf.


  “Fire won’t kill me,” I said.


  “No, but asphyxiation from smoke and carbon monoxide will.”


  He spread the bottle’s contents all over the laboratory, humming a tune that didn’t cover the sound of Elisa’s sobs. Elisa. I wanted to tell her it would be okay, that I’d save her, but I was afraid I’d be lying. What I wouldn’t give for the gun I’d dropped in the cell with Val. I just wanted to kill Sweet, to rip his limbs off one by one, to make him suffer every bit as much as all the people he’d tortured and killed. I wanted to—


  Calm down and figure out how to deal with the No-Man. I had to get Elisa and Val out of here, and the No-Man was my biggest obstacle. Dr. Sweet I could kill easily, and it wouldn’t be hard to free Elisa once I got to her. The No-Man was the problem. I’d barely managed to hold my own against it when I could stand. How on earth could I manage to take it out crippled like this?


  Come on, Del Toro. You have super-strength; you know its weaknesses. Now think.


  I cast my gaze desperately around the lab for something that could help. Some of the chemicals on the shelves had poison warnings on the bottles. Super-strength didn’t help against that. But I’d have to crawl all the way across the room, get one off the shelf somehow, and then force it down the No-Man’s throat. It wasn’t feasible. I’d never make it in time.


  My hands brushed the dirty surgical blades all around me. Those wouldn’t work; they’d never pierce the No-Man’s skin.


  I paused. Not the skin. Maybe…


  It was my only chance. I grabbed a long, thin blade from the floor, the sturdiest-looking of the bunch. Then I pushed myself forward and kicked the No-man’s feet out from under it with my working leg.


  It toppled, and I pounced. Before it could attack, I plunged the blade into its eye.


  Super-strength didn’t affect all parts of the body equally, not even in someone who had it naturally, like me. Dr. Sweet said he hadn’t perfected the No-Man yet, and he hadn’t reinforced its eyes. The blade pierced it easily, gushing up thick red blood, and I stabbed through to the soft brain tissue behind. The No-Man jerked with a muted cry. I spun the handle around, scrambling what was left of its brains.


  Violent spasms went through the No-Man’s body. Then suddenly it was still.


  “Huh,” said Dr. Sweet after a moment. “I’ll have to fix that in the next version.”


  He was holding a torch. I acted before I could even catch my breath.


  I pulled the blade from the No-man’s eye socket and flung it at Sweet. It struck him in the stomach and came out the other side. He staggered, made a wet, gagging noise, and dropped the torch.


  Fire sprung to life with a roar. On the bright side, since Dr. Sweet was standing right there, it got him, too. First just his legs, but then he collapsed and convulsed, screaming as the fire covered him.


  I ignored him and dragged myself toward Elisa’s operating table. The flames were spreading fast. I could smell the smoke and feel the heat—heat that wouldn’t hurt me but would Elisa. I had to get to her before the flames reached the doorway and blocked her exit. I wanted to pick her up and carry her out, but my knee shot sickening pain throughout my body whenever I tried to move my leg. There was no way I could stand, much less support another person.


  The stench of burning flesh reached my nose, and I fought the urge to retch. Dr. Sweet was still screaming. I looked over to where he’d fallen, caught a brief glance of bubbling skin, and turned away. He wasn’t important anymore. All that mattered was getting to Elisa.


  By the time I reached her operating table, Dr. Sweet had gone silent.


  I put my hands on top of the table and pulled myself up onto one leg. Elisa’s face was dirty and stained with tears, and she looked up at me from a place beyond terror. She squealed in fear when I reached toward her, and I almost lost my balance, but then I ripped off the straps that held her arms. By the time I tore apart the metal clamp around her head, she was moving and prying the tubes from her nose and throat. I freed her legs, and she was crying and shaking uncontrollably, her eyes darting around the room in a panic.


  And beneath all my pain, the horror and the heartache, I couldn’t help but notice that she looked like me. Val had lied. She’d been lying even when we were still together, judging by Elisa’s age.


  “Elisa,” I said.


  She jerked and stared at me with those frightened eyes.


  “Your mom’s over there.” I pointed through the smoke-filled room to the cell doorway. The flames were almost to it. “She got knocked out. If you can’t wake her up, you’re going to have to pull her out of here.”


  Elisa was frozen. I didn’t know if she comprehended a word coming from my mouth. I kept my voice calm but commanding and hoped it penetrated her hysteria. “There’s a hole in the wall. Drag her out through that. In the next room, you’ll see stairs. Pull her up them and out of the building. Okay?”


  She didn’t move.


  “Okay?” I almost shouted.


  She nodded frantically.


  “Then go. Hurry.”


  She darted across the room and disappeared behind the doorway. I exhaled, almost falling down onto the operating table. Whatever happened, at least she and Val were safe.


  I tested my leg hesitantly, and the pain made stars flash before my eyes. I gasped and almost fell. Walking was out of the question, so I hopped on one leg in the same direction Elisa had gone. It must have looked ridiculous, but who cares how you look when you're fleeing a burning building?


  The fire was all around the lab now, the heat radiating out in waves that made the air shimmer. Shelves crashed and chemicals exploded as the flames consumed everything in the room. The walls, the ceiling, the floor—how long before the whole place came crashing down? I wondered if I could survive being buried alive in rubble. I’d had a building collapse on me once before. Probably better not to push my luck a second time.


  The next explosion shook the floor and knocked me down. For several long moments, I couldn’t think through the pain of my knee hitting the floor, but once my head cleared, I started crawling. But I was so slow. I could have crossed the lab in seconds at a run, but dragging myself across the floor with a wounded leg… Each movement grated my knee, washing my body in agony that threatened to paralyze me. I coughed, the smoke stinging my eyes. Dr. Sweet’s words about asphyxiation rang mockingly in my ears. I looked over at him, and his burning remains were little more than a skeleton. If I died down here, at least I’d have the satisfaction of taking him with me.


  One of the flames licked me, and the kerosene set my body alight. I hissed but kept going. It wouldn’t kill me, not yet anyway; my skin was tougher than that. I could vaguely remember the time before my powers had developed, back when I’d been a kid and had accidentally brushed my hand against a pot on the stove. This felt something like that, but all over my body. My sleeves burned away as I pulled myself forward with trembling arms. I had to squint, everything was so bright and hot. I coughed and coughed until I almost had to stop moving. Wasn’t smoke supposed to rise? Wasn’t crawling low across the floor actually recommended in a fire? It wasn’t helping.


  My eyes were watering. My body seemed determined to hack up my lungs. I had to stop. I couldn’t breathe. The smoke was like something solid blocking my airway, as if my throat was stuffed with cotton. I was dizzy. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t—I had to keep moving.


  The doorway to the cell was in front of me, blocked by a tall wall of orange fire. It was like a living guardian, roaring in challenge and belching black smoke. I closed my eyes, still coughing, and started to crawl through it. I couldn’t tell if I made it past. The burning pain was everywhere; I couldn’t feel anything else. Something loud crashed behind me, louder even than the cacophony of cracks, bursts, and booms. I started to lose it, overwhelmed by survival instincts and the need to get out. I gasped for breath and wondered if I was inhaling flame. I didn’t think I was getting any oxygen. It felt like I was breathing pure heat.


  Even with my eyes closed, it wasn’t dark. In the red brightness, the world seemed to wobble and whirl. I snapped open my eyes, trying to steady myself, and the cell wavered in and out of focus. I saw no sign of Elisa or Val, and that was my only comfort as I pulled myself toward the hole in the wall. My arms felt impossibly heavy. I tried to move them faster, but it was like they were disconnected from me; the signal from my brain wasn’t reaching them. Already at a slow crawl, now I was barely moving at all.


  I coughed until my body convulsed, and the pain was too much. Everything was too much. I couldn’t see. I couldn’t breathe. If I could just get a few more feet…


  Someone shouted up ahead, and the bulky outline of a fireman in full gear approached me through the smoke. It was my last sight before losing consciousness.


  Chapter 12


  I must have dozed off, because the next thing I knew, Irma was shaking me awake. I immediately looked at the dashboard, but the car wasn’t running, and the clock was dark.


  “What time is it?” I tried to rub the sleep from my eyes, forgetting that one of them was black, but the surge of stinging pain quickly reminded me.


  “A little after ten. Come on.” Irma helped pull me out of the car. She put my right arm over her shoulders and let me put some of my weight on her. On my left side, a dignified-looking man with a white beard did the same.


  “This is Dr. Quevedo,” Irma said.


  We were in the driveway of a large, two-story house, its golden lights a warm beacon in the night. I could hear water lapping somewhere behind it: not the ocean, but a river, or maybe a really big pool. The place wasn’t as large as Val’s, but it still belonged to someone who was doing pretty well for himself.


  “I was expecting a back alley,” I said as they helped me limp to the door. “Something with dirty surgical tools and a chance my kidneys might get stolen.”


  “Sorry to disappoint,” Dr. Quevedo said. “Although I could take a kidney, if it would make you feel better.”


  They got me in the door, through a carpeted entrance hall, and into a small side room where Eddy was already lying on a couch. The floor was tile, the furniture covered in plastic. Dr. Quevedo was a man who knew how difficult bloodstains could be to remove.


  They lowered me onto the second couch, and the doctor hurried off to get his equipment.


  “Is he Lucio’s or Val’s?” I asked Irma the moment he was gone.


  “Valentina’s, of course.”


  Of course. My wife had a black market doctor on her payroll, just in case. And he wasn’t in a back alley because she could afford the best. Part of me thought it was scary how prepared she was, but the rest of me told that part to shut up, because it was amazing. She was amazing. What on earth would I do without her?


  The doctor returned carrying a small black bag, and looked between me and Eddy with a frown.


  “Who’s first?”


  “Him,” Eddy and I said together.


  Irma’s eyes flicked up in exasperation. “That one.” She pointed at Eddy. “He’ll be easier.”


  The doctor walked over to Eddy, and I turned to Irma.


  “I just need painkillers,” I said. “Then I have to get back out there.”


  She looked at me like I was an idiot. It reminded me of Val and Moreen.


  “In your condition?”


  “Two people who might know where Val’s been taken,” I said. “They’re going to be at a club tonight. I don’t know where they’ll be tomorrow.”


  Her expression sobered. “Then maybe you should have gone first.”


  “Eddy’s more beat up than me.”


  “I don’t know about that.”


  We watched the doctor attend to him. I had to keep thinking of Eddy as being worse off than me, because I didn’t want to imagine I looked that bad. If getting Val back required violence, (And who am I kidding? It probably would.) I honestly didn’t know how well I could hold up. Hopefully, the doctor could get me some good painkillers. If I could keep moving for the rest of the night, it didn’t matter how much I’d pay for it later.


  “I’m sorry,” Irma said.


  “Huh?” I replied intelligently.


  “We let that man take Elisa.”


  “He was a telepath.”


  “That’s no excuse.”


  She was being too hard on herself, especially considering she was in her seventies and had no superpowers, but don’t tell her I said that. (No, really. Please don’t tell her. She’d stab me for patronizing her, and somehow, she’d be the one person with a blade that could pierce my skin.)


  “What will you do now?” I asked. “You can come with me, if you want. Between the two of us, you’re definitely the more threatening at the moment.”


  She shook her head. “I think… I should go after Elisa. I was her nanny when she was small. Mr. Belmonte shouldn’t bar me from the house if I ask to stay with her.”


  That was a good idea. A friendly face would mean a lot to Elisa right now, and it would leave Irma there to look after her if I didn’t make it.


  I closed my eyes. The plastic couch cover clung stickily to my bare skin, but even with that, I was the most comfortable I’d been in what felt like ages. I took advantage of the wait to rest, but all too soon Dr. Quevedo came for my turn.


  “Any allergies or pre-existing conditions I should know about?” he asked.


  “I have a bad knee and super-strength,” I said. I thought it summed me up pretty well, though from the look on the doctor’s face, he’d never been faced with a bulletproof patient before. My “condition” could make medical treatment difficult, to say the least. Needles broke on my skin, taking my blood pressure was a hassle, that sort of thing.


  “How on earth did you think I was going to steal your kidneys?” he asked.


  I shrugged. The movement hurt. “Just give me something for the pain that won’t make me drowsy. I don’t have time for much else.”


  He ignored me and did the full checkup: took my pulse, shined the little light in my eyes, the works. My shirt came off, revealing the bandages that Val had helped wrap me in after my fight with Giordano yesterday. It seemed like forever ago. I’d thought I’d been in pain then, but that was nothing compared to how I felt now. My past-self was a wimp.


  “You realize that my recommendation is, at the very least, bed rest and optimally, a hospital visit to double-check you internally,” he said in the tone of a man who knew he wouldn’t be listened to.


  “Later,” I said.


  He nodded in resignation and left the room. When he returned, it was with two little white pills and a glass of water. I downed them gratefully. Then he and Irma helped re-wrap my injuries, and he even managed to find a cheap plastic cane for me. I missed the metal one the DSA had confiscated. Val had given it to me for Christmas last year, and it was sturdy enough that I could use it as a weapon without breaking it. But this one would do for now.


  “Anything else I can get you?” asked the doctor.


  I thought about it for a second. “Do you have any exatrin?”


  “You don’t look like a telepath.”


  “It’s not for me. I need two syringes, with enough dosage for two adults in their twenties.”


  He fiddled with his black bag, not looking at me. But evidently, Val paid him enough, because he left the room to get some. He was gone a bit longer this time, but he came back with two small yellow tubes, about the size and shape of pens. Auto-injectors, like for adrenaline. Perfect.


  “You didn’t get them from me,” Dr. Quevedo said.


  I nodded. “Thank you.”


  Irma walked with me out to the car. I didn’t know whether the drugs were already kicking in or if it was just the placebo effect, but I felt a little better already.


  “What’s your plan?” she asked.


  “I need some things,” I said. “Guns, new clothes…” I looked down at my bare feet. “Shoes.”


  She raised her eyebrows. “The safe houses?”


  “Yeah.”


  • • •


  When it comes to safe houses, underground bunkers are my favorite. You can hide them beneath any seemingly innocuous building or even out in an open field, and if the worst happens and your enemy discovers it and attacks, you’re still in a bunker. It doesn’t get much safer, short of a secret military base.


  But good luck building anything underground in Florida, especially South Florida. You couldn’t go more than a few feet down without hitting water, making it hard to have basements, much less underground bunkers. So Val had gone with a less extreme approach. She’d bought up a few different properties around the city under one of her false identities, filled them up with guns, cash, and a bunch of other supplies, and basically made them places to hide, regroup, or stop off at on the way to fleeing the country. Have I mentioned how much I love my wife?


  One of the safe houses was a condominium on Brickell Avenue. I think the location was Val’s idea of a joke, since it was smack in the middle of the most crowded international banking district in the country. Right on the water and filled with skyscrapers that lit up the night in a postcard-perfect scene, the area was understandably crowded. But it was just south of downtown, which according to Jean-Baptiste, was where the club was located.


  I didn’t have the key, so I had to stop at the front desk. The marble floor in the lobby was smooth and cool beneath my feet, and the receptionist’s professional smile slipped at the sight of me. But Val had thrown around enough bribes in advance in case this sort of thing happened. I said I was Mr. White (Val thought it was hilarious) of unit 1202, and within ten minutes, a man from security was unlocking the door for me. When you got to a certain level of society—the level with private jets, diamond pens, and vacation homes all over the world—you could get away with all sorts of weird behavior.


  The closet in the front bedroom had clothes in both my and Val’s sizes. The only downside was that I’d had no say in their selection, and when Val was left to her own devices, I ended up in things you’d find on a male model. I grabbed a pair of jeans that probably cost at least three hundred dollars, a gray shirt that was dry-clean only, and socks and sneakers with a price tag I didn’t want to contemplate. Then came the act of dressing, which was like taking an inventory of each and every one of my injuries, despite the drugs.


  It was a warm night, too warm for a coat, but if I was going to bring firearms, I’d need something to cover the shoulder holster. I selected a leather bomber jacket simply because the only other two options were a fur-lined monstrosity and something so covered in pouches and zippers that you could barely tell it was a coat. Then I pushed aside the hangers and felt along the wall until I found the catch. The false back of the closet swung forward like a door, revealing the gun rack behind it.


  Val had prepared for anything. There were AK-47s and M-16s, Glocks and SIGs, M40 sniper rifles and—was that an AT4 rocket launcher? Had she been expecting to fight a tank? I shook my head, smiling in appreciation.


  My tastes weren’t exotic. I took a pair of Beretta M9s, standard military issue, and inflamed my bruised ribs getting them into the shoulder holster. Val swore by a Derringer pistol strapped to the ankle, and I spotted one on the shelf.


  It was pink.


  Well, let no one say I wasn’t secure in my masculinity. I found the ankle holster and hid the tiny gun beneath my pant leg, a backup in case I lost the Berettas.


  Would that be enough? I looked at the Uzi in the corner and debated, but I didn’t want to be a walking war zone. I closed the hidden door and spread the hangers full of clothes back into place so that they hid the catch. Then I shrugged into the leather jacket (Ow, ribs. Ow, shoulder.), and checked myself in the mirror to make sure the guns were properly concealed. I actually looked halfway respectable. There was no hiding the black eye, but I was going to a BDSM club; I could just pass myself off as a masochist or something.


  Next was the dresser. I took a Rolex out of the box on top of it, and from the hidden drawer in the side, I removed a driver’s license with my photograph alongside the name “Roger White,” a credit card under the same name, and several hundred dollars in cash. After a bit more rifling, I found a leather wallet to put it all in and headed for the door.


  Then I stopped. In the corner of the room, leaning against the nightstand, was a cane. With a pistol-grip handle, its silver metal was polished to a gleam, and I tossed aside my cheap plastic one to pick it up. It felt heavy and solid in my grasp, the type of blunt object I could do a lot of damage with. The handle unscrewed from the shaft, unsheathing an honest-to-goodness sword hidden inside.


  I smiled. It was the little, thoughtful things that really made a relationship. Thank you, Val.


  The other bedroom had a computer, and I used it to look up Purgatory’s address. I printed the map and grabbed the car keys from where I’d tossed them on the counter. Then I left to find my wife.


  Chapter 13


  Downtown was packed. All the family vacationers had settled into their hotels, and the night belonged to the drunken party crowd. Their clothes were a mix of dressed-to-impress, beachwear, and store-bought superhero costumes, and their blood-alcohol content was sky high. A car drove by with a girl standing up through the sunroof and cheering, and I walked past a guy in a Crimson Phoenix costume vomiting into the gutter. The dull beat of dance music grew to a pounding clamor anytime a door was opened, and everywhere people were laughing and talking and singing.


  I pulled the crumpled map out of my pocket, double-checked it, and walked down a small side alley. It would’ve been easier to use a map on the phone I’d found in the safe house, but even though Val must have registered it under someone else’s name, I didn’t feel safe turning on a GPS yet. You can call me paranoid, but you’d be wrong. It’s not paranoia when the government really is after you.


  Purgatory was a square, brick building that looked as if it might have originally been a restaurant. That time had long passed, and now it was crumbling and dark, the windows dirty, the old bricks faded and missing in spots. There was no sign on the outside, and I wouldn’t have known it was the right place if I hadn’t seen a picture on its website.


  I trod on cigarette butts as I approached the door, taking note of the peeling white paint and names someone had carved into it with a pocketknife. The auto-injectors felt heavy and obvious in my jacket pockets. They were both ready to go, and that was the last thought I could afford to give them. If the fact of their existence so much as popped into my head for a split-second when I was closer to Trick and Treat, the game would be up.


  I turned the doorknob hesitantly, but it wasn’t locked. I stepped into a small entryway, my senses assaulted with cigarette smoke and loud industrial music. The place was dim, but a sign on the wall said, “Purgatory,” in neon red, swirling letters. And if I had any remaining doubts as to whether I was in the right place, the muscular man behind the counter, wearing a black latex mask and no shirt, silenced them.


  “Twenty-dollar cover,” he said.


  After paying up and signing the appropriate wavers, I walked into the club. It was the kind of smaller, intimate venue where all the regulars probably knew each other. The walls were crimson, the floors and ceiling black, and the low lighting and smoky air made it hard to see clearly. A snack bar was in the back, and along one wall were tables separated into booths by black beaded curtains. The other was lined with your average BDSM equipment: a St. Andrew’s cross, a couple of cages, spanking bench, a rack of various whips and paddles, and several hooks on the walls for shackles and rope. I took a moment to imagine Val’s reaction if she were here. She’d either clap her hands together delightedly and drag me straight over to the shackles, or she’d cluck her tongue in disapproval over how worn-out they’d let some of their equipment get.


  “They” were an eclectic bunch of people. I’d been afraid I’d have at least twenty years on everybody in the place, but the ages ranged from a girl in a pink tutu and fishnets who looked barely eighteen, to a man who had to be pushing seventy walking around in hot pants. There was no mandatory dress code, thank goodness, and there were a few people besides me in casual clothing. A couple walked past me in jeans and T-shirts, looking perfectly ordinary, except that he was wearing a spiked collar, and she was leading him around on a chain. There was lots of lingerie and leather, of course, but in honor of the festival, they seemed to be having an informal superhero night.


  The most popular costume was—you guessed it—the Black Valentine. Was it any surprise Val was a hit with the bondage crowd? I spotted at least three of her, and the one on the dance floor even had her own White Knight. At least, that’s who I assumed he was dressed up as, but I didn’t remember my costume ever involving ass-less chaps. But my suit wasn’t the only one liberties had been taken with.The woman in the St. Andrew’s cross was wearing an even skimpier version of Starbright’s outfit—which was saying something. A Crimson Phoenix, Freezefire, and Mr. Tomorrow were all chained to the wall, taking turns getting flogged in front of an audience by yet another Black Valentine. The whole thing was oddly surreal.


  “Hey. You just gonna stand there drooling?”


  I guess I’d spent too long taking in the scene. A woman sitting on the leather couch next to the entrance was sneering at me.


  “Or were you planning on being the creepy voyeur in the corner for the evening?” she asked.


  She wore a purple corset and black panties, and her hands were tied in front of her in a French bowline knot. The bonds were hemp rope and had rubbed her pale skin raw and red.


  “Whose rope is that?” I asked.


  “Cale’s. Why? You want him to do you up?”


  I shook my head. “Tell him it needs treating. There’s no excuse for it scraping you like that. A couple hours of boiling, a wash, and some oil should soften it.” I paused. “Unless you, um, wanted it to hurt.”


  “No.” She raised her eyebrows, reevaluating me. “I’ll tell him. Thanks.”


  I nodded and walked to the bar before I could put my foot in my mouth again. A guy in an outfit woven completely of soft nylon rope bumped into me, but otherwise I made it there unmolested. The bar didn’t sell alcohol, since mixing intoxicants with kink was generally a bad idea, but so was mixing intoxicants with whatever drugs the doctor had given me. I ordered a water, sat down on an open stool, and surveyed the room.


  There were plenty in this crowd with tattoos and piercings, but not two thin, black-haired people who matched the descriptions of Trick and Treat. I checked my new Rolex. It wasn’t midnight yet; Trick and Treat could be late arrivals. The loud music and thick smoke weren't doing much for my pounding head, but I had a seat to rest on, and nobody was beating me up. I could wait.


  I sipped my water. Besides the door I’d come in through, there was one exit in the back by the bathrooms. Maybe forty people were in the building altogether. I spotted one man with a knife on his belt, and there were several dungeon monitors around the room for people to call on if something went wrong during play. If things did get bad, I had to take into account all the people who were tied up in one way or another. Best to avoid anything that would send people stampeding for the exits if I could help it.


  These were the matters occupying my mind when the woman from the couch sat down next to me. The ropes were gone from her wrists, but the skin there was still pink and tender.


  “Hey,” she said. “I talked to Cale.”


  It took a second for me to get back into the frame of mind for small talk. “What did he say?”


  “That I should buy my own rope if I’m so damn picky. Cale’s a jackass. I'm Lindsay.”


  She extended her hand, and I shook it. “Dave.”


  “I’ve never seen you here before.”


  “No, I…” I floundered for a lie, but why bother when the truth would work? “My wife keeps enough equipment at home that we don’t really need to go out.”


  “Yeah? Cool. She coming tonight?”


  “She can’t make it. I’m looking for two of her friends, actually. You don’t know a couple called Trick and Treat by any chance, do you?”


  “The twins? Yeah, everybody knows them.”


  So they were twins, not a romantic couple—at least, hopefully not. I wondered if their telepathy was a shared power. If I knocked out one, would it disable the other? Not that I was going to risk trying it, but the idea was interesting to consider.


  “Will they be here tonight?” I asked.


  “Yeah, they should show up any time now. At least, I hope so.”


  I hoped so, too. If they didn’t show… my stomach twisted into a knot just thinking about it. They were my only lead. They had to show.


  I chatted with Lindsay to pass the time. She’d grown up in Ohio, moved to Miami when she was twelve, and worked as a bank teller. She was a little worried someone at her job would find out about her extra-curricular activities and she’d get fired. She asked about me, and I said something vague about being retired before steering the conversation back to her. A few more minutes, and I’d learned she had an ex-boyfriend who was a “dickwad,” a dog named Didi, and a huge horror movie collection.


  “But what about you?” she asked. “You said you’re retired. What did you used to do?”


  “I worked for the government,” I said, which wasn’t a lie.


  “Like a CIA agent or something? That’s awesome. Is that why you have a cane? Did you get shot?”


  A completely thoughtless question, and one I got all too often. I wondered how she would react if I told her the real story, but I was spared the trouble of coming up with a lie when every head in the room turned.


  I felt it, too: the mental compulsion. It wasn’t a precise command, just attention… interest… attraction. If Val had done it, I would have never been able to tell it wasn’t natural. Trick and Treat were going overboard, like hunting deer with a bazooka. There wasn’t a person in the room who wasn’t drooling over them.


  They were just as Ruby had described: tall, thin, and pale, with heavy makeup and lots of attitude. He wore leather pants and a fishnet shirt. She had on striped leggings, a miniskirt, and a bikini top. They sat down at a table that was immediately vacated for them, and a man came out from behind the bar with drinks they hadn’t needed to order.


  The DSA put out public service announcements on how to identify telepaths using their powers illegally. Every day, they got calls from people who thought their neighbors, bosses, or significant others were reading their thoughts or using mind-control. Almost a hundred percent of those claims were false, but the DSA had to take each one seriously, because a real criminal telepath—someone who used his or her power over others’ minds for personal gain or just to hurt people—was a very, very scary thing. Just look at Val, and she limited herself with a (admittedly loose) code of honor. Somehow I doubted Trick and Treat had even that much self-control.


  Without so much as a backward glance at me, Lindsay stood up and made a beeline for them, a dreamy smile on her face. At the same moment, three others did the same: another woman and two men. This wasn’t a Hollywood club. The patrons were regular people of varying ages and body types. But the four who went to Trick and Treat? They were some of the youngest, most traditionally attractive of the bunch.


  I took deep breaths and suppressed my emotions; I didn’t want them sensing me just yet. Their table filled with laughter, talk, and groping, and I was the only one watching who wasn’t doing it with envy. I didn’t know whether Lindsay and the others were usually doms or subs, but they were certainly submissive now. Lindsay and the second summoned woman were sitting on either side of the guy (Was he Trick or Treat?), holding drinks up to his lips, and the two summoned men were kneeling in front of the girl. She (I decided to call her Treat for convenience) took the red candle from the table and dribbled hot wax onto the bare chest of the man closest to her.


  Now, this was a BDSM club, and some people enjoyed that sort of thing. The man’s eyes closed, and he sucked in a breath that was half pain, half ecstasy. But without consent, it wasn’t play; it was sexual assault. Trick and Treat were using mind-control, leaving me sickened at the thought of how far they might have gone on nights before this. Add that to the fact that Trick was casually unlacing Lindsay’s corset, and I decided I’d seen enough.


  I took a roll of hundreds from my pocket and tossed it onto the counter. The cashier tore his gaze away from Trick and Treat and stared.


  “You doing a tab or trying to buy the whole place?” he asked.


  “Neither,” I said. “It’s compensation. I’m about to ruin your business for the night.”


  I made my thoughts loud. Trick and Treat had psy-assaulted Ruby and Moreen. They’d probably killed Harris. I wasn’t going to let them get away with anything else.


  The twins jerked up straight, their heads swiveling toward me in unison. An instant later, their power enveloped my mind. My body tensed, and a single, clear command took hold of me.


  Come here.


  I crossed the room. They immediately relaxed, the panic that had taken hold of their features replaced by smug smiles. Trick draped his arms around Lindsay and the other woman, and Treat pointed a manicured black nail at the floor with a smirk.


  On your knees.


  I dropped to them in front of her, and pain shot up my leg like someone had just hit me with a baseball bat.


  “Shit!”


  Trick and Treat flung their hands to their own knees, their faces contorting identically like something out of a slapstick comedy. They’d gone way too deep into my head for such light control, the rookies.


  “Shut up!” Treat said.


  “Who is he?” asked Trick.


  They probed my mind clumsily, and my receding headache came back with full pounding force.


  “Oh my God,” Treat whispered.


  Trick laughed, and they shared a look of disbelief at their good luck. I guess it wasn’t every day a famous superhero stumbled right into your hands. They went silent and leaned toward one another, their expressions growing pinched as they telepathically debated what to do with me. I focused on the pulsing pain in my knee and the cold worry in the pit of my stomach. They’d given Harris a brain hemorrhage with their powers; rookies or not, they could do the same to me.


  The rest of the club seemed oblivious to us. I didn’t know if it was because Trick and Treat were telepathically redirecting their attention, or if the sight of a man forced to kneel in front of someone was just too common here. I was more worried about Lindsay and the others. They were staring motionlessly ahead like toys someone had turned off.


  I focused my thoughts on inconsequential things. The beat of the music pounded in my ears, and each breath I took was tinged with smoke. The smell of cologne, sweat, and leather reached my nose. Most of my injuries were blissfully numb. I could get used to that feeling, but somehow I doubted it would last very long.


  After a few minutes, Trick and Treat leaned back with smiles on their faces. Lindsay and the others returned to life, all giggles and grins, and I remained on the floor.


  “You’re going to make us a lot of money,” Treat told me with a flirty smile.


  “But get ready to be our bitch first,” Trick snorted.


  The guy from the snack bar dropped by with drinks that looked alcoholic, and I might as well have been a piece of furniture for the way everyone ignored me. Trick and Treat raised their glasses, sharing an intimate look across the table.


  I know a song that gets on everybody’s nerves….


  I slipped my hands into my pockets.


  “Cheers,” said Trick.


  “Cheers,” I agreed, plunging an auto-injector into each of their thighs.


  I was fast and knew what I was doing, but even if I’d fumbled over the motion, I would have probably been fine. Trick and Treat gaped at me, unable to comprehend why I wasn’t still under their control. It took several long seconds for them to finally react.


  “Fuck!” Trick surged up, tripped over his chair, and grabbed the beaded curtain to steady himself, tearing it down. Treat clenched her leg, her face even whiter than before.


  “What did you do?” she shrieked. “What is this? What did you do?”


  Exatrin’s effect wasn’t instantaneous. I’d been worried they’d think me dead in the time it took for the drug to fully neutralize their powers, but they wasted their time panicking like amateurs.


  Lindsay and the others started to snap out of it, looking around like they weren’t sure what was going on. A couple of them got to their feet. Trick saw them and squeezed his eyes shut. When he looked again and nothing had changed, his mouth opened but no words came out.


  Treat thrust a finger at me. “Help! Stop him! Help!”


  Someone grabbed my shoulder from behind, and I pushed whoever it was gently to the floor. The people Trick and Treat had summoned backed fearfully away, all except Lindsay, who was frozen in place. Trick and Treat tensed, like they wanted to run but didn’t dare.


  The music stopped abruptly, uncovering the crowd’s worried murmurings.


  “Somebody help!” Treat cried, a teary-eyed damsel in distress all of a sudden.


  I turned my back on Trick and Treat to face the crowd. The dungeon monitors were pushing past people to get to me, but the rest were staring. Hands covered mouths and people grabbed reassuringly at whoever was nearest. They were only confused and worried now, but it would turn to full-blown panic if I wasn’t careful.


  I’d developed a nice loud, authoritarian voice over the course of my career. Superheroes tended to need it.


  “Everyone, please proceed calmly and orderly to the exits,” I said. “And someone call the police.”


  A few people started to move, but most weren’t sure what to do. Then one of the monitors finally broke through the crowd and swung at me.


  I didn’t want to hurt him too badly. He was just trying to protect people from a man he thought was a threat. I stepped aside and tripped him with my cane, sending him crashing into the next table over.


  Trick and Treat tried to run. I grabbed Trick and threw him into his sister, knocking them both to the floor.


  The room broke into a frenzy. People ran for the doors. A few tried to be heroes and came at me, but they weren’t fighters. The first jumped forward to tackle me, and I used his momentum to slam him into the wall. The second threw a punch. I side-stepped, hooked his arm with my cane, and took him down. The third was Mr. Ass-less Chaps White Knight. I just gave him a push, sending him flying across the floor.


  Then came the guy with the knife. He stood in a low, wide stance, holding the weapon like he knew how to use it. I could have knocked it from his grasp, but why bother? He lunged, and I stood still and let him stab me. The blade broke on my skin.


  The man stared, wide-eyed, then turned and dashed away.


  Trick tried to get up, and I kicked him back down. Treat slid backward across the floor until her back hit the wall, never taking her eyes off me. I did a quick sweep of the room. Lindsay had retreated to the snack bar but was watching rather than running. A man was still cuffed to the opposite wall, pulling futilely at his chains in an attempt to get away. Two of my attackers were sprawled on the floor; the others had evidently run for it. I made a note of them in case they got up, then turned my attention back to Trick and Treat.


  “Here’s how it’s going to work,” I told them. “The police should be here in less than ten minutes. If you want them to find you alive, you’ll answer my questions.”


  Val would have been proud of my bluff. The two of them exchanged fearful glances from their spots on the floor, telepathic conversations no longer an option. I didn’t waste any time.


  “Where’s the Black Valentine?”


  Treat shook her head mutely. Trick grabbed a fistful of his styled hair in frustration.


  “The hell?” he choked out. “How should we know? What the fuck kind of question is that?”


  “Think very carefully,” I growled.


  “We don’t know!” Treat cried. “I swear.” Her heavy mascara was running as tears leaked from her eyes. A pretty girl crying—my shallow male instincts almost got the better of me until I remembered she was probably a murderer and a sexual predator.


  “Then let’s start with what you do know,” I said. “Ruby Baxter. You psy-assaulted her. Rewrote her memories. Why?”


  They exchanged glances again. Trick shook his head microscopically, as if I couldn’t see him, and Treat squared her shoulders and set her jaw.


  I didn’t have time for this. I could have threatened them with the Berettas, but I didn’t believe in pointing a gun at someone if you weren’t prepared to pull the trigger.


  New strategy. I drove the foot of my cane down on Trick’s leg. His bones broke with a crack, and he screamed.


  Treat screamed. The guy chained to the wall behind me screamed. I waited for them to quiet, for Trick to stop swearing and writhing, and kept my face blank and my breathing steady. When the only sounds left were his broken sobs, I spoke.


  “Do you know how many bones are in the human leg?”


  They stared at me, shaking and pale.


  “Neither do I,” I said. “Think of all the fun we could have finding out.” I held their gazes. “Ruby Baxter. Why?”


  “It wasn’t our idea,” said Treat weakly. “We were paid to do it.”


  “By whom?”


  “Starla Strauss—that woman always on the news for chasing superheroes.”


  I stared, waiting for her to say “Just kidding!” or “Gotcha!” This had to be someone’s idea of a joke. Starla Strauss? My stomach felt heavy, but I couldn’t afford to wait for the information to truly sink in.


  “And Harris Holt?” I said. “Supersonic. She paid you to kill him, too?”


  “That was an accident,” said Trick.


  I didn’t know whether to believe him or not.


  “Start from the beginning,” I said. “Quickly.”


  “She came to us.” Treat was curled up in a ball against the wall, her gaze on a spot half a foot below my eyes. “We have a reputation. She wanted us to mind-control Supersonic, make him love her, do whatever she said, that kind of thing. She gave us a lot of money.”


  “But it didn’t work,” I said.


  “It did,” Trick grunted through the pain, and almost managed a smirk instead of a grimace. “We could have made him think he was an eighty-year-old woman if we wanted to.”


  “Even when it wore off, he didn’t realize anything had been done to him,” Treat added.


  If the two of them had actually had a clue what they were doing, they would’ve known forcing a person’s thoughts into something so opposite from their usual beliefs took constant fine-tuning to maintain. The human mind was resilient. On some level, Harris must have sensed he was living a lie. He would have gone through a mess of anxiety and depression as he gradually worked his way out of it. I could only imagine what a nightmare that must have been, but he’d broken himself free. Then he’d called things off with Starla and canceled Ruby’s services…


  “And Starla called you again,” I said.


  “We were just going to do the same thing,” Treat said. “But he caught us this time. He fought it… and then he just died. I don’t know what happened.”


  “It wasn’t our fault,” Trick said. “If he hadn’t gone ape shit on us, he’d be fine right now.”


  I gritted my teeth. I wanted to scream at them for playing around in people’s heads when they didn’t know the first thing about it, and then give a long lecture on personal responsibility.But there wasn’t time, and it wouldn’t have penetrated their thick skulls, anyway.


  “So you painted a heart on his cheek in black lipstick?”


  “That was Strauss’s idea,” said Treat. “To throw off the cops.”


  “Why the Black Valentine in particular?”


  “I dunno. Like I said, it was Starla’s idea.”


  Had Starla had a reason, or had the Black Valentine just been the first supervillain that popped into her head?


  “And Benita Herrera,” I said. “His ex-wife. That wasn’t your fault, either?”


  Treat lowered her gaze even farther. I was surprised she could still feel shame.


  “She got into some bitch fight with Strauss,” she almost whispered. “Said she knew Starla had murdered her ex and was going to the police. We had to kill her.”


  “But why go after Ruby? She didn’t know anything.”


  “Supersonic had talked to her right beforehand. Strauss said it could give the police a clue. I thought she was being paranoid, but she paid us, so…” She shrugged.


  I wasn’t sure anything Ruby knew would have pointed to Starla, but then again, we had already established I was an idiot. Someone in the DSA might have made the connection.


  “What about Moreen Lee?” I asked.


  “Who?”


  “The director of the DSA.”


  “We didn’t touch her,” said Trick. “That dumb bitch Strauss wanted us to rewrite her memories, but who the hell does she think we are? The Invisible Man couldn’t get past that kind of security.”


  “What did Starla want with her in the first place?”


  “She said the director was on to us,” said Treat. “That she knew the Black Valentine had been framed.”


  I felt something cold and slimy crawl down my throat and die in my stomach. I’d told Starla that the director of the DSA believed me. Back when she’d been saying all that stuff about Val, I’d done it just to shut her up.


  I’d gotten Moreen attacked.


  I was staring at them open-mouthed. I had to say something, ask another question, but my train of thought had crashed. What had I been going to say?


  “How did you contact Starla?” I asked at last.


  “Phone.”


  “Call her.”


  Treat pulled a cell phone out of a black, studded purse and shakily dialed a number. I held out my hand, and she passed it to me.


  The phone rang, and rang, and rang.


  I hung up and pocketed it. Maybe I’d have time to try again later.


  “When you told Starla you couldn’t get to the director, what did she do?”


  “Cussed us out,” Trick said.


  “And what did you do?”


  “Called the boss. Strauss has a shit-ton of cash to waste. He found someone else to handle the director for her, and we got a commission.”


  “Who’s your boss?”


  Trick went still.


  “Don’t,” Treat growled at him.


  “This asshole is gonna kill us!”


  “That’s not as bad as what he’ll do, and you know it.”


  “Fuck him. I’m not gonna die to keep his name out of it.” Trick looked back to me. “He’s—”


  The word died in a gurgled choke. Trick’s eyes rolled up, and he convulsed. I swore and dove to the floor beside him, trying to steady his flailing limbs, but there was nothing I could do. It was some kind of seizure. Before I could even think to call an ambulance, he went still.


  It was already over.


  I put a finger to his wrist, searching for a pulse, and found one. He was alive, but it would take hospital equipment to figure out if he had any brain activity. This was exactly what I’d feared had happened to Ruby. I’d say it was a fitting fate for her attacker, but no, nobody deserved this, not even him.


  I stared at Trick’s pale features, struck by how young he was. The seizure had hit right when he was about to tell me who was behind all this. That couldn’t be a coincidence. But who could do such a thing? It would take an incredibly powerful, incredibly skilled telepath to install that kind of safeguard in someone’s mind. Even Val would have trouble managing it.


  I’d seen Dr. Sweet do something similar.


  No. Dr. Sweet was dead for sure this time. I was only considering him as a suspect because he’d been on my mind lately. Could someone else have gotten a hold of his research? It was worth considering, but not right now. The police would be here any second.


  I struggled to my feet, though every inch of my body wanted to remain on the floor. Treat hadn’t moved since her brother’s sudden attack. She stared at him with bulging eyes, her mind having retreated far away.


  “On your feet,” I said softly.


  She didn’t move. I took her arm as gently as I could and pulled her up, and she didn’t resist. There were plenty of convenient shackles on the wall, and I chained her up next to the poor guy who’d gotten stuck in the room. I took pity on him and reached to break his metal cuffs, and he flinched and screamed like I was going to murder him. When I yanked his chains from their mount on the wall, he backed slowly away, eyes glued to me, then turned and sprinted out the door.


  “Lindsay.”


  She jumped at the sound of her name and looked at me in rapt attention.


  “When the police get here,” I said, “make sure they know these two are telepaths and to call in the DSA.”


  She nodded mutely. I considered the front and back doors and started toward the back.


  “Hey,” said Lindsay.


  I stopped and looked at her questioningly.


  “You and your wife,” she said. “Is it an open relationship?”


  I blinked. “Uh… no.”


  “Damn.”


  Her shoulders drooped. I hovered there awkwardly trying to figure out what to say, then gave up and escaped out the back door.


  Chapter 14


  Getaways were not my strong suit, not with the knee, which was why I’d parked the car illegally only a block away. But a block was still a long distance at my slow pace, and the police were out in full force tonight, if spread thin. Talk and laughter filled the crowded street, but I could still hear the commotion the BDSM clubbers were causing where they’d poured out of Purgatory a ways behind me. When someone shouted, I tensed, preparing—well, not to run, but to try to hobble faster.


  But it wasn’t the police or anyone from the club. It was Giordano, shouldering people aside as he caught up with me. I abandoned my plan to run and got ready to unscrew the sword from my cane. Stabbing him might make him stronger, but not if he passed out from blood loss first.


  “Still stalking me?” I asked.


  “Keep moving,” he said. “The cops back there have your description.”


  After a second’s hesitation, I judged the police the greater threat. The two of us walked side by side down the pavement, just briskly enough not to look like we were fleeing the scene.


  “How do you keep finding me?” I asked. “Did I swallow a tracking chip without realizing it?”


  He didn’t look at me, his eyes instead scanning our surroundings. Between his designer suit and my leather jacket, we must have seemed like a couple of rich, sleazy older men trolling the scene for drunken college girls.


  “Irma told me where your safe house was,” he said. “The club’s website was up on the computer.”


  I scowled. “What are you even doing here? Don’t you have a crime lord you should be delivering my teenage daughter to?”


  “Elisa’s on a plane headed safely home,” he said. “I’m off work. Where’s Valentina?”


  I nearly tripped. That’s why he was here? His expression was guarded, as usual; I didn’t know why I bothered trying to read him. I didn’t trust the guy. There was no way of knowing what secret agenda he may have, or whether he was acting on his own or under Lucio’s orders. And even when he did have relatively good intentions, it tended to end with him beating me up. He was in love with my wife and had stolen my daughter—


  Which made me biased against accepting his help. There were risks, but he was in much better shape than I currently was. He could be the difference between saving Val and getting her killed. I couldn’t let my pride keep me from considering that. But I didn’t want to open myself up to getting double-crossed, either.


  Not that I had much of a choice. If I didn’t cooperate, he’d probably rough me up like Eddy until I did. And I didn’t have time for that.


  “I don’t know yet,” I said. “But I know someone who does.”


  • • •


  We took my car to Starla’s house. I tried calling her on Treat’s phone a few more times, but she didn’t pick up. What if she wasn’t home? She was probably in the same place as Val, working on her evil plot. Starla Strauss. I still had trouble believing it. I mean, I’d always known she was unbalanced. She deliberately put herself in life-threatening situations so a superhero would rescue her, for crying out loud. But I hadn’t thought her capable of masterminding something like this.


  I wasn’t even sure what “this” was. Trick and Treat had filled in a lot of the blanks, but the picture still wasn’t complete. I understood why Harris was dead and Val framed for the murder, Benita killed, and Ruby psy-assaulted. And I understood why Moreen had been attacked, if not how. But then someone had kidnapped Val. The game had changed, and Trick and Treat’s mysterious boss was responsible.


  I could only hope Starla knew the identity of the supervillain she’d hired. I pulled up to her glitzy glass house, and Giordano jumped out of the car before I’d even removed the keys from the ignition.


  “Hold up,” I said, climbing out after him. We didn’t know what could be waiting inside, and recklessness could get a guy killed. A man of Giordano’s experience should know better.


  I followed him up the stone path to the front door. The glass walls revealed dark, empty rooms, but there was a light on somewhere in the back, coming from inside one of the bedrooms that wasn’t see-through. Either Starla had forgotten to turn it off, or someone was still home.


  “Just… follow my lead,” I said.


  His eyebrows rose microscopically. This was going to end badly; I could already tell.


  I rang the doorbell. We waited. Cars drove past on the main road and a light wind rustled through the palm trees, but no sound or movement came from inside the house.


  “Just break in,” said Giordano.


  “Not yet.”


  I raised my voice. “Starla? It’s White Knight. Are you home?”


  No answer. Giordano shifted his weight impatiently from leg to leg.


  “Starla?” I tried again. “Open up!”


  “This is ridiculous. It’s made of glass.”


  He raised his fist to smash down the door, and I grabbed him. “Just wait.”


  I peered into the apparently vacant house, its rooms like photographs from a catalog. There wasn’t a bit of clutter, not a single pillow out of place. The chairs were all pushed in, the tabletops free of coffee cups and papers. No one had tossed keys onto the counter or lost the TV remote. The main purpose of the rooms was to be put on display, not lived in. Starla’s house was a metaphor for her life: pretty but empty, and desperate to make people look. I didn’t envy the person who called it home.


  “Treasure?” I kept my voice gentle but still loud enough to carry. “It’s David Del Toro. You and I need to talk.”


  I held my breath. I didn’t know if I could convince her to come out, didn’t even know if she was really in there. Would Starla have taken her daughter with her, wherever she’d gone? She was controlling; she probably didn’t let the girl out of her sight for long. But then, she’d been quick enough to dismiss her when having dinner with me. I couldn’t predict the way Starla would think—obviously, or I could have prevented all this. Her thought process was just too different. I couldn’t even begin to put myself in her shoes.


  The hallway light flipped on, and a small figure hesitantly approached the door. Treasure wore a pink robe with a matching pair of pajama pants peeking out from underneath it. The ensemble looked like something a Barbie would wear, not something your average teenager would pick out for herself. Her feet were bare and made no noise as she came down the hall, trying to peek up at us while keeping her gaze on the floor. She undid the locks, still keeping her eyes from our faces, and slowly opened the door.


  “I didn’t know what to do.” Her voice squeaked. “I’m sorry. I should’ve told somebody. I didn’t—I couldn’t—”


  The poor girl was about to hyperventilate. I put a hand on her shoulder. She shrank back, then looked up at me in despair.


  “It’s all right,” I said soothingly. “I’m going to stop her. But I need to know what’s going on first. Can you help me?”


  Treasure nodded and whispered, “She killed Supersonic.”


  “I know,” I said. “Come on. Let’s sit down.”


  Time was precious. I just wanted to ask where Val was, get back in the car, and go to my wife, but it wasn’t that simple. I needed to fully understand the situation before rushing off, and this wasn’t like questioning Trick and Treat. The frail girl in front of me had been bullied and abused enough; I wouldn’t add to it.


  I led her to one of the pristine couches and sat down beside her, trying to figure out how close to sit to be comforting without encroaching on her personal space and scaring her. Giordano stayed standing.


  “Sit down,” I told him. It was an intimidation factor, towering over someone like that, and Treasure didn’t need to be scared any more.


  He ignored me.


  I looked back at Treasure. Her shoulders were tense, her hands on her knees, and her gaze on her lap. She reminded me so much of Elisa that I just wanted to hug her and tell her everything would be okay. But I had to interrogate her. Val’s life was depending on it. Yet I couldn’t push too hard or she might shut down completely.


  “I’ll start,” I said. “But I don’t know everything, so you’ll have to fill some things in for me, okay?”


  She nodded mutely.


  “Okay,” I said, and took a moment to gather my thoughts before I began. “Your mother hired two telepaths called Trick and Treat to control Supersonic. She made him fall in love with her, and was manipulating his career. He was her ticket to fame, everything she’d ever wanted. But he fought it, and when he tried to break free of the mind-control, he had a brain hemorrhage and died.”


  I paused to see if she would correct me on anything, but she remained silent, fiddling with the sleeve of her robe.


  “Your mother had to cover it up. She chose to frame the Black Valentine. Do you know why?”


  She shrunk from me, and I cursed myself for scaring her. “You,” she said, so softly I could barely hear. “Supersonic told Mom that you were married to the Black Valentine. Mom thought that if she could convince you the Black Valentine killed your friend, you’d… I don’t know, divorce her and marry Mom, instead.”


  That was it? The reason Val had been arrested and my family’s lives thrown into chaos was because Starla had hatched some irrational plot to win my affection? I wanted to scream, but there wasn’t enough time to have a meltdown. I needed to know the rest.


  “So she framed the Black Valentine,wiped the memory of the last person Supersonic had talked to, and had his ex-wife killed when she suspected her involvement,” I went on. “But it wasn’t enough. The director of the DSA saw through the frame attempt, and your mother needed to take care of her, too. But Trick and Treat couldn’t do it. They went to their boss for help, and that’s all I could find out. Do you know who their boss is?”


  Treasure was focused on her sleeve like it was the most fascinating thing in the room. I waited patiently, but Giordano was tapping his foot on the floor. If only he were telepathic. Inside my head, I was shouting at him to keep his mouth shut.


  “He isn’t anyone famous,” Treasure said. “At least, I’ve never heard of him. He just… rang the doorbell. He said Mom’s problem intrigued him and he wanted to help. Mom invited him in for drinks. It was crazy. He’s crazy.”


  “What’s his name?” I asked.


  “He said it was Dr. Sweet. I don’t know if that’s his real name, but it’s what he said.”


  She kept her head down, waiting for my next question, but it never came. My throat felt like it had closed up. Not him. It couldn’t be. My thoughts shot off in a hundred different directions at once with questions and theories and denials, but then everything screeched to a halt.


  He had Val. Dr. Sweet had Val.


  Treasure glanced up nervously. I must have looked like I’d just seen a ghost, and that wasn’t far from the truth.


  “I thought you and Valentina killed him,” said Giordano.


  “We did,” I croaked. “Twice.”


  And all that had been left the second time was a charred skeleton. How on earth had he come back from that? It wasn’t possible. Maybe this was someone else.


  “Can you describe him?” I asked Treasure.


  She looked even more shaken now, like she would run if I even breathed threateningly. Her eyes darted around the room for something else to focus on.


  “He’s… old,” she said finally. “Greasy.”


  “Dirty lab coat and a Hawaiian shirt?” I asked.


  She nodded.


  No. He was dead. I’d watched him die. It couldn’t be him.


  But he’d already come back from the dead once. Who’s to say he couldn’t have done it again? Maybe that was his superpower. But how he’d done it didn’t matter, just the fact that he was back. Dr. Sweet was back. I’d take almost any other supervillain in the world over him. He’d had Val for hours now. Dear Lord, what was he doing to her? What had he already done?


  “Treasure,” I said, using every bit of willpower I had to keep my voice from trembling. “I need you to think carefully. This is very important.”


  Her hands were in her lap again, clutching the fabric of her robe so tightly her knuckles were white. But she was looking at me.


  “Where did he take the Black Valentine?” I asked. “What is it he and your mother have planned?”


  “They said—I—I didn’t know—I—” She shook her head frantically, her words lost.


  Giordano stomped his foot. “Spit it out!”


  “You’re not helping,” I growled at him.


  Treasure’s gaze was down again, her head still shaking back and forth. I took her hand.


  “It’s okay.”


  “I can’t stay here,” she said. “She’ll know. She always knows. I can’t stay here. I have to go.”


  “I’ll take you somewhere else,” I said. “I promise. I can stop her, but I need you to help me.”


  She squeezed my hand with enough force to cut off my circulation if I hadn’t had super-strength. Then she looked up at me.


  “It’s Mom,” she wailed. “It’s always Mom. You know how she is. Supersonic’s dead, and you didn’t spontaneously fall in love with her, but Dr. Sweet said she didn’t have to settle for old has-beens like you. He said she could have any superhero she wanted. They’re both insane.”


  “Who’s she going after?”


  “The Idols. They’re at a club in Miami Beach called the Lair. Mom wants Mr. Tomorrow.”


  He was young, movie-star handsome, and arguably the most popular superhero in the country right now. Of course she would want him.


  “And Dr. Sweet is going to use the Black Valentine’s powers to get him for her,” I finished.


  “He said she was the only one strong enough to control so many people at once.” Treasure’s voice trembled. “Because it’s more than that. Mom wants to be rescued, but it’s not like some supervillain or natural disaster is just going to turn up.”


  “So Dr. Sweet is going to make one,” I whispered.


  “Mr. Tomorrow will save Mom,” said Treasure. “I don’t think she cares how many other people die.”


  I felt light-headed. This was bigger than me, bigger than Val. I had to alert the DSA. They would already be on the scene, with the Idols there; I just had to tell them what to expect. They’d probably arrest me, but as long as I saved Val and everyone else before that happened, I didn’t care.


  “The people Dr. Sweet experiments on,” said Giordano, “They don’t usually survive.”


  “I know.” I grabbed my cane and stood up. “Let’s go. Treasure, I’ll drop you off at a safe house on the way.”


  “We don’t have time for that,” said Giordano.


  “I’m not leaving her here.”


  I expected him to argue, but he just looked at me. “Fine. You babysit her. I’ll save Valentina.” He strode out the door.


  “Giordano!”


  I went after him, but I didn’t even make it out of the room before the car door slammed shut and the engine started up. The key was in my pocket. How had he hot-wired it so fast?


  I’d gotten the car from Irma, and where had she gotten it? From Giordano, most likely. It was one of the Belmontes’ cars. I cursed.


  “Are there any cars in the garage?” I asked Treasure.


  “Yeah.”


  “Then we’ll take one of those. Come on.”


  I checked my watch. It was almost one a.m. Who knew when Starla and the doctor would start their attack?


  I could already be too late.


  Chapter 15


  I toyed briefly with the idea of outdoing even Val’s suicidal speeding habits, leading the police on a mad chase to the front doors of the Lair. But I had to drop off Treasure first, and I didn’t want a cop tackling her the instant she stepped out of the car. I went infuriatingly slowly down the interstate and just prayed I wouldn’t be too late.


  Hang on, Val.


  Giordano was already on his way, and he could just take the straight shot down A1A to Miami Beach; he didn’t need to sidetrack through the crowded city to drop off Treasure. Sure the speed limit was lower, but Giordano wouldn’t be going the speed limit. If he got there first and saved Val… then I’d thank him. I wasn’t so egotistical that I’d resent someone else rescuing my wife. As long as she got out of this alive and whole, that was all that mattered. It wasn’t like if he saved her, he’d win her affection, and she’d leave me for him. A life-threatening situation wasn’t a solid basis for a long-lasting romantic relationship. The only person who didn’t know that was Starla Strauss.


  After far too many long minutes, I turned off on the exit for the safe house. Traffic slowed even more. I wanted to slam my fists down onto the steering wheel in frustration. I gritted my teeth and exhaled noisily. I had to get a grip. If I couldn’t calm down, I should at least pretend like I had everything under control. I didn’t want to upset Treasure any more than she already was.


  Treat’s phone was still in my jacket pocket, and for a split second, I thought about calling Moreen before I remembered. My stomach dropped, and my facial muscles twitched before I got the emotion under control. I pushed away my worry for her, but all it left behind was the fear I’d lose Val, too. I had to get to the club in time. Tonight, there were hundreds of lives in danger, not just hers. I picked up Treat’s phone, called 911, said I was at the Lair and had seen supervillains, and hung up. I thought about my contacts in the DSA, but their numbers were all saved in my cell, and I didn’t have them committed to memory. Fortunately, Treat’s phone had Internet access. I handed it to Treasure.


  “Can you google the DSA’s Miami branch?” I asked. “See if you can find a hotline or something I can call.”


  She nodded. A few minutes later, she’d found it, probably ten times faster than I would have if I’d tried. She dialed it for me and handed back the phone.


  “Hello,” I said to the operator who answered the phone. “This is David Del Toro, White Knight. Can you patch me through to Walter Franke, please? I’m sure he’ll want to talk to me.”


  The operator was a professional; her voice only wavered slightly as she interrogated me to make sure I wasn’t a prank caller. I was put on hold for about thirty seconds, then transferred to a person who was not Walter and asked a few more questions to confirm my identity. After about five minutes, I was sure they had to now know who I was but still hadn’t been put through to Walter. I stopped the interrogation.


  “Walter Franke?” I said again.


  The speaker hesitated. “We’re trying to reach him.”


  “Tell you what,” I said. “I’ll keep this cell phone on. You have the number—you probably have my GPS coordinates. Just have Walter call me when you reach him.”


  I hung up. Ten minutes later, we reached the safe house, and I pulled to the curb.


  “Unit 1202.” I handed Treasure the key. “You can order room service, do whatever you want. They shouldn’t give you any trouble, but if they do, tell them you’re a friend of Mr. White’s. That's me.”


  “Okay,” she squeaked.


  “I’ll come back for you when it’s all over.”


  An uncomfortable silence hung between us, the kind that happened when there was a strong possibility one speaker in the conversation would be dead soon, but neither wanted to bring it up.


  “If I don’t make it, you’ll have to go to the police.”


  Her bottom lip quivered. “Thank you.”


  I nodded, and she got out and shut the door. When she disappeared inside the building, I pulled back into the street.


  I crossed the Bay on MacArthur Causeway, passing Star Island and wondering if the DSA was still watching my house. The nightclubs were split pretty evenly on either side of the water, in downtown Miami and Miami Beach. It was just my rotten luck that this particular club was so far from the safe house.


  The area was all upscale nightclubs, hotels, and restaurants. I knew I was getting close to the Lair when I saw the line wrapping around the block. I parked the car illegally on the side of the road, not caring if it got towed. I’d be leaving the club in DSA custody or a body bag; there was no need for a car anymore. I covered my black eye with a pair of sunglasses, and luckily plenty of other people were wearing expensive shades even though it was dark, so I didn’t stand out. My clothes were even sufficiently stylish, though I wondered if anyone could really tell the difference between jeans that cost three hundred dollars and jeans that cost thirty. I couldn’t.


  The Lair was Miami Beach’s only supervillain-themed nightclub. At least, that was how it advertised itself. I’d never been in a supervillain lair that looked like a castle Dr. Frankenstein would call home. Music and bright colored lights filled the air around it, and the crowd outside marked it as the most popular spot on a street built to cater to nightlife. There were no flashing police lights yet, and no screaming crowds dashing out of the exits. I sighed in relief. It looked like I wasn’t too late.


  Unless Dr. Sweet had Val mind-controlling everyone in the building.


  I walked past the line of attractive people in fashionable clothes and approached the bouncer. There were two ways this could go, and I tried the nice way first.


  “Evening. You need to see an ID for someone my age?”


  I handed him my ironically fake driver’s license, a roll of hundred dollar bills tucked underneath it. His eyebrows rose in surprise. He handed me the ID back, pocketed the cash, and stepped aside.


  “Have a nice night.”


  “Thank you.”


  A cry of outrage came from someone in the front of the line. A lot of them had probably been waiting all night to get inside.


  Be grateful. It’s safer out here, I thought.


  I entered the front lobby. Whoever had built the place had spared no expense, and it looked like something out of a movie. The flooring was gray stone, and a rich red carpet ran up a sweeping staircase with polished banisters. There was even an honest-to-goodness suit of armor set up against the wall. (And no, I don’t want to hear your White Knight jokes.) A tremendous chandelier hung from the ceiling, but the rest of the LED lighting definitely belonged to a club, not a castle.


  I wasn’t sure where to go, whether up the stairs or through one of the doorways. The place was enormous. How was I ever going to find Val in here? I didn’t have telepathy; I would have to rely on my eyes and ears, but that could take all night. I was sick with worry for her. Somewhere in this building, she was strapped into one of Dr. Sweet’s machines, and he was playing around with her brain. She was so close.


  I’m here, I thought, hoping she might be able to hear me. I’ll find you. Just hold on.


  Dr. Sweet could already know I was in the building, and undercover DSA agents were no doubt on scene to protect the Idols. I had to get moving—and fast.


  I stuck to the first floor, since Dr. Sweet had a habit of occupying hidden basements. Then again, he’d probably scoped out those places long beforehand in order to set up his lab, and the job with Starla had been last minute. I couldn’t count on it resembling my other encounters with him. Still, I had to start somewhere, and the first floor was as good a place as any.


  I passed couples sitting close together on intimate couches and women emerging from the bathroom with freshly retouched makeup and hair. Some people were exchanging phone numbers; others were just lounging and looking hot. As elaborate as this room was, it was only a spot for guests to catch a breather away from the crowds. I needed to find the main room if I wanted to get a true feel for the place.


  Before I could, Treat’s phone rang in my pocket. I pulled it out and put it to my ear.


  “What the hell are you playing at, Del Toro?” Walter growled in greeting.


  “I’m at a nightclub called the Lair,” I said.


  “How nice for you.”


  “You’ll recognize the name, because it’s where the Idols are.”


  He went silent.


  “Dr. Sweet is here,” I said. “He has Val, and he’s planning on staging an attack and using her powers to mind-control Mr. Tomorrow.”


  “What a load of—”


  “I don’t care if you believe me. Just tell your men on the scene to prepare for an attack. I’m sure you’ll have me arrested before the night is out.”


  “Count on it.”


  I hung up. Walter may have been a prick, but he was a professional. He’d treat the situation at the Lair as a full-scale emergency. He had to now. I just hoped I got to Val before he got to me.


  Treat’s phone started ringing almost immediately, showing Walter’s number again. I couldn’t figure out which button was the off switch, so I crushed it and tossed the remains into a trash bin by the bathroom.


  Now where had I been? Right, the main room. I just followed the sound of the music, and in less than a minute, my search was over.


  It was a disaster waiting to happen. The hall was gigantic and had to be packed close to its maximum occupancy. The dance floor was a sea of people, their hands thrown into the air as they swayed and writhed wildly. I spotted at least two bars, the counters lined with a wall of bodies both sitting and standing. Keeping with the lair motif, high-tech speakers and disco balls mixed with stone gargoyles and a giant world map with targets on major cities. Colored lights and lasers flashed, but the room still managed to stay dark. I could imagine the chaos that would break out when Dr. Sweet attacked, the screaming and stumbling as people rushed to escape. Walter should evacuate the place. Did he realize how serious a threat Dr. Sweet was, or did he think I was the only danger?


  I tried to cross the room and immediately regretted it. People bumped and jostled me, and I couldn’t get a good look at anything. Plus, there was no telling who was getting a good look at me. Women in lingerie danced inside cages, and the DJ had an enormous fake death ray that shot colored lasers into the crowd. The beat of the bass vibrated my chest like a second heart. Cameras were everywhere, the party being filmed by MTV or some other channel. This room was too public; Dr. Sweet would set up somewhere out of the way. But this was where the attack would fall, because the Idols were here.


  I spotted them in front of the stage, in a restricted VIP area guarded by several bouncers. They were easy to find, still being in costume. They had to wear their uniforms whenever they made an appearance for publicity, even if that appearance tarnished the good name of superheroes everywhere.


  Starbright was strutting down the runway in the center of the area to the appreciative cheers of surrounding males. Her modeling career may have been behind her, but the cameras still swerved to follow her every move. G-Force was dancing, sandwiched between two women who could have been models based on looks alone. The man knew how to dance, but he still looked ridiculous in his outfit. Speaking of ridiculous, Mr. Tomorrow was knocking back shots at a table surrounded by excited groupies. I thought about going up and telling him Starla Strauss was planning on using mind-control to make him her love slave, but I doubted he would believe me. And even if he did, it wasn’t like he’d be any actual help.


  Then I saw Freezefire. I’d completely forgotten—Ruby had said she was making him go clubbing with the Idols for publicity. He sat at a table not far from Mr. Tomorrow, his arms crossed, his expression clearly saying, “I do not want to be here,” but the beer goggles on the men and women around him must have kept them from seeing it, or else they just didn’t care. I turned away on the off chance he’d look up and spot my face in the crowd. He wasn’t going to be happy to see me after our run-in this afternoon. Had word reached him that I would be here? It couldn’t have. Otherwise, he’d be surveying the room alertly instead of staring darkly into an untouched drink.


  There was nothing else to learn here. I had to search the rest of the building. I’d knock down every door from janitor closets to VIP lounges if I had to. The second floor had a balcony looking down onto the main room. If I needed to check on the Idols again, that would be a better place to do it from. Plenty of people had the same idea and were watching the dance floor from a more comfortable spot. How many of them were DSA agents? Had they already spotted me?


  I pushed my way through the throng of sweaty bodies, desperately trying to get to the stairs. I felt like a drowning man struggling to reach a boat that was being taken away by the current. As I looked to the balcony above, the DSA and all other thoughts fell from my mind like scattered coins across the floor. There she was.


  Val.


  The balcony had private booths separated from the public area by high walls, and VIPs looked on from above like kings and queens. One of them was Val. It was her face, cold and expressionless. I was sure of it.


  No. I couldn’t be sure. Someone could be using my desperation to find her to slip illusions into my mind. I reined in my wild emotions and concentrated on “The Song that Gets on Everybody’s Nerves.” When I’d cycled through it twice and Val’s image hadn’t wavered, I knew it had to be her.


  The pounding of my heart eclipsed even the beat of the music rattling my chest. My cane quavered in my unsteady grip, and I struggled to take deep breaths and calm myself. Val’s face was like a pale moon in a dark sky. From below, I could just make out the top of her lacy black camisole, her suit jacket having been stripped. Some sort of strange hat was on her head, but the distance and poor lighting prevented me from seeing exactly what it was.


  Because it wasn’t a hat. It was a smaller, sleeker version of that helmet Dr. Sweet had used on that telekinetic child all those years ago. It must have been. Otherwise she would have seen me, reacted in some way.


  I almost knocked a guy over in my rush to get to her. If the machine was already on her, Dr. Sweet could start at any second. I had to get upstairs.


  Calm down, Del Toro. I wasn’t a rookie and couldn’t afford to make any stupid mistakes. I had to hurry, but I also had to think. The crowd was like an obstacle course, but I kept moving forward. The flashing lights, pounding music, and smell of alcohol flooded my senses. All I had seen was Val, but it was a good bet Dr. Sweet was in the same booth in order to monitor the equipment he was using to control her. Starla… She’d be somewhere else. This was all about her, and she’d be the actress on center stage. Dr. Sweet and Val were the behind-the-scenes crew.


  But then, where was center stage? That was where it would all begin. And what experiment would Dr. Sweet be setting loose? No-Men? A person with special abilities who he’d captured and mutilated? Or would he use Val’s mind-control to force another supervillain to do the dirty work? There were just too many unknowns.


  My knee was already twinging in anticipation of climbing the stairs. I reached the bottom of them, waited for two girls in tube tops to get out of the way, and then started awkwardly up. If I could just get to the top before something terrible happened…


  Why was I on the right side of the stairs?


  It was a bigger deal than it sounded. My left knee was the injured one, which meant I held my cane with my right hand and should be gripping the bannister with my left. As counter-intuitive as it seemed, that was one of the first things they taught me in therapy. It would be easy enough to move to the other side, and it shouldn’t bother me so much, but…


  A man in ridiculously large sunglasses was coming down the stairs. He went around me—then swerved immediately back to the right side on the bottom three steps. Almost like he was avoiding something at the foot of the stairs that I couldn’t see…


  Oh no.


  I looked at the foot of the stairs and starting singing the song in my head. A second later, a No-Man wavered into existence.


  It was standing against the left wall, still as a statue. Holding tightly onto the song in my mind, I looked out over the main room.


  They were stationed along the walls like soldiers. There must have been at least a dozen of them, and no one could see them but me. Val was telepathically shielding their presence from the entire room. And there had to be hundreds of people in here. She couldn’t affect all their heads for long without hurting herself. How long had the No-Men been here?


  I had to put a stop to this. I managed two more steps before a man blocked my way. He was dressed in clubbing attire, but he had an earpiece.


  “David Del Toro, you’re under arrest. I’m going to need you to come with me.”


  “I'm going to have to respectfully decline.”


  Fighting on the steps would be tricky. I was stronger than the agent, but my balance wasn’t great. He could send me toppling down the staircase if I wasn’t careful. I braced myself.


  “Dave!”


  The shout came from the floor. Without taking my attention completely from the agent in front of me, I turned enough to see Julio push his way to the bottom of the stairs.


  Great.


  “Come down or I’ll take you down,” he said. He was standing right next to the No-Man without realizing it.


  “I can’t do that, Julio.”


  “Don’t make me fight you here. Innocent people could get hurt.”


  “They will get hurt unless I stop Dr. Sweet. He has my wife—right up there.” I pointed. “No-Men are telepathically hidden all throughout the room. They’re going to attack any second now if I don’t get to Sweet first. You have to trust me.”


  I put all the sincerity I could into the words. Around Julio, people were nudging their neighbors and pointing, coming to realize they might actually get to see a superhero arrest someone. I ignored them and met his eyes. I wished telepathy was part of his power-set, that he could read my mind and know I was telling the truth. I came here to fight a supervillain, not a friend. And I didn’t have time to waste on another brawl. Every second was precious.


  “Please,” I said.


  His face was tight as he looked at me. You know me, I thought at him. I was your partner. I wouldn’t be doing this unless it was important.


  He shook his head firmly. “I can’t.”


  My gaze dropped from his eyes. If I’d asked him three years ago, his answer would have been different. If I’d asked him even yesterday, he still might have trusted me. I shouldn’t have fought him this afternoon. I shouldn’t have tried to resist arrest. But it was too late to change that now.


  His body shifted almost imperceptibly as he prepared for a fight. “Hands in the air. This is your last chance.”


  I tried to look like I was considering it, but in actuality, I was figuring out how I wanted to do this. There was Julio and the agent behind me, and probably more DSA agents in the wings, but I’d deal with them later. I was about to grab the agent behind me and throw him into Julio, taking them both out at once, when the situation changed.


  “Hey, Freeze, what’s goin’ on?”


  Oh Lord. What did they think they were doing?


  The crowd parted as the Idols swaggered up to us, and everyone nearby began to cheer like they were watching a football game. I grimaced. This was the last thing I needed right now.


  Julio clenched shut his eyes in a pained expression but then forced himself to smile at them. “Nothing important. I’ll take care of it.”


  “What do we have here?” Starbright asked, walking past him to get a better look at me.


  “This old guy giving you problems?” G-Force asked.


  Julio’s smile grew even tighter. “No. We were just about to arrest him. Then it’ll be boring procedural stuff. I’ll take care of it. Why don’t you guys get back to the bar?”


  “And disappoint our fans?” Mr. Tomorrow turned sweepingly toward the crowd and called out, “You all want to see the Idols in action?”


  They cheered.


  Mr. Tomorrow cupped his hand around his ear. “I can’t hear you!”


  They shouted wildly, clapping and jumping. I barely refrained from rolling my eyes. I needed to end this.


  “The people have spoken.” Mr. Tomorrow slapped Freezefire on the back and strode forward, Starbright and G-Force flanking him. They stopped at the foot of the stairs and gave me cocky—excuse me, heroic smiles. We were the center of attention now, and it felt odd not being in my White Knight costume. But then again, it was probably a good thing. I wasn’t going to disgrace the uniform by beating up the Idols in it on national television.


  “You gonna come quietly, or do we have to lay down the law?” Mr. Tomorrow asked, getting excited whoops from the audience.


  They were setting up a dramatic face-off, but I didn’t need one. G-Force posed the only threat to me. Five years ago, I would have held up fine under his gravity powers, but now, it would be murder on my knee.


  “Neither.”


  Change of plans. I grabbed the DSA agent behind me and threw him at G-Force. The Idol should have lowered gravity and sent the man sailing over his head, but his reactions were slowed by alcohol. The agent’s body crashed into him and sent them both to the floor.


  I briefly considered trying to make a run for it up the stairs, but I’d never make it in time. I had to take out at least Julio first. The cameras would have no doubt preferred me to stalk impressively toward the heroes, but they would have to settle for a slow hobble.


  Starbright’s hands began to glow with yellow light, piercing the darkness like glow-sticks. They formed little balls of energy in her palms, and she shot them at me.


  Against a normal person, they were probably painful. They probably could have caused minor burns from a close enough range. Against me? They barely even stung.


  I was almost at the bottom of the stairs. Starbright backed up, hurling her energy blasts at me faster and more desperately. She smacked into Freezefire, shrieked, and her next energy blast went wild and hit the wall mere feet from the No-Man’s head.


  I reached the bottom of the stairs, and Mr. Tomorrow swung at me.


  I blocked and hit him with an uppercut. He went down.


  The front of the crowd struggled to press backward, and I swore I could hear the hush even over the music. I could imagine the cameramen zooming in on me. Then Julio disentangled himself from Starbright, and I turned my attention back to the fight.


  The music stopped. Word of our brawl must have finally spread throughout the entire room. Murmured talk rose and fell like waves as people tried to figure out what was happening, and Julio and I both went still, eyeing each other warily.


  A woman screamed. It was a high-pitched, melodramatic thing, not worthy of an underpaid actress in a bad horror flick. Then spotlights—spotlights—lit up a spot on the balcony above.


  A No-Man held onto Starla Strauss’s arm and pressed a pistol to the side of her head. She screamed again, and just in case we’d somehow failed to realize she was in danger shouted, “Help me! Somebody help!”


  Mr. Tomorrow surged to his feet, not showing any ill effects from being punched. “I’ll save you, Starla!” He bypassed me completely and dashed up the stairs, his cape fanning out behind him.


  Heads in the crowd turned, looking back and forth between Mr. Tomorrow and Starla and the No-Man. They probably thought it was a publicity stunt, and one with bad acting, at that. Julio’s mouth was hanging open. I could have clocked him—I probably should have—but instead, I tried reason one last time.


  “It’s Dr. Sweet,” I said. “He’s—”


  The No-Man beside us stepped forward, and suddenly all hell broke loose.


  Val must have dropped the illusion hiding them, because Julio stared in shock. I pushed him out of the way as the No-Man lunged. Its swinging arms hit me instead and knocked me into the staircase. Fine wood cracked and splintered, and all around, people were screaming. I struggled to my feet and saw the No-Men cutting bloodily through the crowd.


  No.


  “Julio,” I shouted. “They’re No-Men with super-strength. Don’t hold back.”


  That was all he needed to know. He jumped to his feet and ran into the fray.


  “G-Force,” I barked.


  The man looked at me shakily from the floor.


  “Do whatever you can to slow them down, but keep your distance.” I looked at Starbright; she was staring open-mouthed in horror. “You. Crowd-control. Get everyone out of here and keep them from trampling each other.”


  Without waiting to see if they’d listen, I followed Julio. People ran in every direction, pushing and stepping over whoever was in their way. There were already casualties. The No-Men grabbed and smashed whoever was near. I couldn’t take it all in. It was a massacre.


  I didn’t want to be here. I wanted to hurry up the stairs after Mr. Tomorrow and get to Val. But saving her wouldn’t stop the No-Men. She was the only one in this building I loved; she was my world. Everything I’d done—the lines I’d crossed—it had all been for her. But I couldn’t rescue her and abandon all these people to be butchered. I just couldn’t.


  She would do it for me. Did that mean I didn’t love her enough?


  I’m sorry.


  I couldn’t think about it any longer. A No-Man was in range. I unscrewed the top of my cane, trusting Val to have it constructed from a metal that could withstand me wielding it. The No-Man grabbed the arm of a nearby man and crushed his bones in its grip with a sickening crunch. The man screamed. I raised the sword and hacked at the No-Man’s neck.


  Blood squirted everywhere. I wish I could say I decapitated it with a clean strike, but whatever Dr. Sweet had done to strengthen the No-Men’s bones was too successful. The blade hit its spine and stopped. But it disrupted the No-Man enough that it released the man, who fell to the floor and cradled his broken arm. I pulled the blade out of the No-Man’s neck with a grunt, and it stumbled. Then I swung again, and this time it cut through.


  The No-Man crumpled. I searched the chaos for my next target.


  Julio was nearby, and I could feel the heat in the air from his attack. The No-Man gunning for him slowed for a few steps and then collapsed. I was guessing he’d fried its brain. Julio could handle himself.


  Another No-Man wasn’t far off. I limped toward it, but with the sword unsheathed, my cane no longer had a handle, and it was slow going. In the time it took me to get there, it smashed a young woman’s skull.


  This was a battlefield. I had to disconnect my emotions. The horror could overcome me later.


  I reached the No-Man just in time for its elbow to hit me in the chest and knock me to the floor. The fall forced a puff of air out of my lungs, and I barely managed to hold onto the sword. I rolled and drove the butt of my cane into the No-Man’s ankle, dropping it. Before it could get back up, I cleaved off its head.


  I pushed myself up. It was hard to process the chaos of my surroundings, hard to lock onto anything through the mayhem of bodies, noise, and lights. Through a break in the crowd, I spotted another No-Man. Its movement was slow and labored, like it was fighting for every step. Then I saw G-Force staring it down from a spot against the wall. His powers weren’t strong enough to stop it completely, but he was slowing it down.


  I caught up with it easily and put my sword through its neck.


  It toppled, and I gave G-Force a nod. He swallowed and nodded back.


  We took down three more No-Men with the same pattern. There was a reason superheroes teamed up so often.


  By now, the room was less crowded. A lot of people had made it out. But some were still running, some hiding, some lying injured or dead on the floor. I ended up near Julio and shouted, “Can you handle the rest? I’m going after Dr. Sweet.”


  “Go!” he said.


  I crossed the room and limped as fast as I could up the stairs.


  I’d come down with Val or not at all.


  Chapter 16


  When I reached the top, I was winded, and the agony in my knee cut through the drugs. But I couldn’t afford to take a breather. I headed straight for the VIP booths.


  The balcony was practically empty. The people up here must have had an easier time getting out. A small decision like watching from the second floor instead of the first shouldn’t have such a bearing on whether someone lived or died, but it had. I passed couches and beds intended for people to recline on, one of the leather chairs overturned in the rush to escape. Drink glasses sat abandoned on tables, and a pair of high heels lay discarded on the floor. It was hard to believe people had been having a good time up here just—how long ago had it been? My sense of time always warped during a fight.


  I’d screwed the sword back into the cane to help me climb up the stairs. Should I pull it back out? I reminded myself that I had no less than three guns on me, not that they would stop any more No-Men that Dr. Sweet might be keeping in reserve. I could shoot him, though. He’d no doubt miraculously resurrect himself again, but I could worry about that later.


  I caught movement to my left. Frightened bystanders? Another No-Man?


  It was Starla and Mr. Tomorrow.


  They were on one of the couches, kissing and groping and going at each other with desperate abandon. Thank heaven his costume was still on, but Starla was working on prying it off. My stomach churned in disgust and horror. I didn’t want to delay yet again, but I couldn’t let Starla go any farther with her assault. I went up to them, grabbed a handful of Mr. Tomorrow’s cape, and yanked him off her.


  “Wha—”


  I decked him again, even though he was the victim. This time he stayed down.


  “White Knight?” Starla gasped. She was in a little black dress, one of the straps hanging off her shoulder, and her lipstick was smeared.


  I turned my back on her and strode toward the booths. I wanted to incapacitate her, but I didn’t trust myself. She was responsible for Harris’s death, Benita’s—all the innocent people in this building. I was good at keeping my temper in check, but not that good.


  “Wait!” she cried.


  I reached the first booth and pulled the door off its hinges. It was empty.


  Starla hurried after me. I pushed open the second door and saw a young couple cowering behind the furniture.


  “White Knight, I’m sorry.”


  The third door was already open, the room also empty.


  Starla grabbed my arm, and I pushed too hard to get her off, knocking her to the floor. I smashed down the fourth door, but that room was empty, too.


  “I know you must be angry,” said Starla. “But you don’t have to be. I love you more than Mr. Tomorrow. I always have.”


  Oh, for the love of God. Is that why she thought I was angry? I’d pity her, if I didn’t pity all the people who’d needlessly died because of her more.


  I knocked down the fifth door and almost screamed in frustration. It was empty, too. When I’d seen Val’s face, she hadn’t been that far along the wall, had she?


  I stopped. Of course. I was such an idiot.


  I know a song that gets on everybody’s nerves…


  Slowly I walked past the doors a second time, focusing through my pounding head and Starla’s pawing at my arm. They all looked exactly the same until I got to the very last one. Then I saw Val. She was standing away from the edge of the balcony now, facing me. Dr. Sweet was sitting on the couch, a laptop in front of him. And that was all the detail I could take in before Giordano attacked me.


  He punched me in the solar plexus, and the fight was over before it even began. It knocked the air from lungs, and I went down. I couldn’t inhale, couldn’t breathe. My body was screaming that I was going to die, and I would have believed it if I hadn’t been hit there before. But no amount of preparation could get my breath back. I gasped, my vision blurring, and Giordano calmly got my arm in a lock behind my back and slammed me into the floor. The pain was excruciating. Lucky me, I had the feeling of suffocation to distract me from it.


  After about a minute, I started breathing again with a pathetic wheezing sound. But Giordano still had me in the arm lock, my face smashed into the carpet, and it was impossible to rise. I’d gotten a look at him before he’d taken me down. He had two black eyes, a bruised face, and who knew what else on the rest of his body. I was betting Dr. Sweet had made the No-Men beat him beforehand. He was stronger than me now, stronger by far.


  If I had enough breath, I would’ve cursed at the idiot. He’d gone through all the trouble to stalk me, ditched me at Starla’s to get here first, only to get himself mind-controlled. Some help he was.


  “You all right there, White Knight?” Dr. Sweet asked. “Got your wind back? Good.”


  He smiled at me from the couch, the club’s flashing lights gleaming off his oily skin.


  “Let her go,” I rasped.


  “Or what?” He looked at me in amusement. “We do need to be going, though. Before the DSA shows up. Though I suppose Ms. Belmonte could convince them not to arrest us.” He crossed his legs, looking as comfortable as could be. “I can’t tell you what a pleasure it is to work with a telepath of your wife’s talents. The one I sent after Director Lee fried his brain, the useless clod. And the twins, well, you’ve met them. Plenty of raw power, but no finesse.”


  I tried to pull free from Giordano, but all I managed to do was cause myself enough pain to make my vision blur. Pressed against the floor, my guns jabbed into my bruised ribs. If I could just draw one… No, not yet. Dr. Sweet was staring right at me. If he saw me reach inside my jacket, he’d have Giordano break my arms. I had to wait.


  “There’s no need to panic,” said Dr. Sweet. “I’m not going to kill her.”


  My body stiffened even more than the arm lock had already made me, and my thoughts raced to figure out what he meant. It couldn’t be anything good.


  “I’m going to have her kill you.”


  My breath stopped like I’d been hit in the solar plexus a second time. And yet, if I died and she lived… on some level, I was okay with that, wasn’t I? I was more than willing to die for her. And she and Elisa had gotten along perfectly fine without me before.


  No. I couldn’t let myself think like that. I had to fight him. He was probably lying, anyway.


  “And then you’ll just let her go?” I croaked.


  “Well, I might still kill her. After I let it sink in that she’s killed her own husband.” He shrugged. “I haven’t decided yet.”


  I tried to throw off Giordano again. Damn it. He was just too strong. I had to get to Dr. Sweet. I could resist Val's influence on my thoughts, but I couldn’t defend against her overloading my brain until it bled. No one could. And Val…


  Dr. Sweet’s fingers clicked across his keyboard. “You have no idea how long I’ve waited for this, watching for the right opportunity.” He was blind typing, keeping his smug eyes on me the whole time. “Then Miss Strauss brings me the perfect chance practically gift wrapped. Your little wife drugged and imprisoned; you running around town playing detective. I just had to jump in.” He sighed. “I wish I had more time to savor this moment, but you’ll just have to imagine I gave you a long, proper villain monologue, okay?”


  I looked at Val, willing her to break out of it. But her eyes were glazed over, her scarred face expressionless. She might be facing me, but she wasn’t seeing me. The machine’s control was too complete. I had no chance of snapping her out of it.


  Part of me hoped she was already too gone, that she wouldn’t realize she’d killed me when Dr. Sweet finally pulled the plug. I struggled violently against Giordano, using the movement to camouflage how I moved my free hand closer to my chest. Or at least how I tried to move it. My arm didn’t want to obey my brain’s command. Overloaded with pain, my body was trying to give out on me.


  “Wait!”


  I’d forgotten about Starla. Her black heels stopped on the carpet next to me, and I twisted my head up to see her looking at Dr. Sweet.


  “I’ve changed my mind,” she said. “I want him, not Mr. Tomorrow.”


  Dr. Sweet was silent for a moment. “Getting her to force him to love you—to make love to you…” His tone was thoughtful. “Interesting, but it wouldn’t quite have the same effect as making her kill him.”


  “It would be easier,” she said. “He already loves me. He’s just too shy. You have to make him act on it.”


  I groaned. “Starla, listen to me. I don’t love you. I never have. Stop this while you still can.”


  She pretended not to hear me.


  “We don’t have the time,” said Dr. Sweet.


  “Make time,” Starla snapped. “I’m paying the bills. You do what I tell you to.”


  In the silence that followed, I almost felt sorry for her. The woman had no idea who she was dealing with.


  “You have paid me,” Dr. Sweet agreed. “But since that money is in my account now, there’s really no need for you anymore, is there?”


  I winced. She’d paid him in advance?


  Sweet’s fingers raced across the keyboard.


  “Now wait just a second!” Starla said. “We had a contract.”


  “I’m a mad scientist, dear.”


  “I don’t care who you are! You can’t just walk away. I’ll hire someone else and send them after you.”


  “That would be an even bigger waste of your money.”


  “Then I’ll go to the police. The DSA. I’ll tell them this whole thing was your idea, and they’ll hunt you down. You’ll go to jail. I have lawyers, you know.”


  “Stop him,” I croaked. “Don’t let him finish typing. He’ll kill you.”


  “You can’t do this to me,” she hissed at Dr. Sweet. “You don’t know who you’re messing with. I’m Starla Strauss. I’ll—”


  She cried out, and her hands flew to her head. She stumbled as her face screwed up in pain. Then she stared at Dr. Sweet and seemed to realized what was happening. She whimpered and turned to me, eyes bulging.


  “Help m—”


  She collapsed.


  Her body fell right beside me, staring with dead eyes. Brain hemorrhage, just like Harris. I could only stare back in shock. After everything she’d done, her death should have made me happy, but it didn’t. She hadn’t needed to die. At the very least, she should have lived to stand trial for murder.


  “Now then,” said Dr. Sweet. “Let’s get back to business.” He started typing again, and this time, it would be me who died instantly when he finished. And he was using my wife’s powers to do it. I pulled my half-numb arm slowly closer to my chest. Dr. Sweet was looking at his computer screen now; if I was going to reach my gun, this was my moment. But my hand felt like it was made out of lead, like my circulation was cut off. I groped awkwardly inside my jacket… There. My hand clasped around the grip, and I pulled out the gun.


  Giordano knocked it out of my hand—and lost the leverage for his arm lock. I threw my head back and slammed my skull into his nose. Blood gushed everywhere, and mind-controlled or not, he was dazed. I threw him off and pulled out the second Beretta.


  Dr. Sweet was typing. If he finished giving the order to Val, I was dead.


  I fired off three shots. Only one hit him. It took him in the side, and he screamed, but it didn’t kill him. One hand clutched to the wound, he clicked falteringly over the keyboard with his other.


  Giordano tore the gun from my hand. He pinned me to the floor again, hands around my throat, and I couldn’t pry him off. He was too strong. Blood from his nose splattered onto my face, and I thought his ugly mug was going to be the last thing I saw before I died.


  I spotted my cane out of the corner of my eye. I reached for it, found the handle, and bashed Giordano over the head. It would only make him stronger, but I had to get him off me. I clobbered him with no identifiable technique, just desperation. His grip loosened, and I shoved with all my might. He flew a dozen feet and smashed into one of the couches.


  I had to get to Dr. Sweet, but Giordano was already getting up. I didn’t have the strength to knock him out, and I couldn’t restrain him. I had to stop him long enough to free Val.


  The sword.


  I tried to push myself to my feet, but my knee buckled. I hissed a curse as Giordano advanced on me like some unstoppable automaton. How much of him was still him? He was analyzing and reacting on some level, so he wasn’t a complete mindless zombie.


  “I know you can hear me,” I said. “And I have enough experience with telepathy to know that on some deep, dream-like level, you understand.”


  He stopped and regarded me warily. He must have been commanded to keep me stalled and restrained, not kill me. With his gaze on my face, I fiddled desperately with the handle of my cane behind my back.


  “All those years working for the Belmontes, and you can’t even resist Val’s mind-control.”


  Something flickered in his muddy eyes.


  “She must think you’re pathetic,” I went on. “No wonder she chose me—”


  He charged. I rolled at the last split second, pulled free the sword, and slashed his Achilles tendon as he ran past.


  He hit the floor, and wouldn’t stand again. I was already crawling away. The authorities would get here before he bled out, and if he got surgery soon enough there would be no lasting damage. He’d be fine. Probably.


  I dragged myself across the rough carpet, bumping and scraping every one of my injuries. Both my Berettas were gone. I reached down toward my legs, wincing in pain, and took the tiny pink Derringer from its ankle holster. The movement cost valuable time. Pain pierced through my head. Was it Val’s deadly touch? My entire body trembled as I reached the booth’s doorway. Dr. Sweet was typing fast. I didn’t waste another second. I opened fire.


  Val was a much better shot than I was. I was still proficient, but I’d always stuck more to close-range fighting since it was obviously my strength. Val might have pulled off a shot to the head at this range, but I aimed for the center of his body, since it was the biggest target.


  I got lucky. I hit the laptop, too.


  Dr. Sweet made a wet, stifled cry, and Val crumpled to the floor.


  I crawled to her, barely registering my pain over the fear. But I was slow, so slow. God, it seemed to take ages to make it to where she lay face down. I dropped the Derringer and tore the helmet from her head.


  “Val?”


  She didn’t stir.


  I pulled her closer to me, feeling her neck for a pulse. She had a heartbeat, and she was breathing, but she didn’t react.


  “Val!”


  I shook her gently—very gently. My panic was rising, and it was hard to control myself.


  Dr. Sweet made a rasping noise, and after a second, I realized it was laughter. I had the gun back in my hand and pointed it at him so fast it made me dizzy.


  “Go on.” His hands were clasped to his bloody gut, the broken laptop discarded on the floor. His breathing was ragged. “Finish it.”


  After several long seconds, I lowered the gun. “If you don’t bleed out, you’ll get arrested. Maybe prison will take care of you better than death did.”


  I turned away and cradled Val in my lap. My hand ran through her hair and along her face, and in my head, I repeated her name over and over, praying she’d hear and wake up. I kept her in my arms through the arrival of the police and the DSA, through shouted questions and Dr. Sweet’s arrest, until the paramedics came and took us both away.


  Chapter 17


  The last time I’d been hospitalized had been after I’d rescued Elisa from Dr. Sweet, and that small, sanitized room was where everything had changed. I’d never forget the place. A few cards and flowers had rested on the shelf, and the smell of the bouquets mixed with pine-scented cleaner. The window’s light blue curtains had been opened, letting in the sunshine in an attempt to cheer up the room. I’d been too drugged to appreciate it.


  I’d had four visitors. Walter was the first. I’d been muddled and drowsy, barely able to keep my eyes open, but the sight of him brought me to alertness better than a cold shower and a hot cup of coffee. His face had been wrinkled with annoyance, but he always looked like that, so it didn’t necessarily mean anything. I looked for the little tells. His gray hair was still perfectly combed across his head: that was good. But he’d loosened his tie: definitely a bad sign. I wished I’d known how many cigarettes he’d gone through; that would be the most accurate measurement of how much trouble I was in.


  He appraised me, and something in his expression softened. “Christ, you look pathetic.”


  I grunted. “The girl?”


  He closed his eyes and massaged his temples. If he had a migraine, things were definitely serious.


  “Valentina Belmonte and her daughter are being treated at a private hospital. They’re still trying to figure out what Dr. Sweet did to the kid, but for now, it looks like she’ll be fine.”


  I sank deeper into the bed as I relaxed. That was the only thing that mattered, really. For a few moments, the beeping of my heart monitor was the only sound as Walter scrutinized me.


  “She has your eyes,” he said.


  I felt an ache in my chest that had nothing to do with my injuries. “Does she?”


  “You left a few facts out of your report,” he growled.


  I didn’t reply.


  “Unless you honestly didn’t know,” he said. “If the Black Valentine used mind-control to rape you, and you didn’t know, then say so. I’ll believe it, because I trust you.” He spat out the last part like an insult. “Is that what happened?”


  I took a deep breath and exhaled. “No.”


  He was silent for a long time.


  “I will do everything in my power to convince my superiors to press criminal charges,” he said in hard voice.


  I nodded vaguely, having expected it. Part of me wished I’d been left in the fire.


  “But I doubt they’ll want the media circus that will come with taking White Knight to court,” he went on. “You’re probably going to get off scot-free, you lucky son of a bitch.”


  I didn’t say anything.


  “But I want to make one thing perfectly clear. You’re done, Dave. Your clearance, your benefits, everything. When I’m finished with you, the only government building you’ll be allowed inside is a post office.”


  “I understand.”


  With one last glare, he left.


  • • •


  Harris had been my second visitor.


  “Heard you got canned, buddy,” he said, strolling in.


  I was feeling better by then, able to at least sit up and form sentences longer than a few words. I gave Harris a look. His tone didn’t exactly respect the severity of the situation.


  “I bet everybody’s heard by now,” I said.


  “Yeah.” He slid into the chair by my bedside. “But not everyone’s going to offer you their couch to sleep on, now that you’re an unemployed, disabled man.”


  I blinked. “You forgot ‘blacklisted.’ The DSA wouldn’t be happy with you.”


  He shrugged easily, but making that offer couldn’t have been easy. I was touched. But not so self-absorbed that I’d actually let him go through with it.


  “Thanks, but I’ve seen the pigsty you call an apartment. I’ll figure something out.”


  “Up to you, but the offer stands.” He leaned back and propped his feet up on my bed, and I could see where he’d worn the grips on the soles of his sneakers almost smooth. “So. The Black Valentine, huh? I bet she’s freaky in bed. Tell me all the dirty details.”


  I rolled my eyes.


  “Prude,” he said. Then his smile faded. “She come to see you yet?”


  I lowered my eyes. He winced in sympathy.


  “Let me know if you want me to run her down for you.”


  I didn’t, but it was nice of him to offer. We spent the rest of his visit talking about inconsequential things.


  • • •


  At some point, I had managed to get my hands on a battered mystery novel and used it to distract myself. I’d been in serious need of some escapism, anything to put off thinking about the present or my future. I’d watched a lot of TV, but now it was off, and the silence made the room feel almost peaceful if I didn’t think too much. When the doorknob turned, I immediately looked up.


  The door cracked opened slowly, and Val looked in. When she saw me, she opened it the rest of the way and stepped inside with uncharacteristic hesitation. Elisa trailed in after her, a stylish hat covering her shaved head, her gaze glued nervously to her feet.


  “Hey,” said Val softly.


  “Hey,” I whispered back, afraid to raise my voice and break the spell. I’d dropped the book and lost my place, but I barely noticed.


  Val picked up a chair from the corner and brought it over to the one next to my bedside. She gestured Elisa forward encouragingly, and the two of them sat down. I fumbled for something to say, but my brain didn’t seem to be working, and I couldn’t blame it on the medication. They say first impressions are important, and I wished the first impression I’d given my daughter hadn’t been me killing people and screaming at her to get out of a burning building. And as second impressions go, staring at her stupidly from a hospital bed probably wasn’t helping much. Not that she was even looking at me. She was staring at her hands folded in her lap.


  “Dave, this is Elisa,” Val said, looking between us. “Elisa, this… is your father.”


  Elisa glanced up hesitantly, and I smiled.


  • • •


  My eyes were closed, but I didn’t have to open them to know I was on a beach. The steady rumbling of the waves onto the shore threatened to lull me to sleep, the soft sand beneath me better than a bed, the warmth of the sun on my skin more comfortable than any blanket. It couldn’t be any beach in Miami. I heard no people, no talking or shouting, no music being blared; just the wind and the sea and the crying of distant gulls.


  I opened my eyes. The sky above was a perfect, clear blue, and the ocean reflected its color dazzlingly. Pristine white sand stretched as far as the eye could see to either side of me. It rose into hilly dunes behind me, covered by green vegetation and palm trees blowing in the breeze. It was a tropical paradise, but I was alone. Not a single boat, plane, or person appeared in the scenery.


  I had on white swimming trunks, and my body was young and whole and wore it well. I propped myself up into a sitting position and took a deep breath of the salty sea air. Nothing hurt. I felt wonderful.


  “Hey.”


  Val was suddenly lying next to me in a black bikini, her head propped up by her hand. She was younger, too. I looked at her for a long time.


  “I’m dreaming,” I said.


  She smiled. “Yep.”


  I reached out and touched her, the sensation of her skin something I could remember even asleep. “I guess my subconscious would want to see you safe and happy.”


  “Oh, please. Your subconscious was taking a nightmare trip down memory lane. I made this. It’s much nicer, don’t you think?”


  I stared, my thoughts moving at the speed of a sixty-year-old computer.


  “You’re in my head,” I breathed.


  “There wasn’t much of a choice. Can you believe they put us in separate hospital rooms? After everything we—”


  I practically dove on her, covering her mouth with mine. Telepathic mindscape or not, she felt real, every bit of her. And I didn’t have to worry about breaking her here. I could pour all the desperation, fear, and yearning of the past two days into the way I kissed her, held her, wanted every inch of her. God, I was never letting go of her again.


  “Easy, Dave,” she gasped. “Your body’s hooked up to a heart monitor. What are the doctors going to think of you getting aroused?”


  “That I’m dreaming of you.” I ran my fingers along her cheek. I could hardly believe she was here. She wasn’t—not really; there was no here. But she was alive and well, and so was I. Everything else was just details.


  “I was afraid you were—” My voice broke. “I thought—”


  “I know.”


  “Are you okay? You’re awake and everything?”


  “I’m fine. You’re the one who’s a wreck.”


  I rolled off of her and leaned back, so relieved, I felt exhausted. Val snuggled up against me, resting her head on my chest. For time unmeasurable, we just lay there, just existed together. It was perfect.


  “I’m sorry,” she said.


  “For what?”


  “Everything. It seems like whenever something is my fault, you end up paying the price.”


  “This wasn’t your fault.”


  “You got drawn into it because of me. Because of who I am.” She sighed. “Sometimes I think you’d be much better off if I were someone else.”


  “Impossible.” I lifted up her chin, so that she was looking at me. “I wouldn’t love someone else. I love you.”


  “Yes, well, sometimes you’re an idiot, David.”


  “Happiest idiot in the world,” I shot back.


  She smiled. I smiled. Everything was right in the world.


  • • •


  I didn’t go with Val to get Elisa back from Mr. Lucifer. Strategically, it would be better for Val to confront her father alone. Realistically, I was confined to bed and unable to go anywhere, much less into a den of supervillains. Val hadn’t lied to me in the dream; I was a wreck. Black eye, bruised ribs, mild sprained shoulder, black and blue everything, and a knee so swollen, I could barely bend it. My doctors weren’t happy with me.


  With Val and Elisa gone, the house felt empty, but I was hardly alone. Eddy was recuperating as well, which left Irma to pull double-duty cooking and cleaning, not to mention taking care of two grumpy old bedridden men.


  “When Eddy makes minestrone soup, he sprinkles parmesan cheese on top,” I teased as she put a bowl in front of me for lunch.


  She raised an eyebrow in a way that reminded me eerily of my mother. “Do I look like Eddy?”


  “I’m sure your recipe is even better,” I said quickly.


  “It’s from a can. There are two things I do very well: I can clean, and I can put a knife in a man from fifty paces. I can’t cook.”


  Before I could respond, she walked out of the room—or almost did before stopping at the door. “I’m also a very good nanny. And I have been for two generations of Belmontes.” She looked back at me, her expression softening. “Thank you for keeping them safe.”


  I nodded, and she went on her way.


  I passed most of the time watching television. I started with the news, but every channel was reporting on the tragedy in Miami, and the death tolls depressed me. If I’d been a better superhero, maybe I could have stopped Dr. Sweet before the No-Men went on their rampage. Maybe twenty-three people would still be alive today.


  And I couldn’t stand what the news was saying about me. No, they didn’t condemn me; I was back to being the hero again. Val had picked Ruby’s information out of my brain and called her as a thank-you present to me. (Ruby was fine, by the way.) I said I didn’t need a present for looking after my wife, but she said the whole point of presents was that you didn’t need them. Anyway, Ruby had spun the story from a sex scandal to a tale of star-crossed lovers. The exact same reporters who’d called me a traitor to my country and a horrible influence on children were now saying how romantic the whole thing was and how I’d turned the Black Valentine to the side of good with my manliness or something. It made me weep for the future of journalism.


  The Idols' PR people were on the job, too. Officially, the news was saying they’d joined forces with White Knight to take down Dr. Sweet, but I wasn’t sure how many people were buying it. The video of me punching Mr. Tomorrow in the face had over 10 million views on Youtube already.


  Of course, the real issue wasn’t the media’s opinion but the DSA’s. I’d broken more laws than I cared to think about in the past few days, but Val had some very good lawyers. They didn’t think I would end up in court. Once again, my popularity protected me. Maybe it was a good thing Val had called Ruby. Either way, I was incredibly lucky. Walter must have been furious.


  I was pretty much the only lucky one. Moreen had survived her assault, but as far as the DSA was concerned, her mind had been compromised. It was too much of a security risk to keep her in the position of director when telepathic commands might be lying dormant in her brain. I’d sent her an apology/get-well-soon card. She’d sent me a caustic email telling me not to apologize for a supervillain’s attack, and that she was depressed enough without my guilt complex hanging over her, thank you very much. So all things considered, it sounded like she was doing pretty well.


  I’d see her at Harris’s funeral. It was scheduled for Tuesday, and I was going to be there; my wheelchair was already prepped and ready. Now that there was no longer an emergency, I had time to grieve, and I spent most of the day staring at the TV without really seeing what was on it. There would be a lot of funerals in the coming days, but one I wouldn’t be going to was Starla’s. Treasure had said it would be a small, family affair, her mouth twisting into a smile as she mused how her mother would have wanted something ostentatious, public, and costing at least a couple hundred grand. She’d visited me with her uncle, a soft-spoken, balding man who spent his share of the family fortune maintaining a collection of rare and expensive books. I couldn’t imagine anyone more different from Starla, which seemed to me exactly what Treasure needed.


  I flipped through the channels for most of the afternoon, stopping on whatever caught my interest for the moment, and tried to avoid thinking about what must be going on at the Belmonte family manor. Val was a persuasive woman, but Lucio was Lucio. He had no reason to hold onto Elisa now that her mother had returned, but that wouldn’t stop him if he really wanted her to stay. After the incident with Mental, Lucio would know his granddaughter had superpowers. The status quo had been blasted to bits, and there was no telling what would happen now.


  And I had absolutely no control over the situation. I could only wonder how Val was doing. Then I’d wonder if she’d run into Giordano yet, and how that would go. Maybe it was just guilt over slicing his tendons, but I kind of hoped she’d be nice to him. He’d risked a lot to try and save her, and if there was one thing I understood, it was being hopelessly in love with Valentina Belmonte. I just didn’t want her to be too nice, you know? I took comfort in the fact that with two black eyes and a broken nose, Giordano had to be looking even worse than I was.


  The doorbell rang, and I got excited for two seconds before I remembered that if it was Val and Elisa, they wouldn’t ring the doorbell; they’d come in through the garage. I settled back down into the pillows, content to let Irma handle it. A minute later, she knocked on my open door.


  “There’s a Julio Fuentes to see you. You want me to send him away?”


  I stared at her stupidly while my brain got a handle on the development. “Um, no. I’ll see him.”


  “In here or in the living room?”


  My pride demanded that I drag my sorry self up and at least situate my broken body in a chair. But my pride could stuff it. My body could barely move. “In here is fine.”


  She left to get him, and I tidied up the clutter of odds and ends that had accumulated around me. I might as well try to look halfway presentable, for all the good it would do.


  Julio came in a few moments later. He was out of uniform, wearing jeans and a black shirt, and didn’t have so much as a scratch on him. He looked me up and down critically. “You look like shit.” He paused. “No. Shit looks better than you. Shit is insulted by the comparison.”


  “While you look fresh as a daisy,” I replied. “How did you make it through that mess uninjured? Were you fighting or did you go back to dancing when I wasn’t looking?”


  “I suffered a grade one concussion, thanks.”


  The smirk fell off my face, and I looked him over for any signs of disorientation. “Are your symptoms gone? What happened?” A No-Man couldn’t have hit him; that would have taken his head clean off.


  “This asshole with super-strength hit me when he was resisting arrest.”


  I winced, remembering the tap and how he’d gone down. Nice going, Dave. Give the poor kid a concussion. At least it was only a grade one.


  “Sorry about that.”


  He shrugged it off.


  I lay there awkwardly for a moment. “What were you doing at the club if you had a concussion?”


  “Ruby wouldn’t let me out of it. She said I was being a whiner.”


  I smiled. Then the silence lengthened, and my smile faded. Honestly, I found fighting supervillains a lot easier than this kind of thing. Val spoiled me, reading my mind so I didn’t have to say a lot aloud.


  Man up, Del Toro.


  “Look,” I said. “I don’t know if you suffered any memory loss when I hit your thick head, but I meant what I said back there. I’m sorry. After I retired… everyone in the DSA was furious. I didn’t think you’d feel any different. And even if you did, I’m blacklisted. Hanging around with me is like throwing your career in front of a bus. You shouldn’t even be here right now.”


  “Yeah, yeah. Everyone hates you because of your super-rich, super-hot wife. Your life is so hard.”


  “I’m talking about your life.”


  “You can’t talk about my life. You missed the last four years of it.”


  The anger rose behind his voice, and it was like we were in the lobby of Benita’s condo again, right back where we started. I froze, not knowing how to handle it.


  Julio rubbed the back of his neck. “Forget it. I shouldn’t have come. I’ll get out of here so you can rest.”


  He headed for the door, and my thoughts went into overdrive. I owed him more than this, more than a crappy goodbye full of bitter, unresolved feelings, but I didn’t want to risk hurting his career, either. Letting him walk out might be the best thing I could do for him.


  But who was I to decide what was best for him? He was a grown man, and I wasn’t his mentor anymore.


  “Julio.”


  He stopped.


  “You’re right,” I said simply. “And if you want to sit down and catch a stupid old man up on the last four years… Well, I’d appreciate it.”


  He sat. We talked. It wasn’t perfect, but we parted on better terms than we’d met on the other day, and that was all I could ask.


  Hours passed, the afternoon light faded, and a thunderstorm came and went. It was almost seven when Val entered my mind. In a single instant, I learned that she and Elisa were coming up the driveway, Elisa was fine, and they’d come to see me the moment they got inside. I turned off the TV and waited for what seemed like a much longer time than it really was.


  Then the door opened, and Elisa half walked, half ran across the bedroom to hug me.


  “Careful.” I squeezed my eyes shut as my bruised ribs flared. “You have super-strength now, remember?”


  “Sorry! Sorry.” She pulled back with a guilty expression. Val came in after her with a smile.


  “You look awful,” Elisa told me.


  “Thanks, sweetheart. And you look wonderful. Are you okay?”


  “Yeah, I’m fine. It was fine. I need to think about what’s best for the family and not turn into a disappointment like my mother, blah blah blah. The usual stuff.”


  “I… think I’m glad to hear it.”


  Elisa smiled. Val sat down on the edge of the bed and took one of my hands. I took Elisa’s with the other and gave both of them a light squeeze. I could hardly believe we’d all made it through this. There had been times when a moment as perfect as this had seemed utterly impossible to envision as part of my future. I was so lucky; I didn’t deserve half of what I had. I loved them both so much.


  “Oookaaay, nice to be home and everything, but this is getting sappy. I’m outta here.” Elisa slipped her hand out of mine and headed for the door. Then she flinched. “Ew. Mom.”


  Val looked at her distractedly. “Hm?”


  “Don’t think that. You can’t do stuff like that anymore. I’m telepathic now, remember?”


  “It’ll be excellent motivation to work on your mental shields,” Val said.


  Elisa blanched and fled the room with a disgusted noise. I wouldn’t be surprised if she ran all the way back to Lucio’s.


  I looked at Val in horror. “She’s telepathic now.”


  “Yes, dear.”


  “But we can’t. She’ll pick it up. That’s twisted and cruel and wrong on so many levels.”


  “I know. I was just teasing her.”


  “Then what…?”


  Val shrugged, but her lips were turned down in a sullen frown. “We’re going to have to wait until she gets back to school. Or go to a hotel.”


  I flopped back, my head thumping onto the pillow. I’d really been looking forward to being confined to bed.
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