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DEDICATION
 
The Crucible is dedicated to the city of Pittsburgh, where heroes are born.
 



PROLOGUE
 
 
 
 
 
Oh, God, please.
Rob Vinton hadn’t spoken to a higher power since the last election cycle. Four years ago, he prayed for the life he always wanted. 
Now, his lips moved for the only life he had.
Vinton spun his weight to the left and skidded around the corner of a building like an 80s-era cartoon character. Metal trash cans rattled as he slapped them to gain his balance. He splashed through puddles in the back alley potholes. The air hung damp from the late evening rain.
A three-piece suit and wingtips weren’t built for speed, but the out-of-shape 40-something aimed to break his high school mile record.
He ran with everything he had, until everything he had wasn’t enough.
“Shit,” Rob yelled. The alley terminated at a brick wall. 
Unlike the thriller movies Vinton was so fond of, there was no fire escape to climb, no broken windows to crawl through, and he certainly couldn’t fight like Jason Bourne.
One similarity existed: He was being hunted.
Making himself as small as possible, Vinton crouched in the corner behind a dirty box spring, the only piece of cover available in the dark alley. The smell of rotting garbage filled his nostrils.
The clanging of metal on concrete pierced the night air. Vinton held his breath. His heart thumped in his chest. A giant, silhouetted in the street lamps, stepped into view. Its slow, laboring steps shook the ground. The monster passed by with great intent, seeking its prey. 
Rob Vinton reached for his phone and pushed the power button in hopes that he could pull just enough juice to make a distress call. He cursed himself for leaving it unplugged. The Android symbol came to life as the creature turned toward him. Its features were unclear, but the red glowing cracks permeating its body were unmistakable. 
The beast took a heavy step forward; its form loomed larger than life.
“Come on, come on.”
Warning: 2% Battery Life flashed at the man. 
He swiped for an emergency call, and prayed again.
“911. What’s your emergency?”
“Thank God. I’m trapped. The metal monster. It’s after me,” Rob Vinton whispered into his dying phone.
“Sir, you need to speak up.”
“I can’t. It’s…” A giant hand grabbed the box spring—Rob’s tiny shelter—and threw it down the alley. Rob lay exposed. He looked up into the glowing red eyes of the creature born from hell. 
“Your work is over,” the monster said with a growl.
“No,” Rob screamed.
“Sir, you need to speak up.”
The monster raised its fists and dropped them on its victim. 
It struck again and again, until there was little more than dental records and a stray fingerprint to identify the lifeless body of Robert Vinton.
 



PART ONE
 



 
Cruelty has a Human Heart
And Jealousy a Human Face
Terror the Human Form Divine
And Secrecy, the Human Dress
 
The Human Dress, is forged Iron
The Human Form, a fiery Forge.
The Human Face, a Furnace seal’d
The Human Heart, its hungry Gorge.
                “A Divine Image,” William Blake
 
 



CHAPTER ONE
 
 
 
 
 
The yellow moving truck swayed down I-79, barreling towards its destination in the Steel City. Elijah Branton sighed. Pittsburgh had been his residence for a short time, but it already felt like home. The historian gave much over the past nine months—more had been taken away. The events of the previous winter had wed him to the city, a swift and effective consummation, uneasily divorced. Two months in Boston confirmed that Pittsburgh was where he belonged. It was inexplicable, like so many things. Although the scholar in him still despised the unknown, he had decided to trust the feelings drawing him back to Western Pennsylvania.
Chem rode shotgun, and sang along with Froggy, the local country station. He droned, out of tune, with old honky-tonk and new pop hits for most of the drive from New England. Elijah was grateful for his help, but nine hours with the tone-deaf companion made him wonder if it was worth it.
“I never pegged you as a country fan,” Elijah said with a grimace. 
“Is that a black joke?” Chem stared through the windshield.
“What? Black joke? No. I just meant…”
“’Cause for your information, there happens to be plenty of brothers who appreciate a little Toby Keith from time to time.”
“Chem, no. I didn’t mean that, it’s just…”
“In fact when I was down in the south, there was this one black, gangsta-looking brother, he loved him some Dixie Chicks. Sure, it was a while ago, but he loved the Dixie Chicks. You don’t get much whiter than that.”
Elijah said, “Hey, man, I’m sorry…”
“Racist.”
Elijah flushed. 
“I’m messing with you, man.” Chem laughed. “I mean, I’d have said the same if you popped in a ‘Fight the Power’ CD.”
Elijah looked at him blankly.
“Really? Public Enemy? Def Jam Records? Ringing any bells?”
Elijah grinned. “Does that make me more racist?”
“Probably.” Chem reached for the radio and turned the dial, his normal toothy grin spread across his face. “You had a big crush on Tori Amos, didn’t you?”
Fitting all his earthly possessions into a twelve-foot truck relieved the professor. The life of a young academic wasn’t geared toward laying down roots. Boston had claimed several formative years, but had given him little more than a few mediocre publications and a broken engagement to show for it. The town was only a reminder of fouled relationships and a poisoned vocation. Adjuncting on the circuit burned him out. He was a hired gun with no connection to the hits he was paid so little to carry out. But this move came not only with a sense of closure but with a glimpse at a new beginning.
The tired truck coughed its way out of the Fort Pitt tunnel, and its passengers were greeted by the explosion of the skyline accessorized by its bridges and rivers. Over his thirty-four years, Elijah had lived in many cities, but none had a gateway quite like Pittsburgh’s. His stomach turned over when PPG Place came into site. The soaring tower of glass and steel topped with fairytale spires soured his homecoming, even though he fully expected its effect. 
Brooke Alarawn, the CEO of the steel company that had hired him for a research job, turned out to be more complicated than a Facebook relationship status. At the base of Pittsburgh’s iconic glass and steel high-rise their brief affair came to a climactic end. Brooke, transformed into a monster of ice and hate, and Elijah, taking the form of metal and fire, went toe-to-toe, leaving shattered glass and broken dreams in their path.
Chem scanned from country to The Fan, Pittsburgh’s sports talk channel. 
“Not this one,” Elijah said. Like most academics, Branton was allergic to sports. 
But his aversion to The Fan had more personal origins. It always made him think of Rex, Brooke’s assistant. The man had remained a mystery since the day Elijah laid eyes on him. It only increased on the final night when he engaged Elijah and his friends at the tower. Rex wasn’t just Brooke’s driver, he was a warrior. The man’s involvement in the chaotic events remained veiled in ambiguity, but his complicity was undeniable. What Elijah knew for certain was that Rex was still out there.
Elijah hit scan once more. The radio landed on a local news report as they crossed the Fort Pitt Bridge and exited toward their new place in Homestead.
“…man was found dead this morning in Springdale, just outside the city. Authorities have yet to determine cause of death but sources close to the scene report that it appears as if this is another victim of the so-called ‘monster problem.’”
Elijah turned up the volume as a reporter began interviewing local witnesses.
“‘I saw it with my own two eyes. It was large and glowing, scared my dog nearly to death. It was that same thing that smashed up Mount Washington last winter...”
Elijah glanced over at his driving partner. An uneasy feeling settled in his chest.
“Home sweet home.”
****
The moving truck eased across the Homestead Grays Bridge, an enormous structure that spanned the Monongahela and marked their movement into the town of Homestead.  While it was true that Elijah despised sports and the culture it nurtured, he felt a compulsive need to research the history and symbols associated with his new home. In Pittsburgh, that most often meant sports history. Renamed in 2002, the bridge was a memorial to the Homestead Grays. Born of the Homestead steel mills, the Grays was a baseball team banned from the Major League due to the complexion of the majority of the players. The blue-collar sluggers joined the Negro National League and took home the first nine pennants. That was the kind of sports the historian could appreciate.
On the east side of the river, the Waterfront welcomed urban dwellers, suburbanites, and their fat wallets. It offered every chain imaginable from PF Chang’s to a movie theater with La-Z-Boy recliners. Sitting on the old brownfield of one of the largest steel mill sites of ages past, the Waterfront was a memorial to the past and a vision for the future. 
Elijah smiled. Brooke came to mind again, and this was precisely the future Pittsburgh she was fighting against. 
The academic in him still fell into thinking about places like the Waterfront in abstract terms. He recalled hours fighting with a friend who taught Community Development at one of the small private colleges in the Northeast. “There’s a fine line between urban development and gentrification,” she had said, five times during the course of three drinks. Was it better for Homestead to look like a yuppified complex that existed simultaneously in a hundred other cities all over the nation, or for it to take on a richer, more local (and less economically viable) milieu? 
Just up the hill from the middle-class extravaganza was Homestead proper, which had seen better days. The neighborhood struggled to define itself in a post-steel age. Chem and Elijah decided the struggling underdog of a community suited them just fine. They were pleased to be a part of its fight for restoration, and it fit their limited budgets.
Elijah exhaled as the truck moved up West Street, away from the Waterfront. The town became a town again. New hipster bars, with fixed-gear bicycles locked out front, were scattered among old-time BBQ joints. White Presbyterian steeples stood blocks from black AME Zion churches. The multiracial dimension enhanced the appeal for Chem—even if he did listen to country music in the confines of the moving truck.
They turned left onto Tenth, a narrow, beat-up little street, barely wide enough to accommodate their boat of a truck. 
“Here it is,” Chem said, with a nod to a house nestled tightly between two others both looking ready for demolition. Diagonally across the street was a green patch of urban park.
“Not much to look at,” Elijah said. 
“Well, it’s our lair. And it’s what we can afford on the salaries of an adjunct and a DIY chemist.”
Elijah smiled at the sleepy little street and their dilapidated house. It was 1920s-era construction, with a sagging roof over a small porch. Its brick was dark, a patina from years of standing stubbornly against the soot rising from the stacks at the bottom of the hill. 
He could imagine the man of the house dropping down the front steps, lunch pail in hand, heading off for the second shift at the mill.
“This is perfect.”
****
“Tim Ford.” The man in the sleeveless flannel and ripped jeans jut his hand out. “Glad to meet ya. Chem’s told me a lot about you.”
Elijah forced a grin. “Is that right? How much, exactly?”
The man grabbed Elijah’s hand and winked. “A lot. But don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me. And I expect mine will be with you as well.” He slapped Elijah on the shoulder and stepped toward the truck. “Let’s get this son-of-a-bitch empty, and I’ll buy you a brew. We can swap stories then.”
Tim Ford was everything that Elijah Branton wasn’t. The adjunct watched his new associate carry boxes two at a time, jealous of his energy. A man’s man, his ragged blond hair fell just between a set of high cheekbones and an angular chin. His exposed arms were muscular—but not pretty. They evidenced real world working strength, rather than arms carefully crafted in a $300 a month gym. A dark tattoo, a bow and arrow surrounded by some smaller lettering,
embellished his right bicep. Faded scars were emblematic of stories from the man’s mysterious past. Elijah knew little about Tim. Chem had held his cards close to the vest. The historian could only assume that this man was invited into their small circle of freaks for a good reason. But Tim’s gritty exterior poorly represented his personality. All smiles, the man joked and laughed throughout the move. He worked twice as fast, with vigor unmatched by the two men whose physiques were formed in the library and the lab.
Elijah struggled with a large box of books, weaving past the scattered furniture on the first floor. His room lay right off the kitchen. He moved to deposit the heavy box on the bed when he stumbled across something in his path. A harsh scream met his ears and he caught sight of an orange pile of fur darting from the bedroom. 
Willa’s cat, Cat, had obviously made itself at home.
When Elijah had first met the pet, he found it odd that a creature belonging to a poet would have such a prosaic name. But the animal’s name aptly described its personality. Aloof yet needy, lazy and violent, fat but also swift, Cat was a synthesis off all things feline, which meant that it was a paradox and a complete mystery to the historian. 
The large animal made Elijah think of its owner, but his reverie was interrupted as Tim pushed through his door and dumped another pair of large boxes on the ground. 
“That was the last of ’em. Yinz guys ready for a drink?” Tim asked, with a hint of a Pittsburgh accent.
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
 
 
 
 
“That’s great, brother. But you can’t eat your ideals.” 
The crowd at the Park House was scant, even for a weekday afternoon. While the day-to-day traffic varied, Rhett’s habits were like clockwork. Every Thursday for the last two months, he landed in the quiet North Side bar for a pint, a sandwich, and an argument with Paul. On his first few visits, Lenny—the bartender, cook, and host—was friendly but seldom joined in.
Rhett raised his eyebrows at Paul’s response: “If I can’t have my ideals, I don’t want to eat.”
Though thirteen minutes younger, Rhett looked at least a decade older than his twin. A perfect haircut kept his dark waves well above his ears and flawlessly arranged. His business casual attire could land him on the cover of a men’s fashion magazine, and he would sometimes wear a tailored suit for no particular reason. Rhett trusted that there was power in appearances, and that his image was the foundation of his influence.
Rhett imagined that Paul could still pass for an undergraduate. A tattered flannel, most likely third-hand, hung out over cutoff khakis. His black curls were left to their own devices, and having an acute allergy to hairstylists, they now hung nearly to his shoulders.
At birth, the two were identical. Now, without close inspection, it would be hard to tell.
“Industry destroying communities is a great American legacy. Pittsburgh Steel. Niagara’s Love Canal. And now, lead in Flint, Michigan. They say the water here is recovering from the old days, but it’s still over the acceptable amount of mercury in the water. Why in the world does it make sense to give the frackers a pass? It’s an asinine repetition of the same damn story.”
Rhett leaned back and spun a pen across his fingers, his eyes on his brother. The men had been debating the natural gas industry in the Keystone State since they had arrived several months earlier. It was the perfect foil for their perspectives with its economic and environmental ramifications. Rhett could argue either side with finesse and convince anyone with ease. Anyone other than Paul. Rhett saw his brother’s point, as always, but it didn’t matter. Rhett aimed for victory, not higher ground. 
“Backyard syndrome,” Rhett said.
“What?”
“Like all the other libs, your concern is solely for yourself.” Rhett sipped on his lager and cleared his throat. “Did you use your heat this winter? Turn on the AC yesterday? Did you drive this year? Everybody wants to consume and then bitch about where their energy comes from. Natural gas will prove to be cleaner, cheaper, and more efficient than coal or oil. It will be locally sourced—keeping employment inside our boundaries and dollars from flying overseas. Fracking is already putting money in the pockets of the farmers selling right of ways across their land.”
“But, Rhett, the fluid. You’ll be drinking it in under a year.”
“Slippery slope. The regulations will develop with the industry, particularly because people like you will be keeping an eye on it. Have there been a few accidents? Sure. But there always will be. With oil, we either consume less or pay more. But the people who complain about Exxon gouging prices still want to keep out fracking. It makes no sense. Cheap. Efficient. Safe. You get to pick two.”
He laughed as Paul shook his head. Rhett was stubborn, and he knew he could hold out on his big brother forever if necessary.
“I mean,” Rhett continued, “we wouldn’t even be talking about this if the drilling was going on somewhere else. Hell, as long as we can’t see it, it doesn’t matter. We’ve been reaping the benefits of fracking for decades. You only care now because it’s happening in our new back yard. That’s called hypocrisy, brother. You realize we never had this conversation back in D.C., right? Why do you think that is?”
Rhett could see the frustration mounting in his brother’s face as Paul stood up from the table. “I gotta piss.”
“Classy.” Rhett smiled as he watched Paul pace to the back of the narrow bar. “You can run away from me, but you can’t escape my logic.”
Rhett knew that Paul would return to the table with vigor, ready to defend his point as obstinately as a teenager. But Rhett didn’t mind. He was glad his older brother followed him around the country. Technically, Paul was the one who pointed the way, but the direction was always for and about Rhett.
He flipped through his phone, analyzing local reports. Pittsburgh buzzed with November’s political race, which was already heating up. Headlines floated across the screen as he tried to find something worth giving a few minutes to. But a better object for his attention entered through the door. A brunette, a bit on the short side, walked into the bar. 
She took in the room, then glanced at her watch. 
“Waiting for someone?” Rhett asked, pulling up next to her.
“No,” she said. “I have a meeting at the church across the park. Had a few minutes, so I thought I could just, you know, land here.”
“Hitting the bar before the church meeting,” Rhett said, flashing his perfectly white smile—“my kind of girl. A holy hell-raiser.”
She laughed. “It’s nothing like that. Just a meeting that’s taking place in their offices. It’s about my mom…” The girl stopped short and bit her lip. “I’m sorry. You don’t want to hear all of this. I don’t know why I even started.” A tear broke and rolled down her cheek.
Rhett pulled a handkerchief from his blazer’s breast pocket and handed it to her. 
“Is that a hankie?” she asked.
“A lost art.” He grinned. “And it’s clean.”
The girl dabbed her eyes. “Thanks. It’s been a rough day.”
Rhett rested his forearm on the bar and leaned in toward the young woman. His brow was knit with concern. “Looks like it. Can I buy you a drink? Let me guess.” He looked her up and down. The skirt suit was classy, though not wealthy. “Red wine. Cabernet? No, pinot.” He waved to Lenny and placed the order.
Her eyes smiled at him. “Thanks. That should help.” She extended her hand. “I’m Zoe.”
Rhett took hers in his. “Zoe. Beautiful name. Filled with life.”
“You into names?”
“I’m into a lot of things. Zoe’s actually from Eve, you know, the mother of all. You can use that over at your church meeting.” 
“I don’t feel very filled with life today.”
Lenny placed the glass of red in front of her. She thanked him.
“Be careful around this one,” Lenny said, nodding at Rhett.
“Nothing to fear, here.” He winked at the bartender, then turned back to the woman. “Now, Zoe, want to tell me about your mom? Sometimes we just need some human connection—to help us through the dark times. You can trust me, I’m a good listener.”
Rhett eased onto the barstool as the woman vomited her history at him. 
He used every active listening tool in his box: smiling, nodding, and saying, “Uh huh,” or “Is that right?” But he heard virtually nothing of her story. Mostly, he focused on the local news report from over the bar.
“Rhett,” he heard Paul calling from their table.
Rhett held up an index finger in his direction.
He placed his hand on Zoe’s arm. “I’m so sorry you’re going through this. Listen, my brother, he’s waiting for me.”
“Oh, my gosh. I’m so sorry.” The woman’s eyes scanned the bar, then narrowed as they landed back on Rhett. “I just went on and on, didn’t I?”
“Human connection, Zoe. Right? Seemed like you needed some.” Rhett pulled out his cell phone. “Why don’t you give me your number? I’ll give you a call later tonight and hear how the meeting went. I expect you’ll need to debrief.”
The woman’s eyes widened. “Really?”
“Of course. Actually, even better. Let’s have dinner.”
“Rhett,” Paul’s voice again, ringing in his ears.
Rhett turned and nodded at his brother. “What do you say?”
The girl fell all over herself giving her information to Rhett.
“You’ll do great. Talk soon,” Rhett said, returning to his brother’s side.
It didn’t hurt when Paul jabbed him in the ribs. “You’re terrible.”
“Says the mouse to the cat.” 
“Here it is.” Rhett followed Paul’s eyes to the screens.
“The mystery is unfolding today as Pittsburgh police release further details on the gruesome murder in Springdale last night. The victim has now been identified as Rob Vinton, Mayor Dobbs’ Chief of Staff. Vinton’s body was found in an alley behind an abandoned storefront on Porter St. Still no word on who, or what, caused his death.
“We’ll keep you up to date as the story develops.”
Still glued to the news, Rhett could see Paul in his peripheral vision, wringing his hands. He whispered in Rhett’s ear, “This is it. It’s happening.”
Rhett couldn’t contain his smile. “Just liked you called it, brother. And it’s going to be perfect.”
Rhett dropped cash on the bar for Lenny.
“See you next week, Rhett?” the barkeep asked.
“We’ll see, Lenny. We will see,” Rhett replied, stepping out into the afternoon sun.
 



CHAPTER THREE
 
 
 
 
 
The air was thick with condensation in the dank, low-ceilinged basement. A single bare bulb compensated for the dim light filtering in from outside. The cellar was empty except for a Pittsburgh toilet in the corner, an old-time single-speed bicycle with deflated tires, and Willa’s new gear. 
She had set up a gym, small enough to fit the fifteen-by-twenty footprint, large enough to transform her into the woman she needed to become. 
Standing in front of an old full-length mirror salvaged from the back alley trash, she inspected the work accomplished in eight short weeks. The academic had always been rail-thin. Some might have mistaken her physique for fitness, but that was woefully inaccurate. She was simply built like a waif, a fact that had never bothered her. But Willa’s security in her body shattered, along with many other things, during the melee at PPG Place. Afterwards, the magician dedicated her time into shaping her frail body into a killing machine. 
Killing was always on her mind.
May marked a pause in her nearly ten years of teaching. After her final class last semester, she had said goodbye to Elijah and left a note and her cat at Chem’s apartment. The message was simple: She needed to get away, to clear her head. Between the death of her prize student, Sean Moretti, the revelation about her mom’s brutal murder, and her grandfather’s sacrifice to save her and her friends, the men understood her melancholy. They let her go without protest.
“Where’re you heading?” Elijah had asked.
“I don’t know. Pretty sure I’m going north. Rent a cabin near the Finger Lakes. I always liked it up there.” 
She had forced a smile and the lie. She had no desire to leave the city.
Willa moved into her grandfather’s tiny apartment in Squirrel Hill. Sitting in the alley on the back side of a larger house, it was modest but reflected Edwin’s tastes and temperaments. He had moved there soon after finding his daughter-in-law, Willa’s mother, dead in his own home. The man couldn’t stomach returning to the scene of the heinous crime. Although Edwin was secular, the Jewish neighborhood of Squirrel Hill made him feel at ease and connected to his roots.
The poet-magician squeezed her fists and tightened her thighs. Muscles appeared in places they had never been before. Bending her right hand up to her chest, she felt the biceps tense up and burn. Patches of red, darkest on her elbows, bled up toward her wrists. Her knees and shins were similarly marked—an inevitable consequence of the training. 
Willa should have been dead.     
Marching into the office tower was a suicide mission. If it weren’t for the others, she’d be six feet under with nothing to show for it. Her life would be marked only by a Dickinson poem on her tombstone and another stray cat roaming the streets. But her hand had been forced. Rage, elicited from the knowledge that the Alarawn henchman had killed her student, was too much to control. Everything came loose. And Willa was arrogant enough—or foolish enough—to trust in her undeveloped abilities. 
If it weren’t for Edwin Weil’s final show of magical strength, she and her friends would have been killed. After her grandfather’s death, she went dark—underground. She needed focus, not only to develop her magic, but also to craft her body and hone the skills necessary for fighting. She imagined herself as a battle mage of old. And when she was ready, she would seek revenge—for Sean, for Edwin, and for her mother. 
Tae kwon do was the first of the arts she tested, but it wasn’t right. Its flair might have reflected a beauty she once appreciated, but her desire transcended aesthetics. Then she moved to aikido and one form of karate but found them too passive. She discovered a match in Muay Thai—a martial art brutal enough to fit her purposes like a glove.
Her knees and elbows grew sore from the jutting attacks she performed day after day. The heavy bag swinging from the old wooden rafters took a beating, yet remained faithful to the task. The poet-magician enacted the progression, habitually grinding it into her bones: jab, spin, knee, elbow—turn for a spell. Her magic and her hate sustained her. She found the ancient dictum accurate: mens sana in corpore sano. A sound mind in a sound body.
She practiced her movements over and over, Rex’s large, bald head filling her mind. Sweat ran down her back. This rote practice, the liturgy of attack, was a construction. She knew it was only the beginning of programming her body and mind to react together as she traded her calling as a teacher for the guild of martial arts. She knew that she could never hope to master both, but modest physical skills coupled with her unique gifts made her an effective weapon.
****
The likelihood of running into Elijah or Chem on the streets of Oakland was slim, but she refused to chance it. Heavy sunglasses and a Pirates hat pulled low masked her identity. Stepping off the bus, she made a beeline for the closest alley. Avoiding the main arteries of Forbes and Fifth, she meandered over to the Cathedral of Learning—the University of Pittsburgh’s sanctuary for the religion of knowledge.
Summer in Oakland brought change. While the university offered more between-term classes than most small colleges did throughout the entire year, the campus—in comparison to the school year—felt empty. 
Willa slid into an elevator on the Cathedral’s ground floor. She pulled the key from her bag and ran her finger against its cold, jagged teeth. Fitting it into the elevator panel, she pressed forty-two and watched the number light. Few had access to the top floor of the Cathedral, and since the battle at PPG, its only permanent resident was gone. Edwin, who’d held emeritus status at the university for years, occupied a tiny hidden office at the end of the hall, nested at the Cathedral’s peak. He had occupied that space for longer than she could remember. In Willa’s mind, he had always been an old man in that place.  
Standing before the office door, she drew another key. This one was new, at least to her. Edwin had left her everything, including his office and personal affects. She had no plans for it, and wasn’t even sure what drew her there that summer day.
She touched the knob, feeling for the familiar tingle of magic. 
There was nothing. Edwin was gone. 
The office still smelled of his aftershave.
Her eyes cut to the massive bookcases leaning in from the outer wall. She smiled. As usual, his library had a new arrangement. She wondered if Edwin had determined one last iteration before his final battle. It wasn’t chronology or geography and it certainly wasn’t alphabetical. She guessed the rows of books conveyed some subtle theme, masked to even the most astute readers. She laughed, wondering if his constant reordering indicated pride or mere whimsy.
“What were you up to, Grandpa?” she whispered into the empty office.
She shuffled through the documents scattered across his desk. Her grandfather’s familiar handwriting filled reams of paper, mostly personal notes on books and poems. She sifted through the pages trying to find something out of the ordinary—whatever that meant for the eccentric man.
Willa’s fingers ran across the littered workspace as she paced the desk’s width. Terminating at a bookshelf, she took time to admire the photographs—the aging professor shaking hands with the luminaries of the literary world. The size of his collection never failed to impress her. Her grandfather had gotten around. Scanning the frames, she stopped at a picture she hadn’t previously noticed. Most of the heirlooms were of Edwin and the greats, but this one was a rare group photo. Edwin stood off to the side, his dour countenance in place. The others smiled broadly. She squinted trying to discern if any of the faces were recognizable.
They weren’t. Or at least she didn’t think so.
She lifted the frame from its shelf and collapsed into her grandfather’s wooden chair. With shaking hands, she turned the latches on the back and eased the aged particleboard out of its place. Flipping the frame, she gave it a little shake. The backing and photo dropped out into her hand.
Sliding her glasses onto the bridge of her nose, she inspected the back of the photo. All it said was: Vox Populi, 1984.
Willa had found the clue she had been searching for.
****
“No, I’m fine really. I’m glad it’s summer, I just need a little space to decompress from everything,” Willa said into the phone.
Simon Weil’s voice chirped through the speaker, spanning thousands of miles in mere seconds. “Listen, I’m sorry I didn’t make it out for the service. You know that, well, your grandfather and I had our issues.” The voice on the other end of the phone paused. The tension grew. “And, with the circumstances, it was all just a little too hard to come to terms with.”
“He’d understand, Dad,” Willa said.
“What?”
“Grandpa. He got it. He always blamed himself for what happened to Mom.” Willa stopped, wondering just how much she ought to tell her father. “Dad, after Mom, um, died, he changed. Grandpa threw himself into his studies—his academic studies. He told me I needed to not get involved in the affairs of the world, that it was all too dangerous.”
An uncomfortable snicker came across the line. “Well, that’s something. You should listen to him.”
“That’s the thing. I can’t. I know you hate it, but I’ve been given a power, a power few people have. And I intend to use it.”
“Willa…”
“No, Dad. Listen—for once.” Willa bit her lip. Her eyes burned. “Bad things have happened. They happened to you, to us. Hiding won’t make them stop, but maybe I can. I’m not going to let the bad things continue.” Willa’s father was unresponsive, so she continued, “Look, I called because I have a question for you. Do you know what Vox Populi means?
The phone stayed silent. “Dad?”
“You break my heart, you know that? I think you might just be a little too much like your mother.”
She could feel his smile from miles away.
“OK, I’ll tell you what it means. I know I can’t stop you, but I want you to consider this more before you jump headlong into something that could get you hurt—even killed.”
“I will, Dad.”
“OK.” Another long pause. “Vox Populi was a group your grandfather formed. They were crazy, arrogant men who considered themselves the guardians of Pittsburgh. Mostly wizards. All faculty. And nearly all dead.”
Willa paused, praying for the right answer to her question.
“What do you mean nearly?”
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
 
 
 
“Welcome to Voodoo,” Tim held his hands high, showing off the brew pub. An old fire hall turned bar, the building had double roll-up doors that opened the industrial layout to outdoor seating. “Helluva a place to drop some good coin on a hand-crafted pint. Naturally, there’s plenty of dollar draft dive bars around if that’s more your style, but this is a homecoming party. Let’s get bent in style.”
Elijah warmed to the celebration. Moving to Pittsburgh had a feel of permanence. It was the first time he had chosen a place for reasons other than its academic possibilities. There were plenty of adjunct options—and enough institutions that he might just find a few term appointments. Plus, his research focused on the rust belt, so he would be living in the midst of his academic context.
But he didn’t choose the city for the classroom. 
The city chose him.
Elijah sat across from Chem at a mile-long table constructed of recycled pallet wood. The place had a cool vibe while lacking in pretension. This could be his spot. A chalkboard reaching the ceiling filled the wall behind the bar. It was covered in Voodoo’s craft beer selection scratched out in bright sidewalk chalk. A National song hummed in the background.
“An IPA for the historian,” Tim said. “And a stout for Chem. Dark, like you.”
“You two and your race jokes.”
Elijah grimaced, even as he saw Tim pass Chem a wink. “I was referring to your soul, not your skin.”
The three sat in silence. Sipping their beer, they took in the crowd that trickled into the brewery. Two women, old enough not to be undergrads, pulled up stools at the bar. Elijah wondered if they were waiting for dates or looking for some. He couldn’t help but consider the possibilities, though there were more important things to attend to. 
Tim interrupted his reverie.
“So, Eli.”
“Elijah.”
“Sure. Elijah,” Tim drew out the name, “Chem tells me you’re more than meets the eye. No shit?”
Elijah took a sip of the beer and relished its understated hoppiness. “No shit.”
“So, you can turn into this metal monster thing anytime you want then?”
Elijah caught a glance from one of the ladies at the bar. She gave a half-smile and tucked a strand of blond hair behind her ear. “Not exactly. And ever since that night last winter I haven’t felt too much of anything. Granted, I haven’t really wanted to.” He glanced back toward the bar. The blonde was looking again. On eye contact, she turned to her friend. They laughed. 
“You talking with us or them?” Chem asked, with a nod to the bar.
“Huh?” Elijah turned back to the table. He shoved his hand through his hair. “Sorry. You know, it’s been a while.”
“I’m just messing with you.” Chem laughed. “Tim wants to know, though. He’s been bugging me about that night for weeks now, and I told him to wait to get the story from the horse’s mouth.”
Trying to read his eyes, Elijah looked at the large man. He still wasn’t sure if he could trust the soldier, even if Chem vouched for him. He wasn’t even sure how much he should trust Chem—particularly after what he did to Elijah’s blood. Chem’s potion nearly destroyed the city. If it weren’t for the chemist’s meddling, Brooke would still be alive.
“We think we’ve narrowed it down to an accident I had just a half-mile from here in the old Alarawn Mill. I don’t remember it, but I woke up the next day beat to hell and feeling generally out of sorts.” Elijah unconsciously ran his hand over his chest. His scar, in the shape of an old Slavic symbol, lay just beneath his shirt. “That’s when the strange stuff started.”
“Strange stuff?” Tim leaned in.
“Yeah, I felt like I was, well, not myself. Almost as if I wasn’t alone. I had weird cravings and feelings. Foreign curses—words I’d never heard before—kept slipping out. When we fought at the tower, it was like I shared my body with another, like there was a passenger inside of me. I think much of the strength came from him.”
Tim leaned back and took a long swallow from his pint glass. He glanced over at the bar. “Looks like you lost your shot, Colossus.”
Three frat-looking bros leaned against the bar and loomed over the girls. It was a familiar story. He flirted from a distance and contented himself with images of what could have been. 
“Par for the course,” Elijah said. “Anyway, the passenger left after that night. Like he finished whatever he came to do. I can feel the power inside of me, but I don’t know if I could…well…make it happen again.”
Chem slapped his arm. “But that’s the first thing we’re working on, learning to channel the transformation. I’ve run your blood enough times to know it’s still weird as shit. We just need to learn how to bring it out, how to control it. That’s where the power is.”
 “You know about self-control, Chem?” Tim asked with a slight sneer. “With your dealings, I’m not so sure about that.”
Elijah could feel a tension grow between the men, though he had no idea what it was. 
“A man’s gotta make a living.” Chem gave him a sideways glanced and then looked over to the bar. The three men were still flirting, but the girls were trying their best to blow them off.
“These douche bags,” Chem said. “Always the same. Don’t know why the bartenders don’t step in.”
“They will if the guys get obnoxious enough,” Tim said. “Max, the one working the bar, he’s a good dude. Probably wants to make sure the ladies aren’t just playing hard to get. The bar is a battlefield.”
Elijah looked up and caught the blonde’s attention. Her eyes communicated a silent plea.
Finishing his beer, Elijah stood.
“I think we should do something.”
“I’m in,” Tim said, jumping off his stool.
He advanced on the group, with Elijah hanging back just off his shoulder. The blue-collar man looked bigger than ever. He gave Max a glance, and the barkeep nodded back.
“Everybody OK over here?” Tim asked, eyeing up each of the guys.
“Yeah, man, we’re good. How you doing tonight?” the ringleader asked. His eyes were narrow, words slightly slurred. This wasn’t their first stop on the bar crawl.
Elijah saw him take a half-step back. He may have been smarter than he looked.
“Oh, we’re real good. A beautiful summer night like this, how couldn’t you be? Right, ladies?”
The girls at the bar smiled. “Yeah,” one said. “Nice night to go out for a drink and be left alone.”
“You hear that, boys?” Tim asked. “They want to be left alone. Time to walk.” Tim nodded toward the door.
The ringleader laughed. “Nah, I think we’ll stay. We’re having a good time here.”
The blonde said, “We’re not. Why don’t you guys find a different spot?”
“What? Is it that time of the month, honey? When should I come back? Three, four days?”
The woman’s mouth dropped open.
Tim landed a hand on the frat boy’s Izod button-up, which hung untucked over a pair of salmon shorts. “OK, you’ll apologize for that. Just because you’re a dick doesn’t mean you have to behave like one.”
The man batted away Tim’s hand. “Touch me again, asshole. See what happens.” 
Tim smiled. “Come on, guy. The girls are done. Cash it in and move down the bar.”
Elijah was impressed with Tim’s self-control. Tim grabbed the frat boy by the arm, trying to lead him. The guy shoved Tim on the chest with two hands—high school fight style. 
Tim’s composure unraveled. 
In a blur, the redneck swiped the man’s hands, grabbed the back of his head and slammed it on the bar. Without a moan, the guy slumped to the floor at the feet of his friends.
Tim turned to the other two. “We done here?”
They nodded.
“Good. Get him the fuck outta here. And find another bar. You jagoffs stay on the other side of the bridge from now on.”
The friends hoisted their buddy and limped for the door.
Max slid a beer across the bar to Tim. “Thanks, brother.”
Tim threw a five on the wood. “It’s no thing. Just what we do, right?”
“This one’s on the house,” Max said, nodding at the pint. 
Tim smiled. “I know. That’s your tip.  After all, the worker is worth his wages.” He nodded to the girls, who were still holding their breath. “Enjoy your night, ladies.”
****
Elijah slumped on the stool, his heart still racing. The historian was coming to terms with his new reality—from the PPG boardroom to the barroom. Nothing would ever be the same. If Tim hadn’t been there, Elijah would’ve stepped in. He felt responsible but didn’t know how things would have gone down.
Placing his hands palm down on the pallet boards, he exhaled. “Was that really necessary?” 
Tim drew on his pint, earned through brute force. “Justice is always necessary. No matter the means.”
Elijah looked to Chem for support, but his friend kept his eyes on table. 
“So I guess it’s time for me to hear your story, Tim,” Elijah said. “What are you, Batman or something?”
Tim laughed. “No. Not Batman.”
“So, what’s your, um, ability?” The question felt strange even to ask aloud.
“I’m a badass,” Tim said with a straight face.
Max, the bartender, slid up to the table with three full glasses. “Looks like you made some new friends.”
“Thanks, Max. All in a day’s work, right?”
In unison, the three pivoted and raise their glasses to the girls at the bar, who waved and laughed in response.
Elijah spun back to Tim. “But you’re different, right?”
“Well, I’m not like you or your poet friend. I’m certainly not like Rita.” 
“Rita?” Elijah asked with raised brows.
“Holy shit, Chem. You didn’t tell him about the freak?”
“Didn’t get to it yet,” Chem said.
“What the fuck? You just drove all the way
from Boston and you couldn’t find time to tell him about the strangest girl to ever crawl out of the Monongahela. What d’jins guys do the whole time?”
“I sang country music.” Chem shot Tim a glance that Elijah couldn’t interpret. “Let’s just let him meet her. You know, without you forming a judgment for him, alright?”
Elijah got off his stool and leaned on the high top. “Tim, you’ve met Willa? Do you know where she is?”
“Hell, no. No one’s heard from her since she went all ghost protocol on us.” Tim took a long pull on his beer. “I hardly know her anyways. Chem introduced us once. But I’ve heard stories.”
Chem stepped in. “She’s gone, Elijah, and who knows if she’s coming back. Hell, all that’s left of her is that damn cat. If she doesn’t come pick it up, Cat will be taking the place of the rats I left behind at the campus lab.”
Elijah finished his beer. “Alright. To be continued, then. I need to get a bed set up or something.”
“Come on. One more?” Tim asked.
“Yep,” Elijah said. “Tomorrow night.”
Elijah crossed the room, taking a moment to offer the blonde a smile on his way out. She returned it, but it just made him think about Willa. 
Then Brooke. 
Then, strangely, Sean.
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
 
 
Halogen lights flickered overhead, dimly illuminating the large work space. The building’s wiring clearly had not been designed for the level of output she required and fuses blew regularly, plunging her into darkness. The five minutes required for the system to reset was the only break she ever took.
A table, as long as the back wall, held her equipment: second hand tools, repurposed machines, outdated computers. Nothing here was state of the art, but she’d seen worse. There were ample resources, though she focused most of the money on materials, which didn’t come cheap. Her own lab at home was better equipped, but her hosts provided almost everything she asked for. And what they were unable to procure she could patch together herself. Over the years, she had plenty of experience working with sub-par equipment. This wasn’t her first rodeo, and she hoped it wouldn’t be her last.
The door behind her creaked open, and she stood up stretching her back. She was sore from working for several hours while hunched over the table. Taking off her gloves, she rubbed her hands together, forcing blood back into her extremities. Her knuckles were scraped and bruised, a testimony to her haste. Speed was part of the job and she worked faster than ever.
The man’s aftershave hit her from thirty feet away. His musk had become a familiar odor, and she looked forward to the time when it would no longer interrupt her work. She spotted the stain on his uniform. It was day four of the oily mark’s occupancy.  He was a foul man, inside and out, who cared little for personal grooming and aesthetics. But his presence was a necessary evil. Sadly, he was her most frequent visitor.
“You’re doing fine work, Doctor.” His breathing was labored from the short walk from his office to the lab. A round belly pushed at the buttons on the gray polyester. “Last night’s test was a success. Everything is going as planned...and ahead of schedule.”
She refused to acknowledge the brute with her eyes, which remained fastened on the mechanism she had been attending to before he arrived. “Of course it is.”
The faster the job was done, the sooner things would be made right. 
He snickered, the scent of onions and garlic washed over her. “How long for phase two?”
“Soon enough,” she uttered, placing a hand over her nose and mouth in an attempt to shield them from his wretchedness. “But there are some things I cannot rush. And I need more supplies and a few more tools.”
“Anything. Just tell me what it is, and I’ll get it for you.”
She slid a yellow slip of paper with perfect handwriting across the table. The man’s stubby fingers grabbed it. Without a word, he exited, leaving behind remnants of onions and musk.
Free from the momentary distraction, the scientist leaned back over her lab equipment.
It’s all for her, she thought. 
She smiled as her deft hands returned to work.
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
 
 
 
 
The police scanner buzzed—something about an assault on the North Side. Chem checked his watch and turned up the ringer on the phone. He wondered if he would be getting a text soon. 
Better not be one of Ford’s.
After the confrontation at the bar, Tim seemed unsettled. The soldier was still a bit of a mystery, but Chem knew that something kept the man up at nights. A look in his eye told the chemist that he wasn’t yet satisfied. They finished their beers, then Tim jumped into his rusty pickup and roared away across the river.
Once back at their place on Tenth Avenue, Elijah went straight to his room. Chem retired to his makeshift workspace in the basement. He, like Tim, had needs that were best met at night. 
Staying at the university wasn’t an option. His personal research project was becoming more intense and his own behavior admittedly more erratic. Suspicion was on the rise and his colleagues’ prying eyes seemed to be everywhere. But lab equipment didn’t come cheap, even with Chem’s contacts. That meant that he had to take any house call that came his way—no matter how dangerous or absurd. His lack of income was taxing. While he certainly didn’t hope for urban violence, a few bills in his pocket would be a relief. 
The lab he had set up in the basement was shoddy and uncomfortable, a scientific environment that was anything but stable. Nevertheless, it would have to do. Lack of elbow space was nothing compared to the assets he was losing by leaving the school. Chem still had the hacked identification card, which would get him into the lab in a pinch. But that came with a risk.
“At least I have you guys,” Chem said, tapping the metal cage. A half dozen, pale mice scurried, their pink eyes blinking at the chemist. “Oh, I know. There were twice as many of you last week, but that’s the price of progress, boys. The price of progress.”
“You finished yet?”
Chem jumped. 
The gurgling voice behind him could only belong to one person. 
“How the hell did you get in here?”
“I wanted to check in on your progress.”
A form accompanying the voice crouched in a chair in the corner. He could only make out her oversized raincoat as the light dimmed near the basement’s edge. Otherwise, she was out of view—and Chem was perfectly fine with that. He knew it was the way she preferred it as well. “You can’t just show up here. You think I’m going to get anything done with you looking over my shoulder?”
The figure stood. A pungent odor wafted from her direction. “What are the rats for?”
“They’re mice, not rats. But they’re not for you, so don’t concern yourself. I can’t commit all my time to your project, you know. There are other things—priorities. I will get to you, Rita. I just need some time. There are other things that are more…”
Gurgling laughter filled the darkened corner of the basement and interrupted the chemist. “That’s cute, Chem, but I’m not waiting on your altruism. I know you better than that. Remember, our arrangement is reciprocal. We both have something to gain.”
Chem leaned against the rudimentary lab table and rested his hands against its damp surface. “Look at this place. It’s a hole. I can’t be expected to work at the same pace here as I did in the laboratory. And you damn well sure can’t expect me to only work on making you…”
“Normal?” the woman asked.
“Yes,” Chem said. “And no. Look around you. Are any of us—normal?”
“You know what I mean. My condition is different.”
Chem took a step toward Rita and opened his palms toward the darkened corner. “Trust me. I am going to make you better. You just need to be patient. That’s all I ask.”
“Easy for you to say. You’re not the one that looks like this.” 
The figure stepped out of the shadow and lowered the hood. He had seen her many times before, but his instincts still told him to retreat—not from fear, but from revulsion. 
“Kind of sucks, doesn’t it, Chem?” The sliver of a mouth turned up in something akin to a smile. “You need to fix me. I can’t go on like this.”
Chem couldn’t take any more. He turned his back on the woman and focused instead on his test subjects. Stopping his centrifuge, he removed one of the tiny glass vials. Then he grabbed a mouse and placed it into a small, reinforced glass box. He filled a syringe and applied it to the tiny creature.
Tiny squeals filled the lab.
He smiled as he recorded the results.
“See, Rita, this is progress. Don’t worry, I’ll figure something out.”
His cell phone buzzed and Chem sighed at the interruption. The text came from a blocked number, which provided only an address. 
Turning back toward his unwanted guest, Chem said, “I’m sorry, but I have to take this. We’ll meet next week to discuss…”
But he spoke only to darkness. 
His lab was empty.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
 
 
 
Tracking Chem through the back alleys of Pittsburgh was nothing compared to the work Tim Ford had done on the streets of Fallujah. 
After a short tour and honorable discharge, Ford had decided to put the skills he had honed serving his country to work as an independent contractor. He worked through Blackbow, a private military corporation that placed operatives in dangerous situations all over the world. Pay was determined by locale, and Ford was crazy enough to be the highest paid grunt that Blackbow owned. He’d carried guns for hire throughout the Middle East, as well as in Burundi, Columbia, and Somalia—to name only a few. The pay was good, and the company kept enough details off the table to ensure that the mercenaries could keep a relatively clean conscience—most of the time. Many of his peers lacked any moral compass. Tim assumed that half the guys would take out their best friends from a kilometer with a TAC-50, if the pay were right.
While Wilkinsburg lacked the dangers of a war-torn state, it certainly wasn’t a place to visit for kicks. But the depressed borough bordering Pittsburgh attracted Chem that night—and Tim along with him. His late-model Ford Ranger tailed the cab—keeping a safe distance back. He certainly wasn’t afraid of being made by Chem—the scientist focused only on his work. The retired merc needed to give his nerdy companion some pointers on stealth and evasion so the chemist could make it to Thanksgiving.
Chem ducked into a house on Campbell Street. Through his binoculars, Tim counted two people waiting for the doctor’s arrival in the foyer. The broken-down old house might have been the only tenement on the block officially occupied, though Wilkinsburg had its share of squatters. 
Foot traffic was light; not surprising for after two in the morning in a less-than-savory neighborhood.
Tim pushed a pinch of Copenhagen under his lip and waited. The nicotine settled his nerves, though he wished he could do without it. Over the course of the summer, Ford’s stakeouts became more and more frequent. Initially, upon returning to the states and his hometown, he was restless. The transition from mercenary to civilian left him incomplete. His body craved the adrenaline spikes afforded by his previous work. Depression had set in quickly, and Ford, not knowing what to do, turned to the bottle to stave off its effects. Then, when that wasn’t enough, he began his late night missions.
****
Stumbling out of the bar, Ford was nearly drunk enough to dance in public. The hot summer night baked the South Side streets, but he was oblivious. The harsh edges of his malaise had been worn down by booze, but he still felt something not quite right in his gut. 
It may have been the beer, or whatever pill that busty redhead gave him in the bathroom.
Tim staggered into the alley and lost his stomach next to a dumpster.
“Ah, man, that sucks.”
Tim wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and slowly turned to face the voice. The world continued moving after he stopped. “All in a night’s work,” Tim said, sizing up the figure in front of him.
He was more boy than man. A Steelers jersey from the Kordell Stewart era hung over baggy jeans. Tim’s well-tuned sense of danger tingled despite his intoxication.
“Well, take care, buddy,” Tim said, making for the alley.
“Hold up, man,” the guy said. “Can you help a brother out? My car broke down and I’m trying to get home. You got a couple of bucks for bus fare?”
Tim closed his right eye and squinted his left, trying to make the two blurry images of the kid merge. He jammed his right hand into his pocket. “Nah, man. Sorry. Left my last couple on the bar for a tip. Good luck, though.”
“It’s cool. I’ll take your watch instead.” The guy stepped forward.
“Like hell you will,” Tim growled.
Laughing, the man said, “You’re in no shape for this, buddy. Pay your toll, and go sleep off your drunk. This is the way it works.”
Tim stepped toward his adversary. “You don’t know how it works. And trust me, you don’t want to find out.” The slur in Ford’s speech was thick enough to confirm his state—to the kid and to himself.
The man grabbed a fistful of flannel and pulled Tim close. “Take the watch off or I will.”
With keys spliced between his thick fingers, Tim pulled his hand from his pocket and swung, the key knuckles connecting with the man’s throat. Releasing Tim’s shirt, he covered his neck. “Shit.”
Wasting no time, Ford landed a left to his stomach and finished him with a knee to the face. The sound of breaking cartilage filled Tim’s ears.
Coughing in a heap on the wet asphalt, the kid looked up at the drunken soldier. 
“I don’t want to ever see you on the streets again. Next time, I won’t be so gentle.”
Tim left the alley feeling alive for the first time since returning to Pittsburgh.
****
The door opened, spilling light onto the front porch. Chem stepped out, his long legs taking the steps two at a time.
Tim checked his watch. He would give it an hour so no one would connect him and the chemist, not that the two made a likely pair. 
When the time had passed, he stepped out of the Ranger and eased the door closed until it clicked. Tim passed the front porch and crept down the broken sidewalk between the dealer’s house and a condemned adjacent tenement. Thick blinds kept him from further surveying the scene inside. 
Mystery was fine by him—in fact, Tim liked it.
The stairs creaked as he climbed toward the back entrance. A storm door missing its glass teetered on rusty hinges. Tim reached through and tried the knob; it turned freely. Excitement, caused by whatever required Chem’s attention, must have distracted the residents. Or maybe, in that neighborhood, people knew to avoid the house that Tim Ford entered unannounced.
The place was in shambles. The kitchen looked like it hadn’t been cleaned since the Reagan administration. Dirty dishes were piled everywhere, and spoiled milk assaulted his nose. Tim pulled the black handkerchief up over his face. It provided both a shield from the odor and protection of his identity. Sliding the brass knuckles from his jeans pocket, Tim exhaled and readied for battle.
A blaring television veiled the sound of his footsteps. An over-the-top action film, with explosions and gunshots, provided the perfect cover.
Tim peered into the living room to find two men slumped low on a couch, their eyes glassed over. Tim welcomed the pungent smell of marijuana. He grabbed a potted plant, the only decor in the room, and launched it at the television. Both men snapped to attention, their buzz killed by the trespasser and his missile.
“It’s time for you boys to stop dealing in Pittsburgh,” Tim yelled through the handkerchief.
Before he was done speaking, the men were on their feet. 
The shorter of the two wasted no time. He charged and swung a sloppy hook, which was easily dodged. The man was slow and stoned, and Tim had trained in and out of the military for hand-to-hand combat. 
It was hardly a fair fight.  
Ford swung his brass fist into the man’s rib cage, it crumble under the force of his swing. With a wheeze, Tim’s victim dropped to the hardwood.
Seeing his friend felled with such ease, the other approached cautiously. A makeshift bandage was wrapped around his left wrist—Chem’s obvious handiwork.
That damned traitor.
The man’s wild eyes scanned the room. Tim held his ground, circling his opponent as if in an invisible ring. While he trusted his training, Ford knew full well that a trapped junkie was a dangerous beast. 
Instead of moving for an attack, the man lunged for the bottom of the couch. Faster than his friend, he made it to the edge before Tim could cut him off. 
Shit, Tim thought as the dealer pulled a blade just shy of a machete from under the sofa. 
“We’ll deal where we damn well please.” The man grinned. 
Tim’s hand found the back of a wooden folding chair that sat against the wall. He swung it in an arc toward his assailant. 
Raising the blade, the man knocked the chair off its course. But his move opened him for attack. Tim landed a quick jab to the man’s gut and followed with a brass uppercut to the jaw. 
Metal rattled on wood as the man released the knife and slumped to the floor.
He turned back to his first victim, who lay windless where Tim had dropped him. The mercenary pushed the heel of his Red Wing into the man’s broken ribs. 
The dealer shrieked under the pressure.
“Keep operating around here and we’ll do this again. Understand?”
The man squirmed under Tim’s boot.
“Understand?” he asked again, leaning into it.
A nod and a grunt was all the man could muster.
Tim gave one last push, for good measure. He felt another rib crack. “Good. This is my city, and I’m taking it back.”
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
 
 
 
“Ladies and gentlemen, first, thank you for coming. There is nothing more beautiful than a late summer day in Pittsburgh. Standing here at the confluence of the three rivers [note: venue was moved—check with Kate] I am reminded by just how amazingly blessed we are by our home town [Too cheesy? Ask Paul about this one].” 
Rhett propped the tip of his pencil between his teeth for a moment. Then, applying pressure to the yellow pad, he crossed out “amazingly,” and placed an exclamation mark in the margin. He imagined a crowd, and said, “But no matter how idyllic, today remains shrouded in loss. Bobby Vinton was a friend and a colleague. Though young enough to be my own son, he taught me more than I can explain. So, as we come together…”
Rhett stepped to his window and stared out at the streets. The speech was good. But good had never satisfied the young politico. It lacked a certain ring—lines that would dance in the audience’s mind for weeks to come. This speech aimed to frame the public discourse around recent events. The pithier the better—especially if he could manage some lines that were easily tweetable. The man grinned to himself as he propped his foot up on the radiator. Cicero never needed to worry about keeping his best lines to 140 characters.
“Crime is nothing new to Pittsburgh…” He stopped. His first assignment was a clusterfuck. Rhett needed to pen something for the mayor that mourned his Chief of Staff’s untimely passing while inciting fear of future attacks. Every politician has a platform, and this was Mayor Dobbs’. But he also needed to assure the people that the city government had everything under control—not to mention the need to stay within the good graces of the police force. Not too much fear, just enough. It was a balancing act on the scales of public opinion.
Rhett had spent hours combing the speeches following the events of 9/11 in search of the perfectly turned phrase that had allowed a speaker to appear strong and confident, but also heart-broken and wise. This was no easy task. Mayor Dobbs had strength, but in recent years he failed to appear that way. Rhett believed that Dobbs, though not an Andrew Jackson or a Teddy Roosevelt, was the smartest man in contemporary politics—in the Steel City and beyond. The word slinger knew that the Mayor had his sights set beyond Allegheny County, and he couldn’t help but wonder if he and Paul would soon be moving back to the nation’s capital.
But things weren’t looking good. Polling had placed the race for Dobbs’ reelection on shaky ground. Pittsburgh was a city of change, emerging as one of the most thriving medium-sized cities in the country, despite, many believed, Dobbs’ policies and appointments. Popular sentiment began to sway toward Dobbs’ challenger—Peter Kinnard. 
Kinnard was young. A transplant to Pittsburgh from the West Coast, he cut his teeth on Pittsburgh politics during a summer internship at a community development corporation. The non-profit was committed to urban renewal that didn’t take the form of gentrification—a policy the young politician now ran on. Peter fell in love with the city. It captured his heart and imagination. When it was time to return to Stanford, he decided to stay and finish his last year in the Steel City.
The young idealist had only worked in the city for ten years before people started positioning him for political office. Humility kept him out of it for some time, but he finally relented. After a term on the City Council, Kinnard began his campaign for mayor with a platform against business as usual. Thankfully, for the young politician, many citizens held that the old-time politics of the Dobbs administration represented everything wrong with the status quo. He had the backing of the urban youth, the artists, and the students—just about anyone under sixty—and that enthusiasm was beginning to trickle up through the voting base.
It would take a perfect run to beat Peter Kinnard, and to Rhett that translated into perfect messaging. Those were nearly the exact lines he used when he walked into the mayor’s office and requested a job earlier that week. He was rarely denied what he wanted. Rhett Johannes spoke, and people trusted him.
 A light tap on the door interrupted his writing. Without waiting for a response, Kate, the Mayor’s office manager, stuck her head in. “He’s ready for you.”
“Is everyone else here?” Rhett asked.
Kate stepped into his office. Everything about her was perfect. Rhett loved the way her dirty-blond hair fell over her shoulders. She was young, funny, and recently single. While he’d never dated a divorced woman before, it wasn’t outside the realm of possibility.
“Just about.”
“Alright,” Rhett said. “Let’s do this.” He gathered his things for the meeting and stepped toward the door.
Kate coughed. “Um, Rhett…” 
“Yeah.”
“Shoes.” She pointed at the speechwriter’s feet.
Rhett smiled. “Of course.”
****
The conference room was hotter than hell, but Rhett was getting used to it. Some swore that Dobbs would turn up the heat, just to mess with his staff. Rhett wouldn’t put it past him. Eight white men and Rhett sat around the oval table. Each of them had a role, and they were all good at their jobs—very good. The walls were littered with color-coded maps, outlining voting districts, donor lists, and major events. Most of the time the conference room was used for important meetings, but for the past half year it operated as the war room, a dedicated space for Mayor Dobbs’ reelection run.  Less than three months away from Election Day, and the team was starting to get nervous. 
Peter Kinnard’s numbers were going through the roof, and the Mayor’s fund-raising efforts had stagnated.
Dobbs, a fit and attractive man in his late fifties, paced in front of a white board. He pivoted and leaned on the end of the oval table. “We have this. That little West Coast shit isn’t going to run my city. It’s embarrassing that he’s even doing so well. Jason, what’s the update on the polling?”
Jason Harris was a well-dressed twenty-something with clear-framed glasses and an iPad. He passed around a couple of sheets of paper with graphs and charts. “The latest polls suggest that Kinnard is gaining the confidence of older voters. We’ve lost some ground in the 35-50 range. People are scared, they think you…”
“They think I’m failing them. They think I’m weak.”
“Yes, sir. And Kinnard’s confident that the youth will actually turn out to vote this year. Their passion seems actionable.”
Rhett looked the data whiz up and down. The man had a certain confidence that betrayed his years. Where is he getting this data? The speechwriter didn’t doubt that he was right, but the nuance in his report required a level of polling unheard of in local elections. Rhett made a note to ask him about it after the meeting.
“Kids are fickle. We should start running targeted ads, talking about Kinnard’s privileged upbringing. That will turn them against him,” Frank Boyd interjected. Boyd was as ruthless as he was ambitious. It was no secret that he wanted Vinton’s spot as Dobbs’ right-hand man.
The mayor nodded toward Boyd. “The level of media presence involved in that kind of campaign requires significant resources. Ken, where are we at with that?” 
Ken Richards, a pasty man with a pockmarked face and a receding hairline, leaned back in his executive chair. Sweat had already gathered on his forehead. “It’s not good, sir. I wish I could say differently, but our numbers are down again this week. Our real hope is after the events tomorrow and the Mayor’s Gala we’ll be able to gain momentum. But you need a message. Something that will inspire people to open their wallets.”
Rhett’s heart stopped. He knew he was next.
“Rhett? What do you have for us? Can you turn the ship around?”
Rhett straightened the legal pad in front of him and aligned the pen perpendicular to its edge. Not wanting to portray the same countenance as Richards, he stood to address the mayor. “My hand’s on the rudder, sir. The speech is nearly done, and I think it’s some of my best work. They’ll eat it up.”
All eyes were on him. 
The rest of the cabinet hated the speechwriter—because Dobbs loved him. He’d showed up only days earlier and the mayor already placed a higher level of trust in him than in some of his more senior staff. Though their jobs were on the line, most of the men in the room wanted to see Rhett fail—which he never did.
“Give us the broad strokes, son.”
“Sure.” Rhett picked up the legal pad and pretended to read his notes. He didn’t need to, he knew them by heart. “It starts as a eulogy to Vinton.” Rhett glanced at the vacant chair at the end of the table opposite Dobbs and paused for effect. “You’ll praise his gifts, go on about his family and his dedication to the city of Pittsburgh. Everyone loves a dutiful servant. Vinton had been in Springdale late, trying to raise support for your new crime plan. Working hard—naturally.” Rhett could feel half the room grimace.  “So he basically gave his life for all of us, for the city. At least that’s what the crowd will believe.”
“We damn well don’t know what the hell he was doing out there,” Boyd interjected. 
“Yes, but no one else knows that, Frank.” Rhett scribbled nothing in particular on his yellow, pissed at the interruption. “Then we pivot to the coup de grâce that will ensure your reelection. Kinnard will never see it coming.”
All eyes were on him.
Rhett kept them waiting, working the room. 
“Oh? What was that?” Boyd asked.
Rhett forced back a smile. “The Mayor hasn’t told you his plan yet? We’re taking a stance on the monsters.” 
****
Rhett crossed his right leg over his left and looked up at the man in charge. Fresh out of the District, he expected the Mayor’s office to be a bit more regal, but Dobbs’ digs were more like a high school principal’s workspace from the 90s. The floor-to-ceiling drapes were a bit gaudy, and the furniture, while not threadbare, had seen better days. The whole place smelled like the back room of a public library—one part mildew, two parts old paper.
“Are you sure you can pull this off?” the Mayor asked.
“You’re the one pulling it off sir. I couldn’t claim something so adept. I’m just a humble writer.” Rhett gave a subtle closed-mouth smile, knowing everything he said was a lie. “But I’m sure that my speech will convey everything you asked for. Harris’s polls confirmed your instincts. The people want a strong leader. When fear and scarcity are the primary motivating forces in a man’s life, he will cast aside anything else for the sake of survival. History has proven this to be true since the beginning of time.”
Dobbs nodded. “Vinton’s death has got me thinking. What if they blame me for the monsters? This all happened under my watch.”
“It’s foolish to change leaders in the midst of battle, sir.” Rhett got to his feet. “And with my words, they’ll see this for the war that it is. Monsters will always exist. They’re certainly not your fault, but you are the one who’s going to stop them. Trust me, by the time I’m done, they’ll make a damned statue in your likeness on the steps of this building. You’re going to be a superhero.”
Dobbs flashed a million-dollar smile. “Alright, kid. Get out of here, and I’ll order a cape.”
Rhett walked past rows of cubicled civil servants, answering calls or responding to emails. He remembered his first job as an intern, phoning for donations at a state congressman’s office in South Dakota. It didn’t take him long to rise from that position. He entered his private office, pleased to shut out the noise of the lesser staffers.
The silence was broken by his brother’s voice. “It won’t work, you know.”
Rhett loved his brother, even if he were a pain in the ass nine times out of ten. “Aren’t you supposed to be out finding a job or something?” 
He looked at this brother, who lounged in the corner chair of Rhett’s office. “That’s not important right now.”
“Well, brother, according to our landlord, it is. Why is it that I’m always working to support you?” Rhett paused, taking in his twin’s goofy smile.
“Not sure, but you keep taking me with you, so things seem to be working just fine for me.”
Rhett laughed and responded to Paul’s opening comment. “What do you mean it won’t work? Dobbs is a genius to cash in on these monster attacks. And I’ve orchestrated the plan perfectly. This strategy is based on research. If the nation bought it in 2001, these backwoods hicks masquerading as urbanites will too. You’ve got to remember, we’re not in D.C. anymore.”
“They may fall for your tricks now, but he’ll be unmasked in the long run.”
Rhett dropped his notebook on the desk. “Who cares about the long run? My job is simple, get the man elected. It’s not our job to judge him.”
“Then what? What happens when your masterpiece is disrobed?”
Rhett picked up the Pittsburgh snow globe left behind by the previous speechwriter. He gave it a shake and watched flurries fall on PNC Park. “It’ll be fine. I’m sure by then you’ll have figured out what our next move is. You’re the one who led me here, by the way. Have you forgotten—”
But when Rhett looked up his brother was gone.
Dammit. Can’t persuade someone who isn’t listening.
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
 
 
 
 
“What the hell were you thinking?” Chem had a short fuse, but Tim had never seen him yell like this before. Cat sat on the ex-mercenary’s lap, waving its tail as if all was right with the world.
The louder Chem yelled, the smaller the living room felt. The tall man paced back and forth, covering each length with only three steps.
“Those guys were assholes,” Tim said. “So I ripped them new ones. You talk a big game about making the city better and then you just go stitch ’em up and send them back on the streets. You’re…what’s the term? Aiding and abetting.”
“What the hell’s going on?” Elijah asked as he came out of his room. He held a book thicker than Tim’s head.
Chem stopped pacing. “Nothing.”
Tim laughed. “So, Eli here doesn’t know about your side business? Easy to justify it to yourself, but…”
Tim turned to Elijah. “Our doctor here runs a clinic for all the drug dealers and wannabe gangbangers running around Pittsburgh. I just made sure he has repeat customers.”
“Tim, what if you need my help someday?” Chem pointed his finger as he talked. “You want to come pull me off my night shift at Walmart? I have to pay the bills. And a few stitches on some low-level criminals keeps me researching and taking care of my friends.” 
“Ends justify the means? You should get a tour with Blackbow. You’d fit right in.”
“They might be criminals, but that doesn’t give you the right to put them in the hospital.” Chem got to his feet. “And you’re asking me if the ends justify the means? Really?”
For a moment, Tim wondered if the academic was dumb enough to engage in fisticuffs with the seasoned veteran. “Justice justifies any means necessary. I’m afraid personal profit cannot command the same allowances.”
“You didn’t kill them, did you?” Elijah asked.
Tim ran his right palm over his left knuckles, watching the skin go white. “I’ve had my fill of killing. But that doesn’t mean I can’t stand for what is right. A few broken ribs go a long way.” 
Tim knocked Cat off his lap and stood. Grabbing his keys off the table, he moved past Elijah toward the front entrance. “I’d love to stay and debate the finer details of vigilante ethics, but I have a date.”
He opened the door and looked back at the two academics. “I’ve made my choice. But you two better figure out what it is you’re doing here. From where I’m standing, you’re closer to the problem than the solution.”
****
“Did your mamá tie that, Timoteo?” 
Anna’s teeth were blinding. Their brilliance was only exaggerated by her skin, darkened by long exposure to summer rays. He ran his hand across the tie self-consciously as he took in her black evening dress. It was a far cry from her fatigues and combat boots, but he wasn’t complaining.
“No, yours did.”
She laughed. “You and my mamá go way back?”
“Way back, way forward. She and I go every way.” He grinned.
“Well, you can take the man out of the service, but you can’t take the service out of the man.” Her dimples deepened. “Speaking of serving, you dating anyone since you’ve been stateside?”
Tim took a long pull on his bottle of Yuengling and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. In Pittsburgh, mid-level beer was an acceptable drink, even at dinner-jacket type establishments. The familiar lager made him feel more comfortable despite the completely foreign nature of the restaurant. “Nah. I’m afraid I’ve lost the knack for appropriately interacting with civilians. You know what it’s like. Takes a while to come back to normal living.” He looked down. “And the last run—it was hard.”
“You never told me. Were you in the shit?”
“Yeah, something like that.” Tim cleared his throat, sweat beading on his forehead. “But let’s forget all that.” He grinned. “What brings you to the Steel City?”
“Can’t a lady swing through town and visit her old lieutenant?”
“Just cause you’re wearing that cute, strappy dress and heels don’t mean you’re a lady. I remember you in Fallujah.”
Anna folded the cloth napkin over on the table. “Hard to forget.” She took a long sip from her vodka martini. “You know me, Ford. I’m on a job. You looking for work? We could use a few more boots. Pretty easy assignment. Not like Bogotá.”
“Me? Nah. I’m retired.”
“Retired? I don’t believe it. The Tim Ford I knew would be bored shitless sitting around, jerking off all day. How do you keep from going crazy?”
Tim fidgeted in his seat. He unconsciously checked to make sure his brass knuckles were still in his pocket. “I’ve got my methods…But I didn’t know Blackbow was working PA.” 
“You’d be surprised,” Anna said. “The company is doing more and more in the states. Mostly private companies looking for security. It’s a lot easier than dodging IEDs and raiding villages. But the money’s still decent; not great, but it works.”
“So, what’s the job?”
“Really, Tim? You’ve been gone a few months and already forget the code?”
Tim’s eyes smiled at his C.O. He wondered if Anna would be steadfast or if she were playing hard to get. “Come on. For an old friend. It’s my city, after all.” 
“Even better reason to keep quiet,” she said. “A code’s a code. How could I ever expect you to trust me if I roll over and give it to any hot guy that asks for it?”
Tim flushed. “Exactly how much asking does it take to get you to roll over?”
“What do you say after dinner we find out?” Anna said, flashing her brilliant smile.
“I’m gonna have to make that intel priority uno. Let’s pound these drinks and get out of here.” Tim felt his fancy pants getting tighter.
“Deal.” She threw back the remnants of her martini and flagged down the waiter.
****
Tim’s head pounded. 
No surprise, since the two of them polished off the bottle of Antioqueño that Anna had stowed in her luggage. The Columbian liquor was too sweet for his taste, but he would have drunk turpentine if she were pouring it. 
Turning his head, it felt like somebody was shoving an ice pick through his temple. He squinted, taking in her form lying next to him. The bleach-white sheets hardly covered her exquisite ass, shaped by hours of training fit for the battlefield. Her torso was lighter than her arms and face. Anna didn’t have the bikini tan lines of most women her age, but rather contrasts formed by the standard issue Blackbow uniform. He traced a finger over a four-inch scar in the middle of her back—lightly, so as not to wake her. He was there when she got that one. A shoulder tattoo, an ornate bow and arrow shaped into a B, completed the tapestry. It was identical to the one on his arm. He read the three-word phrase indelibly printed on both of their bodies.
The clock on the end table read 3:42 a.m. 
In need of a gallon of water and some painkillers, Tim got out of bed. The room spun and he wondered if he was still drunk. He downed the four tiny pills and started to rehydrate. He remembered days staying in places like this for weeks, hotel rooms that would never feel like home. Closing the door to the bedroom of the suite, he took a seat at the desk. Spread out on the surface were assorted papers and a few manila folders, each of them had the Blackbow logo emblazoned on the center and CONFIDENTIAL in bright red written across the top. A smirk spread over his face. Tim always wondered why anyone would write confidential on anything; it begged to be read. 
He looked over his shoulder and listened for signs of movement from the room.
What would Blackbow be doing in Pittsburgh? 
His hand swept over the top folder, fingers finding the edge. Tim thought about his code. He withdrew his hand. This wasn’t the way. She deserved better. 
Instead, he grabbed the hotel stationery and jotted a note: 
Anna, 
Thanks for the memories. Don’t be a stranger.
Timoteo
Ferocia Fatum Fugant
He considered tearing up the note and sticking around, but even Anna and a hangover couldn’t keep him settled. A nervous energy filled the soldier, and he knew of only one release.
He got dressed and slipped into the hallway. As he walked toward the elevator, he slid his right hand into his pocket, fingering the brass knuckles concealed within it. 
 



CHAPTER TEN
 
 
 
 
 
Willa’s quads burned as she took the steps two at a time. Pain had become a part of her status quo. The training was intense, not only the physical but the mental as well. But justice required strength in body and mind.
Several weeks of researching people from her grandfather’s photograph only increased her resolve. She visited the offices of nearly every living emeritus professor from local universities and spent hours scouring the Internet. Most members of the Vox Populi remained a mystery, but an aging administrative assistant from Duquesne provided a lead on her principal target: the man in the chair next to her grandfather. 
The grainy photo exhibited Edwin’s hand on his shoulder. This gesture of intimacy was so foreign for the magician that Willa knew something special existed between them. Standing on the porch her heart rate increased. The poet-magician had no idea what she would find, but she knew this was her only next step.
She stepped through the door.
****
Dr. Crane’s living room was cramped. Low ceilings and dim lighting added to her claustrophobia, and Willa made certain to keep her eye on an exit.
The aging professor sat in an orange upholstered chair sagging from decades of use. A picture of a kind-faced woman with sparkling eyes sat on a side table alongside a teacup and a hardback novel. 
“Yes, Edwin and I were friends.” He paused. “No, that’s not a strong enough word. Your grandfather was something more. He was like a brother. Though I was older in years, he was more mature in experience and dedication.” The man stared at an invisible dot across the room. Willa let him dwell in the memory. After an eternity, he continued. “I could hardly believe it when I heard of his death. On the other hand, part of me always assumed his fate would have caught him earlier.”
Willa leaned into the space dividing her from her grandfather’s friend. “What do you mean, Dr. Crane?”
“Well, your grandfather had a knack for sniffing out trouble. It’s probably what made us so successful.” He paused, a smile added to his heavily wrinkled face. “But of course, that’s what you’re here to discuss, isn’t it?”
Willa nodded but remained silent. She feared spooking the old man when she was so close to an answer.
“Yes, right. The Vox Populi. I’m embarrassed at how pretentious that sounds. We were small at first, and Edwin had recruited most of us. He never revealed how he knew where to look, but he could see the potential in us—our powers. I’ll never forget the day he talked with me after class. To say he was forceful would exaggerate it only a little.”
Crane blew across the lip of his cup and sipped. “I mean, I was terribly confused as my own abilities developed. My words started to affect the world and no one could explain to me why or how. Frankly, I thought I was going mad. That’s when Edwin got a hold of me.”
“How many of you were there?” Willa asked.
“Hmmm, let’s see…” The man stared at the ceiling. “In the beginning there were eight of us. We were young—stupid, really. But we had energy and, I guess you would say, courage. It started almost as a hobby, saving helpless damsels and confronting petty crimes. I had pictured myself as one of those characters in the pulp fiction books—a guilty pleasure of mine that I hid from my colleagues.”
Willa leaned back in her chair and crossed a leg. While the story was captivating, it was nothing she hadn’t heard from her grandfather. She pictured the men, young and heroic, running through back alleys by night and teaching by day. “Then what happened?”
Dr. Crane grinned. “‘Good enough’ wasn’t in your grandfather’s lexicon. I think that most of us were happy to make a little dent in the crime of the city, you know, to right a few wrongs. I felt pretty damned good about myself—pardon my language. But not Edwin.” The man shook his head. “Edwin had his sights set higher. Restoring the city one pickpocket at a time was chump change for him. Your grandfather started researching the city’s underbelly. I think he put twice as much time digging into Pittsburgh’s dirt than he did studying nineteenth century poetry. He rarely slept.”
“And what did he find?”
“What didn’t he find? That’s the question. You know, these weren’t the days of your Internets. Detective work required a more personal touch. Edwin was fearless. He’d walk right into the backroom of some smalltime mob boss and start demanding information. That’s when, well, the problems started.” The professor glared at his mug, as if considering whether or not to advance with the story. “That’s what ultimately would lead to…um…what happened with your mom.”
Willa squeezed her leg. “It’s OK. I know. Go on, please.”
Crane removed his glasses, held them up to the light. “Of course. It doesn’t take a genius to realize you can’t mess with the bull without eventually getting the horns. Edwin didn’t care. He was unrelenting. I tried to warn him, but he kept pushing deeper. And that’s when they stepped in and changed everything.”
Willa bit her lip. “The mob?”
The old man laughed. “No. Not them—at least, not yet. A different mob, of sorts: the Guild. Late one night, Edwin and I and a few others were meeting in the back room of a bar across town. What was the name of that place?” The man scratched a day’s worth of silver scruff. “No matter. We were in the back, planning our next big move. Edwin had unearthed another potential target—a mid-level enforcer who was on the rise. Edwin believed that if we could crush the head of the snake before it grew, we might stand a chance of curtailing the growth of the family.”
“OK,” Willa said, hoping to move the storyteller along.
“Well, there we were, when the doors to our private room flew open. I just sat there staring like an idiot. I mean, I didn’t know who these people were, but your grandfather did.
“‘Master Harker,’ your grandfather said, ‘What brings you to Pittsburgh?’ That’s when it struck me that we were in trouble on a few fronts. The magicians looked ancient, though we were so young.” The professor laughed again, the memories dancing in his eyes. “They gave us the business for over an hour. Harker, the head of the Guild, lectured on the rules. ‘Our job is preservation, not revolution,’ he said over and over. I was befuddled. For years, Edwin had mentioned the Guild and their backward ways, but to me they were nearly a fiction. I guess I always assumed they actually existed, but it was as if they would never affect my life. Edwin was different, though.”
“How so?” Will asked.
“I don’t know how but he knew the visit was inevitable, that they were coming. Maybe he took the power dynamic of guilds—in the Academy and among the wizards—more seriously than I ever did.”
Willa inspected the man’s face. The lines wore years of turmoil. She wondered what the story with the woman in the picture was, if it was anything like her mom’s, but she dared not derail him. “So, you stopped then?”
“That certainly seems like a wiser course, but our arrogance and recklessness hadn’t reached its zenith. I pulled back a little, but your grandfather, he sat in that room with the Masters, he listened, he nodded along, and then he continued his course of action undeterred. We pursued the new lead and…that’s what brought trouble upon your family. That’s what led to your mom’s death.”
Willa consider this, and wondered if she should have been more critical of her grandfather. If he had stopped her mother would still be alive. Then again, maybe not. 
Fate is a funny mistress.
“Tell me about this mob enforcer. Who was he?”
A slight grin danced across the old professor’s face, then vanished. “You sound like your grandfather. But I’m afraid this is a path that’s too dangerous for you. And your grandfather would have agreed. Your mother’s murder taught us all the true price of our power.”
“I need to know.”
The old man sighed. His old body sunk further into the chair. “You want revenge, but it will get you nowhere. Follow your grandfather’s advice, go back to work, settle down, have some kids.”
Willa’s face grew hot as anger spread over her body. “I’ll never stop. They’ll need to kill me.”
“They can and they will. The Pittsburgh mob are petty criminals compared to what else is out there. Since the earliest years of the twentieth century, all eyes have been on steel. But industry was a red herring, a blind for the true powers. Edwin scratched at the surface of something more nefarious, a network with vast interworkings and far-reaching influence. Your mom’s murder was a small link in the chain, but that link was important. The boss who ordered the hit was himself just a pawn in the rise of someone else.”
“And even if you do have the strength to take on your mother’s murderer, the Guild won’t stand for it. There were days when the Masters did extreme things to protect the craft. I don’t expect that is beyond them even now.” The man’s gaze was deadpan. 
“If they wield such power, then why didn’t they intervene last winter?”
“It’s true the Guild has waned. No one knows why. Maybe it’s because magic is dwindling in a world in which mystery is giving way to the hegemony of information. But don’t fool yourself. They’re watching you, they know about the battle at the Tower, and about Edwin’s death. The Masters know precisely who you are and what you’re doing. They probably know you’re here right now.”
The last words shot a chill up Willa’s spine. Her knowledge of magic and its possibilities were limited to her own experience and the things she saw her grandfather do. Being watched had never been a thought. 
Willa breathed deeply, trying to settle herself. “You described my mother’s murderer in the present tense. Surely he’s not still alive?”
The aging doctor stared at the floor. After a moment he replied, “Not only is he still alive, but he’s right here in Pittsburgh.”
 
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
 
 
 
“What killed steel?”
The class stared back at him, most of them with a mixture of boredom and confusion. The baker’s dozen sat with their desks arranged in a loose semicircle. Elijah stood in the middle.
Many of his students couldn’t care less about Pittsburgh’s industrial history. They kept quiet, trying to avoid eye contact with their professor. But Elijah wouldn’t let them off so easily. The new desk arrangement precluded any back-row napping, and he demanded answers to his questions.
“Tom, what do you think? What happened to the industry that made this city? Where did it go?”
Tom shifted. Elijah pegged him as a drifter, someone who floated through his classes without much effort. But he knew that if he could somehow get him engaged early it might draw the rest of the class in as well. From the first paper of the semester, the professor could tell that Tom was bright but lazy.
“I don’t know…”
Elijah smiled. “You’re from around here, right, Tom?”
The boy sat a little straighter, intrigued by a question that he knew the answer to, but wary of a trap.
“Butler area, a little north of the city.”
“If I asked your family that question, what would they tell you?”
The young man considered for a second. “My dad blames it on the unions. He says they got greedy, wanted too much, and it pushed the mills out of business.”
Elijah smiled. Thoughts of an old ally came to mind and a Croatian curse word settled on the back of his tongue.
“Your dad has a point. Most analysts think that the unions did have some part to play in the changing economic structure around here. It’s still a matter of fierce debate, though. Some say that higher workers’ wages actually benefits industry. It helped Ford Motors in the twenties. But you’d have a hard time convincing most mill owners of that. What else? Surely an industry as powerful as steel couldn’t have been toppled by unions alone. What other factors came into play?”
Rebekah, a student who was a repeat from last semester, raised her hand. Elijah was proud of her newfound confidence. Her notes now recorded every other word that Elijah spoke.
“Globalization? Other countries could make steel cheaper, pushing American companies out of business.”
“Excellent, Rebekah. Coming out of World War II, the United States was the biggest name in the game when it came to steel production, as well as other kinds of manufacturing. But as Europe recovered and China shifted its economic agenda, the states faced fierce competition from other nations. Plus, many American companies took advantage of looser environmental standards and,” nodding at Tom, “cheaper wages overseas.”
He paced back and forth, energized as he led them toward the point of the lecture.
“But internationalization doesn’t quite answer the question either. Nine out of ten people you’d ask on the street would give the answers that you two just gave, and they wouldn’t be wrong. But, they wouldn’t be entirely right either. As researchers, we need to get past the easier answers—look deeper into the data. For example, US Steel, one of the largest steel manufacturers actually increased its domestic output during the 80s while also slashing jobs. By the end of the decade they produced more steel at home than ever before, while tens if not hundreds of thousands of US workers lost their jobs. How can this be? Can anyone make sense of this seeming contradiction?”
He paused, letting the silence fill the room. He guessed they wouldn’t land on the answer, but he wanted to make them work for it. Walking towards the chalkboard he wrote in large letters: TECHNOLOGY.
“New technologies emerged, in almost every sector of manufacturing, including steel, which contained the potential to increase output while diminishing costs. And the number one cost in almost any industry is human labor.”
Julie, a dirty blonde with too much make-up raised her hand. She had moved on from her crush the previous semester and now seemed genuinely interested in the study. Instead of her fawning, she was the first to criticize and question the adjunct professor at every move. Elijah loved her combative responses.
“But that’s not a bad thing, right? New technology means that steel got cheaper, which means that more stuff could be built and money spent elsewhere. Sure, steel doesn’t employ people like it used to, but they’ve found other jobs, right?”
Elijah considered his words carefully. Pointing at the chalkboard he said, “I’m not advocating against progress. But we need to be aware of how and why our world changes. You’ve grown up in a time that’s more aware of its problems than most before it, but humans seem oddly willing to repeat their past. Automation made the manufacturing workforce obsolete, as it did agriculture’s before that. At the turn of the century, 36% of Americans worked in agriculture. Now it’s less than 1%. In 1920, 40% of Americans worked in manufacturing, now less than 8% do. Transportation is currently one of the largest sectors in terms of employment. I want you to go home and Google self-driving cars and Amazon drone delivery.”
Elijah leaned against the oversized faculty desk. If he was too preachy he’d push them away. “Technology isn’t bad, but it’s not neutral. It has changed and continues to change culture in a number of significant ways. And we’re going to spend this semester looking at some of those changes, because what happened then can easily happen now. If we aren’t aware of our history, it’s likely to take us by surprise.”
****
A slight drizzle darkened the early afternoon air. Elijah was still amazed at the sheer amount of precipitation this area produced. He had read somewhere that Pittsburgh had more rainy days than Seattle. Packing his car in Boston, he scoffed at the idea. Now he wished he had invested in better shoes.
Homestead was quiet. Its emptiness provided an odd sense of comfort for the professor. He considered stopping home on Tenth but opted to head straight toward his destination. There was work to do and he had procrastinated long enough. 
As he turned the corner, a lone jogger slogging through the rain ran past him on the sidewalk. She slowed her progress but kept moving in place.
“Hi, Mr. Historian.”
“Hey, Lainey. How’s your grandmother doing?” A smile spread across his face. He was glad to see the daughter of the old mill worker he had interviewed early in the year. The two of them had crossed paths several times in Homestead, and their convergences made him feel like he belonged.
“She’s as tough as ever. Giving the orderlies at the home a run for their money. You all settled up here in Homestead?”
Elijah smiled. The oddities of the Pittsburgh dialect were strange even compared with that of Boston. He wondered in what sense Homestead could be considered “up”?
“No problems so far. Wish it didn’t rain so much.”
The young woman laughed and resumed her progress. Turning, she yelled over her shoulder, “Welcome to Pittsburgh.”
****
The old mill stood silent, a monument to the past. 
Elijah walked down the gravel lot, looking for signs of company. But the mill’s abandonment was complete. Other than animals and vegetation, it appeared as if no one had been there in a while.
He pushed open the rusted metal door and entered the dark confines of the factory. Elijah relaxed, happy to make it out of the rain.  He moved into an open space and, after pausing to listen for other occupants, took off his tweed jacket, tie, and button-up. Finally removing his undershirt, Elijah stood, naked from the waist up. 
Still damp, he shivered in the cool factory air. 
He wouldn’t be cold for long.
Since the fight with Brooke, Elijah had spent more time working on his physique, but his routine lacked consistency. He’d managed to lose some of his fast food weight but beer and laziness kept hidden any increase in definition. It didn’t matter; if someone were to see him now, the scar on his chest would draw all of their attention.
The scabs had faded with time and with the help of Chem’s miracle ointment. But the clear lines mapped out a unique symbol, a square tipped onto its corner intersected by two sharply pointed ovals. His former “guest” left an indelible legacy, the outward brand a mark of his inner transformation.
Elijah closed his eyes, legs shoulder-width apart and arms tensed by his side. He focused inward, seeking the fire that lay dormant. He thought of Pittsburgh, of the needs of the many living here. He thought about Brooke and the way he felt seeing her encased in ice. He thought about Rex and Sean.
Steam started to roll off Elijah’s back. Warmth ran through his body, emanating from his chest and working its way toward his extremities. He braced himself for what was coming.
His mind registered the smell of burning flesh seconds before it made sense of the pain that accompanied it. Elijah screamed. A fire raged in his chest. His arms expanded, turning gray at first, then black. He shuddered as bright cracks emerged along his forearms. 
Then the pain was gone, and Elijah felt only power.
As it had been since the day at PPG, the transformation remained incomplete. His arms up to the elbow were twice as large and hard as steel, his chest a glowing ember. But the human form remained intact and with it Elijah’s consciousness. 
He reached for a large steel cylinder; straining, he lifted it to his waist. It was easily 500 pounds. Elijah, condensation steaming from heat and exertion, dropped the thing. It clamored through the mill. His strength was impressive, but it wasn’t up to its previous car-tossing level. He thought of Willa, hiding under a vehicle to escape his rampage. Thankfully, her spells and Chem’s mixture were enough to take him down. 
He moved to an old concrete furnace, turning it into his punching bag. Cracks formed as his hands pounded on the solid wall. 
Twenty minutes later his training was over. Elijah slumped to the ground exhausted, his body returned to its original size. He surveyed the damage.
His knuckles were caked in blood, but nothing appeared to be broken. His steel flesh absorbed most of the damage; however, turning was not without its consequences. Fresh burns covered his forearms and his arm hair was singed clean off, leaving his body looking pale and sickly. He got up and retrieved a bottle of meds from his jacket. The pain was becoming manageable, but the adjunct was still thankful for Chem’s prescription. 
“Impressive.” A harsh, gurgling voice filled the once-quiet space. 
Elijah jumped at the sound. He raised his bloody fists.
Out of the shadows stepped a woman wearing a bright yellow rain jacket. The hood hung low, covering her face.
“You must be Rita. I heard that you had a way of sneaking up on people. How long were you watching?”
“Long enough to see your secret firsthand. But I was expecting…more. What happened to the beast from the videos?”
Elijah dressed himself while considering the strange woman in front of him. She wasn’t wrong. Though his strength remained enhanced, the power was a fraction of what he had in the winter. But the power that was left was his own, and he had to decide how to best use it. He couldn’t rely on spiritual guidance from beyond the grave. Feeling defensive, he decided on a direct response.
“I hear you’re quite the monster as well. You’ve seen what I can do, why don’t you reciprocate?”
Rita stood unmoving. Elijah wondered if he had pushed her too far. There was still so little they knew about the newest addition to their group. He wished Willa, who was much better with people, was there with him.
After a minute, Rita stepped forward out of the shadows and into a patch of light that filtered in through the old factory windows. She unclasped the raincoat and let it drop to the floor.
What the hell?
Standing before him was a creature from his nightmares. Its general proportions were human, but that was where the similarities ended. Pale, scaly skin shimmered in the dim light. Her legs were knobby and bowed slightly outwards. Huge feet splayed like fans on the concrete. Long strong fingers formed claws where hands should have been. What could only be described as talons emerged in lieu of nails. But the most unnerving part was her face, lipless and cold. Large jet black eyes filled up her head, their size exaggerated by the lack of a nose. In uneven intervals, imperceptible lids would swipe down over the eyes, then disappear somewhere behind her brow. 
 “I…I’m sorry.”
“Kind of sucks, doesn’t it, Elijah?” The sliver of a mouth turned up at the corners. Rita raised her hands. The outsides were covered with stone white scales, like her face and neck. The undersides were smooth, like the underbelly of a fish. “Not all of us can be as lucky as you.”
“How long have you been like this?”
The creature took a step back into the shadows. “Long enough to know that it’s a curse. And that the outside world would crucify us if they could. You should take care who you show yourself to.”
Elijah put his shirt back on, self-conscious at how normal he looked. “It might be a curse, or maybe this happened to us for a reason. We could do some good with what we’ve been given.”
Rita spat. “You’re as foolish as the men you keep company with. Stay in the shadows, historian. Or else you risk dragging all of us into the light.”
 
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
 
 
 
Tenth Avenue was starting to feel like home. Chem had proposed that Tim just move in with him and Elijah, but the mercenary wanted to keep his options open—it was his style. On that drizzly evening, Tim joined the boys as they lounged around the living room, each doing his own thing. Elijah, as usual, had a book propped up, covering his face, and Chem was scratching away in a composition book. The man had hundreds of them. While Tim’s pastimes included fishing and drinking beer, the chemist seemed completely content to work on science experiments in his free time away from working on his science experiments. He was relentless.
Things had cooled off between Tim and Chem. As men tend to do, the two of them ignored the fight and slid back into normal life.
Tim flipped the channels on the television. Grainy images of Elijah and the Ice Queen—as Brooke had been aptly named by the media—filled the screen. Talk about monsters had waned after a few months. Other news cycles had taken over, and people chalked the videos up as pranks or some strange inexplicable event. Tim was amazed how short attention spans were. He figured the latest episode of “Honey Boo Boo” or “Survivor” was probably more important than creatures taking over their city. Even Chem and Elijah lacked interest in the images of themselves on the television. They had been there so many times.
But the cycle turned, and it seemed the monsters were back. The death of Robert Vinton had inspired the hysteria again, and Mayor Dobbs was riding the wave all the way to November. His political rhetoric was at once brilliant and disgusting. Tim spit tobacco-laced saliva into a Mountain Dew bottle as he considered the politician’s machinations. If the man could make people realize just how dangerous things were, they might switch over to his team—the one for security and peace of mind.
Two women sat on either side of a cheap-looking office table in the newsroom. Dirk Kirkwood, a Pittsburgh news legend, sat between them. His immaculate suit matched his hair, which was just as dark as his first day in front of the camera—nearly forty years prior.
“Let’s see what Dirk and his concubine have to say,” Tim said, turning up the television. 
Elijah set the paperback down on the table next to the faded La-Z-Boy and pulled off his glasses. Chem remained enthralled with his work, undistracted by the onscreen circus.
“Monsters. They’ve been the talk of the town since February, and now with the death of the Mayor’s chief of staff, people are talking once again. I’m joined by two of Pittsburgh’s finest to discuss the attacks and the implications they have on the city. On my right is Jillian Stephens.” Dirk glanced at his cue cards. “Jillian is a writer for the blog Keystone Voice. Her work is prolific, covering everything from Steelers summer training to the mayoral race.”

A woman with strawberry blonde hair and alabaster skin forced a smile at the camera. “Thanks for having me, Dirk. And, it’s a journal, not a blog.”
“Sure,” Dirk said, with a smirk. “And on my left is Darlene Henderson of the Pittsburgh Times.”
A woman with big bleached hair and makeup to match, splitting the difference between Dirk’s and Jillian’s ages, smiled and nodded.
“So, let’s start with you, Darlene. What do we make of these monsters?”
“To be blunt, Dirk, these monsters are a threat and they need to be dealt with. It was a mistake that some sort of zero-tolerance mandate wasn’t enacted after the PPG Event. Who knows what’s running around in our city? It’s time we wake up and realize that the monsters are the true threat. These…these…things are the true terrorists.”
Tim Ford turned to Elijah. “She just made you a jihadist, Eli. What do you make of that?”
The historian didn’t say a word.
“Jillian?” Dirk asked, pivoting to his new guest.
“I couldn’t disagree with Darlene more. In fact, I think she’s watched far too many sci-fi films. What we need now is sound reasoning and evidence. Unfortunately, neither of these sells papers. People need to maintain a sense of calm until we understand what is real and what’s a fabrication.”
Red splotches grew through the heavy makeup on Darlene’s neck. “Really? What else could explain the gore and destruction at PPG Place? A dozen people saw monsters flying through the air and fighting in the square. Not to mention Robert Vinton. What killed him? You and your blog can’t see what’s really happening here. This is an invasion and it needs to be stopped.”
Dirk chuckled. “Now, ladies. Let’s be civilized.”
“Something happened in February, that’s the truth,” the young reporter said. “But we need proof before we start screaming about the end of the world. It’s easier to profit from a situation like this than it is to confirm it, and I for one am not convinced that a glowing Bigfoot is behind the murder of our Mayor’s chief of staff.”
As the other reporter leaned in for attack, Tim shut off the television. “I’ve seen enough war to last me a lifetime. I’m gonna bounce.”
He gave Elijah and Chem a nod as he walked out the door.
****
Light rain blanketed the Pittsburgh sky, making Tim Ford’s flannel cling to his bulky frame. He didn’t mind the weather. In fact, he relished it. The overcast skies and thick dampness matched his disposition. After years in the arid Middle East, the Western Pennsylvanian humidity was a constant reminder of where he belonged. The smell of fresh rain on the hot city streets was the odor of home—and he had been away from it for far too long.
When Tim returned to Pittsburgh, monsters were all anyone would talk about. He didn’t know whether or not to believe the stories—titans of fire and ice duking it out downtown—but he was determined to find out for himself. That was how he first encountered Chem, and Rita.
Although they turned out to be non-threatening to the city he called home, there were other forces at work, legitimate dangers to be confronted. 
Robert Vinton’s death confirmed Tim’s hunch.
If folks like Elijah and Rita were real, then it stood to reason that something more nefarious could be behind the recent death. Whatever this monster was, it would serve as an appropriate match for the ex-military specialist. Ford needed a formidable opponent, and Chem’s drug-slinging clients weren’t enough to appease his need. Tracking across steel and concrete differed from his previous experience in the jungles of South America or the deserts of Iraq. Harder, in a way, as the environment hid signs of passage. But Ford was born and raised in the Steel City; he knew it like the back of his hand, and the creature wasn’t exactly hard to find. 
Crouching behind a parked SUV, Ford spotted the monster as it lumbered down the darkened street. Its heavy footsteps, metal on concrete, filled his ears. Over seven feet tall, the figure stalked across the road, eyes fastened directly ahead. Its surface reflected the scant light available in the dim of the early morning hours. Hints of glowing red danced around its surface. From all accounts given to him by Chem, this thing could have been the transformed figure of Elijah Branton. It also matched the grainy videos captured by the YouTube journalists whose videos had gone viral. But the historian claimed to be out of this game, and Tim’s gut told him to trust the guy. This thing was something else entirely. 
Tim cut across a side street, trying to get in front of the lumbering creature. He positioned himself behind a subcompact car parked alongside the thing’s trajectory. Tim held his breath and waited. If there was one thing his operations had taught him, it was the importance of patience. Rushing into a fight, whether on the streets of Fallujah or Pittsburgh, was a sure sign of defeat. A well-trained warrior waited for the right moment to attack.
Timing was everything. 
Adrenaline enhanced his senses. He was in the zone. All else vanished. A peace that only a predator knows came over him. It transcended all worry, all guilt, all thoughts of yesterday and tomorrow. The only thing that mattered was the hunt. Victory was an afterthought, if that. But the merc rarely lost. 
 Ford let the creature pass by his hiding place. He waited for half a second. Then he leapt onto the hood of the vehicle and launched his body at the giant’s metal back. 
But the element of surprise eluded the hunter.
Before Ford’s foot had left the hood of the car, the creature turned, ready for defense. The metal figure swiped at Ford’s hurtling body out of thin air. The combination of his momentum and the monster’s brute force drove Tim sideways through a storefront window. Shattering glass surrounded him as he landed and rolled across the dusty tile floor. Bits of glass bit at his skin. His ears were filled with the cacophony of destruction.
Tim’s head was hazy as he tried and failed to lift himself off the ground. He was vaguely aware of a sharp pain in his forearm. 
Rolling onto his back, he saw a large form hovering over him. Darkness threatened to obscure his vision, but a faint red light shined through.
For some reason, all he could think of was Anna.
The last thing Tim Ford saw was a large metal fist crashing toward him.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
 
 
 
By late August, the current running between the banks of the Monongahela was like bathwater—far too warm to offer much comfort for Rita’s flesh. Her condition required a cool, wet environment. Even though she hated the city, Pittsburgh’s near-constant precipitation accommodated her needs for three-quarters of the year. But the late summer heat forced her to stay hidden most nights. 
Early on in her new form, she learned how to cope with her body’s demands. Learning to live with her altered appearance took far longer. 
Her reptilian form, even more than her physical aversion to sunlight, kept her in isolation. She disgusted herself, and it took no great insight to assess how others viewed her. 
She’d never expected to return to her normal state, but last year’s events shattered her worldview. If someone could cure her, she knew it was Chem. Before encountering the scientist, Rita’s desperation had reached its pinnacle. Seeing Chem in action gave her a sliver of hope. Her mother had always told her that hope never disappoints. Rita wasn’t so sure. But the chemist’s skills offered her a way out of the hell she was living in.
Crawling out of the river and up across the slick black rocks, Rita covered herself with her bright yellow jacket. Avoiding well-lit streets, she moved toward her canvas. The masterpiece was almost complete, and an hour’s worth of uninterrupted effort would finish it. It mattered little to her that few would see her work of art. Purpose didn’t always lie in the appreciation of others; sometimes it was simply for the sake of oneself. She created beautiful things in the hope that she might one day be beautiful again.
Streetlights provided enough ambient light to work by, but the situation only made her miss her old studio even more. Rita walked over to a burned-out old car, raised off the ground by cinder blocks. Her webbed hand reached under and pulled out the plastic crate that held her supplies. Flipping it open she grabbed a can and shook it, the metal ball rattling around and mixing the liquid that would manifest the image from her dreams.
Rain started to fall. It was just enough to cool her skin and hopefully not too much to ruin her work. The building’s broad surface was protected by a three-foot overhang. It could handle a light rain like the one currently moistening the night air and Rita’s scaled exterior. The shelter was a necessity. Even now, painting was her life. But she needed access to water if she were to be out for any extent of time. 
In the bottom right-hand corner Rita crafted rounded cheekbones and a pointed chin on the image of an elementary school girl. The eyes were set apart wide and the nose had a symmetrical form. Dark, curly hair fell down past her shoulders. The girl could have been a child model, perfect in every way.
Pausing from her work, Rita ran her nails over the girl’s brow.
Her mind wandered as she added the finishing touches. She thought of him and their last night together.
The change came quickly after the accident. Even in the early stages of her transformation, Rita knew that she couldn’t face him—couldn’t face anyone. 
So she ran. 
The running continued for months. She would hide out in the woods near lakes or streams, scavenging for food. More often than once, Rita considered ending it all. It would’ve been easy to do. But the thought of some hunter, or a group of teenage kids looking to get high, stumbling upon the monster in the woods and reporting it to the police or the local paper was more than she could bear. She would have become the aquatic Bigfoot. The thought of her grotesque figure adorning the cover of tabloids internationally kept her alive.
With a final stroke, Rita dropped the can to the ground and stepped back toward the river. She took in her masterpiece; her eyes started at the little girl and followed the direction of the child’s gaze. The scene was something like Central Park on a clear June day, but instead of Manhattan, it was a city of her own imagination. 
It was a delight. 
Perfect.
The scene moved. It stretched past the girl toward the left side of the wall; the cityscape turned into a skyline of destruction, becoming a crumpled mess by the end of the portrait. The green of the park turned yellow then brown then black. The earth was decimated. It was beauty destroyed; paradise lost. 
But the young black girl’s eyes weren’t on the destruction. Instead they looked up toward the top left-hand corner. There, the sun assaulted the clouds, casting beams upon the dead cityscape. The vegetation closest to the sun was coming back to life.
It was hope.
It was her.
Rita started to tremble, taking in her pièce de résistance. Beautiful by any standard, it would never be submitted to the art critics of her past. 
The rain grew harder in her outdoor studio.
Hope turned to anger—anger to rage.
Without thinking, Rita grabbed two spray cans from her plastic box and ran at the mural, a scream of indignation erupting from her throat. As one possessed, she defaced her work of art. Spraying in every direction, it took seconds to destroy the beauty that had taken weeks to create.
The cans rattled as she dropped them to the asphalt: empty guns from the hands of a killer. 
Tearless sobs echoed into the rainy night air.
Then the sweet smell of blood invaded her senses. It was familiar.
Rita pivoted, running for the river. 
A step from the rocky bank, she leapt, hurtling her small frame twenty feet through the night and into the choppy Monongahela.
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
 
 
 
“You need anything?” Kate asked.
“A shot and a beer,” Rhett said, resting his legal pad on the edge of the desk. The speechwriter had been working twelve-hour days since starting for the Dobbs administration. As money started to dry up and polls plummeted, everyone took on more. Being new, Rhett realized that he had to carve out a place at the office through sheer determination. Upping his hours to fourteen a day wasn’t a problem. He had nothing else in the world, except his brother Paul, who seemed to show up in his office more often than expected.
“Those are a dime a dozen in Pittsburgh,” Kate said. Her smile warmed the room.
“Literally. Drinking here is way cheaper than D.C.”
Kate giggled. Which wasn’t surprising. Rhett, with his good looks and quick wit, had heard the giggles of admiring women since puberty. He wasn’t even sure what he said that inspired such joviality.
“Cute laugh.” He lied. It was more like the sound of a mating hyena.
“Ahhh, thank you. My ex used to make fun of it. You’re sweet.”
“Like southern tea.” Rhett winked. 
Eyelashes batted. “You going to work that thing all night? It’s just a speech, right?”
“Kate, there is no such thing as just a speech. Words have the power to wound, to heal, to inspire, and devour. I just want to be a faithful steward of them,” Rhett said, picking up the pad. “Not to mention we’re against the wall right now. Let’s just say my job might depend on this speech. And so does yours.”
“Well, even stewards need a break. It’s nearly seven. Why don’t we go get that drink? The speech’ll be here when you get back. And I’ll show you part of Pittsburgh you haven’t seen.”
“Oh, I’d love to, but I can’t.” Rhett lied again. He had planned this for days—he was only surprised it had taken this long for her to make a move. “I serve at the pleasure of the Mayor.”
“Come on. One drink and then I’ll drop you back off here.” She tilted her head like a cocker spaniel.
“I shouldn’t,” Rhett said, looking at his shoes. “But, OK. Just one.”
“Yes! And I promise. One drink and I’ll bring you right back. I don’t want to get in between you and your…”
“Stewardship.”
“Right, stewardship.”
****
“That was really nice,” Rhett said, running his finger across Kate’s rib cage and down to her navel. She had an outie, which always weirded him out.
The hyena giggle returned. “That tickles,” she said. “You were a-maze-ing. Did you take classes or something?” Her body trembled as his finger moved south. 
“Some of us are just blessed with special abilities, I guess.”
“Well, this girl is certainly thankful for your committed stewardship.” Kate kissed his neck.
Rhett pulled away. He rolled over and threw his feet to the floor. “I need a beer. You want anything?”
“You said just one drink and then back to work…”
“Building relationships with colleagues is one of the most important things to do when you’re new.”
“Not sure this is what that means.”
He plodded down the hall, away from the obnoxious giggle. 
A noise from Paul’s room drew his attention. “Oh, hey. I didn’t think you were coming home,” Rhett said, sticking his head through the door.
The smaller of the two bedrooms was always immaculate, as if no one even lived there. Rhett saw dark circles were under his twin’s eyes. “Yeah. Job hunting sucks. Decided to call it a day.”
“I have, um, company.” While Rhett was a master with words, he inexplicably stumbled around Paul. He remembered doing this since middle school. There was something about his brother that threw him off his game. Paul saw through his bullshit.
His brother laughed. “I think everyone in the building knows you have company. She’s kind of a screamer.”
“Well, you know.”
“Do you like this one?” Paul asked.
Here we go, Rhett thought. “Yeah, I like her. I mean, enough.”
Paul shook his head.
“Stop judging me,” Rhett said. “You should try it. You might like it.”
“I just wish you knew that sex was more than this.”
“Than what?”
“A tool. It’s supposed to be a beautiful expression of love between two people.”
“How would you know? Did you read that someplace?” Rhett snorted. Rather than true debates, he easily fell into ad hominem attacks with his brother. “Don’t be so naïve. Sex is sex is sex. It’s like running. People do it for all kinds of reasons. That doesn’t make any of them wrong.”
“It’s exploitation.”
“We both got what we wanted out of it.” Rhett left the room for the kitchen. He could sway some of the most powerful people in the world with his words, but nothing he said could bend his brother. At least one argument a week ended with “whatever.”
Kate was spread out on the bed in mismatching bra and panties. She certainly hadn’t planned the escapade that morning before work—though Rhett had. 
He set an opened bottle on the bedside table. “I brought you a water just in case.”
“Ah, that’s sweet. I mean, you did give me a workout. I think you broke my Fitbit.”
“I’m better than a Stairmaster.” Rhett kissed a mole on her shoulder. Her skin smelled like saffron and sweat. “So, tell me about our boss.”
“What do you want to know?”
“Well, I know a lot already. But there has to be more. Does he do anything weird?”
Kate looked for the answer on the ceiling. “He makes this grunting sound in his throat some times. You know, like it’s itchy in there, and he’s trying to scratch it.”
“I totally hear him do that all the time.” Paul manufactured a laugh. “What about, like, work stuff?”
“He’s demanding, but fair.”
Rhett feigned yawning. “That is so exciting.”
Kate gave a playful slap. “I probably shouldn’t talk about that.”
“I’m sorry. I don’t want to get you into trouble or anything…” Rhett paused. Silence spoke louder than words.
“No, it’s nothing like that. It’s just…”
Reticence was familiar. They all dodged at first. But Rhett could be persuasive. “Come on. You can trust me.”
“I know,” she said. “Ok, so, you did not hear this from me. Over the past six months, he’s been buying things that don’t make any sense. I mean, he’s the Mayor.”
“They all buy porn. Some stranger than others.”
She laughed and slapped him again. “No, not that. He keeps having these invoices go through for strange things.”
“Like what?”
“I shouldn’t tell you, he trusts me.”
Rhett leaned in and kissed her softly. His eyes inches away from hers, he asked, “Do you trust me?”
“Yes.”
“Then tell me.”
“OK.”
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Chem collapsed on the couch across from Elijah.
Their house, though decrepit, had a spacious living room. A large mantle hung over the top of a defunct fireplace. Chem wondered if it could be restored into a working unit, offering something to its residents. But his work in the basement lab always trumped any projects in the rundown rental. Two thrift store sofas and a worn-down faux-leather recliner surrounded a beat-up coffee table. Several trash-picked lamps illuminated the room, completing the ensemble.  
Elijah sat reading. He stared through his glasses, entranced by the pages. He didn’t stir.
Chem cleared his throat, louder than he had to. Elijah responded by turning a page.
“So, how’s it going?” Chem finally asked.
The historian looked up over the edge of his hardback, evidently annoyed by the interruption. “Huh?”
“Oh, good. You are here. I thought you were going to keep giving me the silent treatment,” Chem said with a smile. “Look, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about my side job. I didn’t want you to get involved.”
Elijah closed his book and set it off to the side. He ran his hands through his hair. “It’s fine. It’s not really my business anyway. But you could have told me. You know pretty much all my secrets, and it’s not like I’m completely sticking to the law either.”
Chem nodded in agreement. “It’s the life we’ve been thrust into. How has this semester been going? You making any progress?”
Elijah squeezed his eyes closed and then open again. He pulled the dark plastic frames from his face and set them on the end table. “Oh, right. It’s going great. I mean, for a while I thought I’d lost the touch. But this week was different than it’s been for a long time. I was really into it.”
Chem cocked his head to the side. “What do you mean?”
“Well, I don’t know if I was burned out or just really tired of the classroom, but the last two years I wasn’t putting anything into my teaching—just running on autopilot, you know. But I have a renewed sense of purpose. I feel like I was made to teach again. The other day, it wasn’t like everybody was doing backflips to be there, but I was telling stories, drawing them in, and maybe even making a few people who really didn’t want to be there curious about history. It was kind of like my first days.”
“Elijah?”
“Yeah?”
“I don’t really give a shit about your history class.” Something between a sneer and a smile developed on Chem’s face. “I was asking about your changes. You have some pretty powerful stuff swimming around in that blood of yours, and if you’re going to learn how to use it right—use it well—you have to learn how to focus and direct it.”
Elijah laughed. “Oh, that.” He crossed his legs and sat up straight. “Yeah…there’s been less progress on that front. Ever since February, the power has been strange. There’s a burning inside of me, it’s always around—but I’m not exactly sure how to source it completely. It’s sort of like somebody handed me a bicycle, and I’ve never ridden one before, or maybe have never even seen one before, and they told me to practice riding. So, I’m flying blind here. But I think it’s coming along.”
Chem nodded. “Good. I’m sure you’re changing the world with your lectures, Elijah, but I want to know that if something goes down, your other skills haven’t gotten rusty…pun intended.” 
Elijah laughed. “I know what you mean. But I wish Willa was here.”
A rumble followed by a crash from the basement interrupted their conversation. 
“Chem, come quick,” a gargling voice shouted.
He was the first to the door and Elijah was right behind him. 
They pounded down the steps. 
Chem slapped his hand on the support post and spun toward the sound. Fear for his experiments rushed over him. It’d taken months to rebuild what Rex had stolen, and he didn’t want to start from square one again. Although he had plenty of Elijah’s blood, the enhanced and matured compound sat in the basement, too unstable to move.
Rita’s ichthyic face struck Chem first. Her yellow rain jacket was smeared red. Blood polluted her pale, scaly arms. 
A broken body was at the creature’s feet, the work boots and red flannel indicating who it was.
“What happened?”
Rita’s chest heaved. Chem was unsure if it was the weight of carrying Tim or pure fear. “The monster,” she said.
Elijah rushed over to Tim and rolled him over onto his back. His face was unrecognizable with his nose bent and cheeks swollen. A gash laid open his face on the left side. 
Blood painted everything.
“Hospital?” Elijah asked under his breath.
Chem quickly, but meticulously, cleared everything off of his lab desk table. “No. Not the hospital. I can handle this, I think. Help me get him up here.”
Elijah and Rita heaved Tim’s 200-pound frame onto the table. Chem gently placed the man’s arms by his side. Dropping his ear to Tim’s chest, he held his breath. “Breathing. He has a heartbeat. So that’s something.” He turned Elijah. “Go get my medical bag. It’s in my room.”
Chem unbuttoned the flannel and exposed Tim’s torso. Pressing on his rib cage, he felt every other rib crunch under the light touch of his fingertips. He moved on to Tim’s legs and applied pressure to the femurs and down through the tibias. The legs had been spared. 
He moved back to Tim’s face. “Broken cheekbone. Maybe a fractured skull, but I’m not sure. He’s been in the shit before—could be an old wound.”
Finally, Chem attended to the shattered nose. “Sorry, buddy,” Chem said, holding the nose in one hand. He yanked it to the left. Cartilage crunched in his palm. 
Tim’s eyes flew open.
“Monster…metal…fuck.” Tim spat blood and then passed back into unconsciousness.
Elijah returned with the bag and was standing by Chem’s side as the chemist wiped red from his face. 
“Metal monster?” Chem raised his eyebrows.
“Don’t look at me,” Elijah said. “I was upstairs getting my geek on. What about you?”
Chem didn’t answer. He turned back to Tim’s broken form. “He sure got the shit kicked out of him. But I think he’s stable. I’ll clean him up, tape his ribs, and give him something for the pain.”
****
Chem and Elijah eased Tim into Elijah’s bed. They stripped off his boots and jeans, but left the bloody flannel on, afraid removing it would cause too much pain. Returning to the living room, the men found Rita standing in the corner with the lights off. 
Elijah reached for the switch.
“No. Please,” she said. 
Chem could barely make out Rita’s black eyes, but he could feel them pleading with him. 
Elijah and Chem eased onto the couch, exhausted from the night’s events.
“What the hell happened out there?” Elijah asked.
Elijah didn’t know Rita, but he had no reason to distrust her. Chem, on the other hand, had ample reason for doubt. He thought of Tim’s broken body, and his first thought was that this was an act of retribution. But if that were the case, she wouldn’t have brought him back to their house. Still, he wondered how much bad blood was left from earlier this summer.
“It was that thing,” she answered. “I got there just in time. It was hitting him over and over and over again.”
“You guys rolling together?” Chem asked.  “I thought you hated Tim.”
“No…I was…I could smell him.” She turned her head, looking toward the kitchen. Chem was unsure if it was a sign of guilt or shame.
“What could take on someone as tough as Tim?” Elijah asked. 
The two men stared at each other.
Chem knew that the same vision of Brooke Alarawn passed through their minds.
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 
 
 
 
Rays from the rising sun seeped through the living room window. It blended with the light of the incandescent bulbs, casting a hazy glow in the room. Sleep eluded the historian, but his eyes were closed as he leaned back in the recliner. 
Rita crouched on the opposite side of the room. At some point during the long night, she’d slid down the wall and sat with her heels against her butt. She hadn’t moved from that position since they settled Tim in Elijah’s bed. Though mostly silent, a slight gurgle occasionally arose from her still body.
Elijah kept his eyes sealed because he didn’t want to look at her grotesque humanoid form, and he knew he wouldn’t be able to keep from staring. He tried to empathize with the creature sleeping across from him but, despite his own changes, the chasm was too great. In ways, the historian felt guilty that his transformations were few and far between. With his training, someday he’d be able to control it, call on it only when needed. His life wasn’t normal but by all appearances he maintained his humanity.
Rita wasn’t so lucky. 
Her story remained, for the most part, a mystery. She didn’t talk much, and he hesitated to ask questions, fearful of alienating her with his curiosity. He had heard that she and Tim had a couple of run-ins before Chem found a way to broker a peace. If she could hold her own against the ex-mercenary, then Elijah assumed she knew how to handle herself in a fight.
Imagining the two of them duking it out made him wonder for the hundredth time who or what could have taken the warrior down.
“His breathing is getting worse. I can hear fluid in his lungs,” Chem said as he entered the living room. The chemist looked like he had been awake for a week. His normally sunken eyes sat deeper in his skull, bags heavy underneath. “He’s stable though. And if there’s one thing I know about Tim, he’s a fighter. He’s gonna make it through just fine.” 
Although he had known Chem for such a short amount of time, Elijah felt closer to the scientist than to anyone back in Boston—their bond formed in the heat of disaster. Elijah was grateful for all that the scientist had done. But if Elijah were honest with himself, he’d admit that, deep down, he still didn’t trust the man. Chem had underhandedly developed a serum from Elijah’s blood. And the historian couldn’t help but feel as if he’d been used, or at least conveniently kept in the dark. He wondered what else the chemist had kept from him.
“We should take him to the emergency room,” Elijah said. “You don’t know what’s gonna happen, Chem. What if one of those dislodged ribs pierces a lung or stabs his heart or something.”
“Stabs his heart?” Chem laughed. “Stick to history, mate. I was trained to do this, you know. Tim will be fine. Not to mention, if we took him to the emergency room, they’ll have a few questions for him—and us.” 
“We tell the truth,” Elijah said. “Selectively. But the truth.” The historian shrugged. “He got jumped. That’s really what happened.” He paused. “Or do you want to take the chance that he actually dies?”
Chem landed his feet on the coffee table, and crossed them at the ankles. “Listen, Elijah, if somebody asks about the history of the cork industry in Northeast Ohio, I’ll keep my mouth shut. That’s your area.  We’re all specialists here, right?” Chem watched Elijah shrug. “This is my area. I know what I’m doing, I’ve done it for years. You’re just gonna need to trust me.”
“Trust the guy who got thrown out of med school?” Elijah regretted the words even as they passed his lips. 
Chem’s eyes stared at the floor. “Screw you, man. I saved your life, and now you’re worried about my credentials. You weren’t asking about the Hippocratic Oath when you were in Tim’s situation, were you? But now, all of a sudden, you want to get all high and mighty on me. And trust? How do we know that wasn’t you out there? A big metal monster with inhuman strength? That sounds familiar.”
“Don’t be an idiot. I was here the whole time with you. Not to mention, I’m not the only monster that has shown up in Pittsburgh. How do we know that that thing out there isn’t the product of one of your experiments? Trust you? You stole my blood, distorted it, and then allowed it to get stolen. Not to mention what happened to…” Elijah stammered, leaving the thought unsaid.
The tension in the room could be cut with a knife. Rita watch the two argue, her head moving back and forth as if in the front row of the U.S. Open. Elijah knew the words that he volleyed at Chem were hurtful, but he didn’t care.
“I said I was sorry,” Chem said under his breath.
“What?”
“I said I was sorry,” Chem said again. “We can’t do this, you and me. If you’re never going to let that go…I made a mistake. But I didn’t know you then. I didn’t betray you, I did what was necessary for science, for progress. Brooke made her own choice that night. I didn’t give anything to her. She took what she wanted, but it wasn’t ready.”
A tempest battled in Elijah’s gut—the appropriate emotion just out of reach. Anger, guilt, shame—any of them could fit the situation. He took a breath and tried to defuse the strain. “You’re right. Brooke’s death was on her. But if Tim dies because we’re afraid to accept the consequences, then who’s to blame? What if there’s internal bleeding or something?”
Chem closed his eyes and nodded. “Could be. I’ll keep checking his vitals. But there are signs, you know, just like the evidence that you hunt for when you research. Each of us have ways of seeing—methodologies. Trust that I know my way, just like I trust you.”
Elijah pushed on the arms of the chair and stood. He paced to the opposite side of the room. Rita’s gaze burned the back of his head. “I don’t know what’s happening out there, but we need to do something.”
Chem’s face went sullen. “I know.”
Rita lifted herself up into a standing position. Her raincoat looked even more absurd in the morning light. “You’re wrong.”
“What?” Elijah said, taken aback by Rita’s sudden involvement.
“Life’s full of shit. Why make it our problem? You’re not running off to battle genocide somewhere in Africa or war in the Middle East. How is this any different? We didn’t do this, didn’t start it, and we don’t need to end it.”
“We’ve been drawn in,” Elijah said. “How can’t you see that? The evidence is lying in my bed right now.”
“Yeah,” Chem said. “We’re implicated. Tim’s our friend. We can’t take this lying down.”
A low growl emerged from the woman. She lifted her hood and moved toward the door. “Tim’s no friend of mine. And he implicated himself when he decided to run around playing hero. If you follow in his footsteps you’re going to find yourself in the same place…or worse.”
****
Homestead was just waking up as Elijah hopped the last step and landed on the empty street of his new home. He wasn’t certain whether or not working out would have any significant impact on his metal form. But the doughy historian had woken up recommitted to developing his physique. He needed to become a better version of himself, even if it had no effect on the monster inside of him. At the very least, it would give him a better chance to fight or run in case his powers failed him. Fitness was something he always wanted, just not enough to ever do anything about it. The imminent fear of death was a more effective motivation. But it wouldn’t be easy overcoming the long-term deterioration his body had been experiencing for the better part of a decade.
His legs ached as he trotted out his ten-minute miles. Soreness from the previous day’s workout quaked throughout his body. The runs were meant to increase his stamina, but they were also a time to decompress, to think. Knees screaming, he pounded downhill toward the river. Most days, Elijah enjoyed plugging into his earbuds. Depending on his mood, he’d be accompanied by Slate’s “Political Gabfest” or his favorite album of the month. But that day he resigned himself to relative silence. The sounds of the morning provided his soundtrack.
He needed to work things out.
A neighbor lady waved to Elijah on his way out of Homestead. The gray-haired woman in a floral muumuu watered her lawn just like every other morning. He smiled and waved, wondering if she’d still be holding the hose in October. As he passed out of sight, a grin took over his face. If she only knew who I am, what I am. Monsters were on people’s minds, and no one would ever guess that one of them lived among them, just across the street from Little Frick Park.
Elijah’s breathing settled in as he hit the Great Allegheny Passage and turned east. Crushed limestone crunched under each footfall. He was cautious not to step in the Pittsburgh puddles, which never seemed to go away. The Passage connects with the C&O Canal trail and terminates in the nation’s capital. If he had the strength or the will he could run out of this town and away from its problems forever.
The events of the previous day took over his consciousness. First, he played the fight with Chem over and over in his head. A rehearsal of what should have been said, first to win, then to be kind and gracious. Chem was really his only friend now. Then he thought of Tim and pictured a beast pummeling him into a bloody mess. And finally, he imagined poor Rita. She was something from the cover of a checkout line newspaper. The academic wouldn’t have believed if he hadn’t seen her himself—and he still almost didn’t. His world had become otherworldly. Besides his new friends, he couldn’t talk to anyone about it. He would be a laughing stock, a lunatic. Knowledge had always granted him access: to journals, guest lectures, and other possibilities. Now, what he knew isolated him—this understanding cut him off from the world outside of this supernatural one. But it was a reality he could no longer deny.
Trying to clear his mind, he watched the trees pass. In a few months, the leaves would change, the trail would explode into a Western Pennsylvanian kaleidoscope. He hoped he would still be running to see it. He hoped he’d still be alive.
Doing quick math, he imagined he could trot to D.C. in just over a month. 
He laughed at the thought as he stopped and bent at the waist to stretch his hamstrings. 
Then he turned and started the run back to the life he had chosen.
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The Boggs mansion sat in the heart of Pittsburgh’s North Side. Russell Boggs made his fortune in upscale department stores, the railroad, and banking. Not unlike Anthony Rizzo today, Boggs had had his fingers in many baskets. 
The North Side, and most of its surrounding neighborhoods, had been ravaged by the steel industry’s desertion. However, recent decades saw a movement to gentrify these parts of the city, and old homes like the Boggs place suddenly became desirable real estate. 
The mansion briefly served as a bed and breakfast, but Anthony Rizzo considered this a travesty. So, he bought the building for himself.
Rizzo, then in his mid-60s, decided to settle down. The life of crime had taken its toll, and he had passed the mantle of leadership off to his oldest. This information wasn’t hard for Willa to find. Or really for anybody with an Internet connection and half a brain. The Rizzos’ infamy extended well beyond the city. While the family reputation had changed over the two decades since Anthony’s retirement, it was clear that they were still connected—power players in the Pittsburgh political scene.
After her visit to Professor Crane, Willa spent hours researching the family. She tried to understand everything she could about the man who had changed her life by ending her mother’s.
It was knowledge that begged to be used.
On the sidewalk in front of the Boggs mansion, Willa tightened her fists in an attempt to make the shaking stop. Until the previous winter, she had been under the assumption that her mother died in a freak accident—a burglary gone wrong. But everything changed when Edwin Weil shared the true story.
Her mother’s murder was intentional.
She thought back to the last conversation she and her grandfather ever had. His pragmatism still ate at her. Edwin’s revelation wasn’t prompted by sympathy or honesty. Rather it was a calculated move designed to manipulate his granddaughter into staying away from the very actions she was now undertaking. 
But he was gone, and everything was different.
The wrought iron fence’s gate creaked as she pushed it toward the house. Sticking to the shadows, she skirted her way around to the side entrance. Taking the steps two at a time, she paused at the top of a small porch. She breathed deeply, her eyes closed. She knew Anthony lived alone, but a team of medical providers were always close by.
Willa tried the door. Locked. 
Keeping her hand on the knob, she started to chant with confidence.
“Let me glide noiselessly forth;
With the key of softness unlock the locks—with a whisper,
Set ope the doors O soul.”
The lock clicked open and she turned the knob.
More of a museum than a residence, the Boggs mansion’s austere furnishing stood out against its opulent fixtures. Willa waited in the foyer and listened. Silence. She gave herself a self-guided tour of the first floor. Sliding her hand across the mile-long dining room table, she made her way toward the kitchen. Its spotless chrome appliances looked unused. Chances were it hadn’t been truly lived in for years. An article in the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette chronicled Rizzo’s failing health and the ensuing bed rest. The author noted that the infamous crime lord had few precious days to live. 
Willa intended to test that hypothesis.
She climbed the steps, careful of the sound her shoes made as they weighed down each ancient board. The stillness of the mansion threatened to eliminate the element of surprise.
All the doors on the second floor lay open except for one; she knew precisely where Rizzo was. Pausing outside his room, poems ran through her mind. She quickly catalogued the tools at her disposal. For the past three months, committing poetry to memory consumed her every moment. Her preparation was about to be tested. 
****
“You the new girl?”
Though in his early eighties, Rizzo could have been 106. He looked awful, the dialysis barely keeping up with his broken organs. Nevertheless, his satin pajamas were perfectly pressed, the sheets of the hospital bed bleached white. Tubes and wires made the crime lord look like an abductee aboard an alien craft.
“New girl?” Willa grinned. “You could say that.”
“Well, it’s good you’re here. My piss bag is almost full. And I’m not really sure what my shitter’s been doing.” The man’s surly face rejected any shame at his incontinence.
“So, does that mean you might be full of shit?” Willa asked.
“Oh, a funny one. Didn’t they tell you? I’m a pissed-off old man waiting to die. You do your thing, and then get your pretty little ass out of here.”
Willa grabbed the chair at a writing table and dragged it over to the side of the bed. The legs left parallel scuffs in the perfectly polished oak floors—the kindest marks she would leave upon the house. Easing herself into it, she put her hand on the rail of the hospital bed, and asked, “You don’t know who I am, do you?”
His eyes searched her face as though trying to remember. Then they wandered down her body. “Should I? I’ve seen a lot of people in my life.”
Willa pulled her phone out of her pocket, thumbed the screen, and pulled up a picture of her mother. “How about her?” she asked, holding the phone inches from the man’s face.
“Now there’s a good-looking woman.” He squinted, leaning in with a grimace. “I wouldn’t forget that face. Ladies never escape this memory,” he said, tapping his temple with his index fingers; the IV bag tubes swung.
Willa’s jaw tightened, her lips pursed. “You changed her life.”
The man smiled, and a twinkle that seemed out of place came to his eyes. “You know, for a man like me, that’s music to my ears. I’ve spent the last fifty years being painted as a monster. But I’ve changed lives. If we allowed it, there’d be a line of people a mile long, just like her, standing in the front of my house waiting to come in and thank me. I touched this city.” The smile lingered on his face.
Willa squeezed the phone like she was trying to crush it into a million pieces. She pulled it back from his face, never wanting him to see it again. “You changed her life. Not for the good. But for the end.”
The man didn’t say a word; he just stared, as if trying to figure out a riddle.
“Sarah Weil. Ring a bell?”
“Weil…Weil…Weil…” The sound of her family name coming from his mouth turned her stomach. She had planned on making him beg for his life. She wanted to make it slow, make him grovel. But now Willa just wanted to put him down, wipe him from the face of the earth. 
But restraint was her new modus operandi. The magician not only worked her body and mind, she had also trained her will.
“She’s my mother. And you had her killed.”
The man’s features scrunched up, looking more like a prune than a face. “What is this?” 
Willa gripped the arms of the chair, ready to rip them from their joints. “Maybe this will jog your memory:
“Be silent in that solitude,
   Which is not loneliness—for then
The spirits of the dead who stood
   In life before thee are again
In death around thee—and their will
Shall overshadow thee: be still.”
Rizzo’s eyes widened, his face turned blood red as a silent scream remained trapped in his throat. She held him there for only a brief moment.
As she loosened her hold he fell into a fit of coughing. Gasping for breath he looked at her. “You’re…you’re one of them, aren’t you? I thought you were all dead.”
“Not quite. But I’m here to finish what you started.”
The man started to laugh. It went on and on, the laughter turning to a cough, which graveled in his chest. He scrambled around on the side table, reaching for something out of sight. Finally his hand returned with a bottle of water. He tilted it and drank, his hands shaking. “You’re a damn fool if you think what happened with your mother started with us. Your lunatic grandfather made a lot of enemies, sweetie, and ones higher up the totem than me. Your mother’s death was a pawn sacrifice in a game of chess beyond your understanding.” He paused again, taking another sip from his bottle. 
“What do you mean?”
“Look, if it’s all the same to you I say we skip the narrative unfolding and get right to the killing part. I’m too old for foreplay, and I’ve been waiting awhile for something to get me out of this damn situation.” He motioned at the machines and the IV bag that sustained his failing body. “I prefer redheads, but I guess you’ll have to do.” The man laughed again.
Willa was thrown off her game. 
She had imagined this moment for months, even before she knew of Rizzo’s connection, but it was nothing like this. She lashed out.
“The night, tho’ clear, shall frown—
And the stars shall look not down
From their high thrones in the heaven,
With light like Hope to mortals given—
But their red orbs, without beam,
To thy weariness shall seem
As a burning and a fever
Which would cling to thee forever.”
Rizzo’s water bottle dropped to the floor. 
Veins popped in his forehead. 
He clawed at his neck. 
Finally, she stopped her chanting and released him from the agony.
Willa’s eyes danced with joy as she watched him suffer. “Talk, Rizzo, or I’ll make this last all night. Why did you kill my mother?”
Rizzo spat off to the side of the bed, the saliva pink with blood. A smile spread across his lips. “Why don’t you take a guess, little wizard?”
Willa took a breath, trying to suppress her anger. Despite her boasts she didn’t know how long she could keep this up. And she had to know if there were traces of truth in his story.
“Dollars and cents. My grandfather and his friends were messing with your business. You’re a greedy little man, you always have been. A young mother’s life meant nothing to you.”
Willa was ready to explode. 
Tears ran down her cheeks as poems ran through her mind. 
But the man just sat there, as if he were at a Sunday brunch.
“You couldn’t be more wrong if you tried. Money means nothing. My father left me more money than I could ever spend. I could have bought an island. It’s not money.” Rizzo paused, gasping. “It’s power.”
“Power?”
“Your grandfather and his little friends were like gnats buzzing around my ears. They kept taking out my men, but we couldn’t figure out who they were or how they were doing it. Sure, I was annoyed by them, but in the grand scheme of things, they made no difference. They were such a tiny piece of a much, much larger puzzle.”
“Why then?”
“Like I said: power. When your mother was, um, extinguished, we were making moves all around the city. Her death was a part of that deal.”
Willa’s face was drawn. Rizzo’s words rattled around in her head. 
“What was the deal?”
“I figured my family wouldn’t survive the 90s unless we could bring some legitimacy to our businesses. There was a man on the rise who could help us on that front. In return for his protection, he needed us to create mayhem in the city. It was part of his plan. The man was on the way up, and he needed some rocket fuel. Your mom was just a piece of that. He gave us your grandfather’s name and told us to make trouble. But Weil and his friends didn’t quite react the way we wanted.”
“What?”
“My colleague wanted a war. He assumed that taking out your mother would provoke one. But instead your grandfather took the coward’s way out and the plan fell apart.” Rizzo’s lips spread, showing yellow, decayed teeth. His breath smelled of rotten cabbage.
Willa stood and hovered over the man. She grabbed him by the shirt. “Who was it? Who ordered the hit?”
Rizzo leaned in close and whispered a name just as the bedroom doors flew open.
Willa spun, finding three men in dark suits, high-powered guns at their sides.
“Oh, just in time. I guess my meeting with the Maker will have to wait.” He let out a hideous laugh. “But yours won’t. Say hi to your mother for me.”
The men raised the guns. 
Willa chanted, holding her hand in front of her:
“Thus rose
A mighty barrier which no ram could burst
Nor any ponderous machine of war.”
Gunfire rang through the room. 
Glimmering blazes of blue erupted as bullets struck the magician’s shield. 
The men lowered the guns to reload. 
She chanted again:
“Of all the causes which conspire to blind
Man’s erring judgment, and misguide the mind,
What the weak head with strongest bias rules,
Is pride, the never-failing vice of fools.”
An unnatural darkness covered the room. Willa bolted for the door with the sounds of gunfire and the name of her mother’s murderer still ringing in her ears.
 



PART TWO
 



 
When Mazarvan the Magician
Journeyed westward through Cathay,
Nothing heard he but the praises
Of Badoura on his way.
 
But the lessening rumor ended
When he came to Khaledan,
There the folk were talking only
Of Prince Camaralzaman,
 
So it happens with the poets:
Every province hath its own;
Camaralzaman is famous
Where Badoura is unkown.
                    “Vox Populi,” Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
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A quarter-ton chandelier hung gracefully in the oversized ballroom. Its crystals reflected the dim lighting, casting a dignified glow over the hundred or so well-dressed guests milling around beneath it. 
Rhett imagined the fixture dropping on top of all of them.
He grinned. 
The lighting was the only impressive thing, in Rhett’s opinion, about the University Club’s ballroom. Any young Western PA bride would revel in it, but to Rhett, the space was rather lurid. 
A more regal locale would have been fitting for the gala, and he had spared no words expressing his frustration to the Cabinet. Mayor Dobbs was about to deliver the speech of his career and it deserved a better setting.
Rhett’s perspective indicated more about his D.C. snobbery than it did about the characteristics of the actual room—one of the more august venues in the Steel City.
Applause drew his attention toward the stage. Rhett surveyed the scene from a distance. Rather than accepting a more honorable place near the action, he stood in the back of the room. 
He always did. Sitting during the delivery of one of his masterpieces was not an option.
Dobbs looked good, elevated above the crowd. Rhett knew that he could make something of the man. He only wished he had started earlier, but some things were out of one’s control. 
“Thank you. Please sit. I know most of you are here for the free drinks, so I’ll keep it brief. My staff often brags that I can cram a twenty-minute address into forty-five minutes.” The crowd laughed like the joke was funny.
Fucking Dobbs. Use what I gave you, Rhett thought.
The mayor loved to ad lib, and it drove the speechwriter crazy.
“Ladies and gentlemen, first, thank you for coming. There is nothing more beautiful than a summer day in Pittsburgh. Standing here in the University Club, I am reminded of just how amazingly blessed we are by our hometown. But no matter how idyllic this late summer day is, it remains shrouded in loss. Robert Vinton was a friend, a colleague, and an inspiration. Though young enough to be my own son, he taught me more than I could ever explain. So, as we come together…”
The Mayor’s pacing was decent, thanks in no small part to Rhett working the delivery with him ad nauseum. Down in the polls and with fundraising lagging, it didn’t take much to convince the Mayor that this moment, these eight minutes of delivery, determined his political future.
No pressure, dipshit.
Vinton’s wife, on stage and dressed in black, set the tone. She was the hook. Citizens truly loved Carla Vinton. Rhett had convinced the media to paint her as the tireless wife, working to raise three young children. Those closer to her knew that she spent her days in luxury, with old Pittsburgh money paying for the nanny who served her children and occasionally her husband. 
Robert Vinton was no saint. No special gift was required for Rhett to dig up some dirt on the man, and infidelity was by no stretch the worst part. But by the end of the speech, Pittsburgh would be ready to canonize the mayor’s aide—by proxy sustaining Dobbs in his Steel City throne. That hinged, however, on the politician’s ability to nail his lines.
Moisture accumulated at the small of Rhett’s back—his face flushed despite the cool of the room. He wasn’t nervous about his writing; he knew the text was sound. But he questioned whether or not the mayor could provide the elocution they deserved.
“Bobby has left a legacy. One that will remain in the public memory for all time. Listing his accomplishments would take all night, and annoy the hell out of him.” The room laughed, not as much as Rhett expected. “My chief of staff wouldn’t want me to eulogize him or go on about the great accomplishments we achieved together. He’d want me to turn my eyes ahead—to look forward to a new Pittsburgh, a better Pittsburgh.” 
Come on, Dobbs, hit it.
“Now I’ve been criticized by that kid running against me for being too conservative. Too old school. My opponent is captivated by bike lanes and hipster coffee shops rather than the things that really matter. Don’t get me wrong, we will continue working to raise the standard of living in our fair city. And I’m not against bike lanes. Hell, I’m a member of Bike Pittsburgh. But I am against a politician whose priorities are misaligned.
“Miles of bike lanes, cool new stores, and even another Superbowl ring—believe it or not—will amount to nothing if we don’t have the safety and security to enjoy them. When fear and contentment battle, fear always wins.
 “Now a lot of people have been sticking their heads in the sand, one of them being my opponent. We don’t talk about the most pressing issue because, well, it sounds just downright fictional. But the most important issue facing Pittsburgh is an epidemic of grand proportions—literally. 
“We need to turn our eyes from potholes and zoning laws to something that is vital—a life and death issue. That’s why, when the people cast their vote to keep me in office—which they will—my number one priority will be taking on these monsters.” Dobbs paused, letting the last word ring. “A reign of terror, beginning last February, has gripped our city. The freak occurrence was something out of a high fantasy novel. I didn’t want to admit that they were real at first, but something led to Bobby’s death and I won’t rest until whoever, or whatever, it is is brought to justice. They aren’t going away, no matter how much we ignore them or rationalize their existence. My primary platform is safety. Without peace of mind, all of the delights of our city mean nothing.
“Thank you all for coming. May God bless all of us and God bless Pittsburgh.”
The crowd rose to their feet cheering.
“I guess they liked it.” Rhett felt Paul’s hand on his shoulder.
“I can’t believe they let you in here like that,” Rhett replied, seeing Paul in jeans and a wrinkled polo.
He shrugged. “Maybe somebody thought I was too rich to care.”
“What did you think?” he asked, not looking at his brother.
“A eulogy seems an inappropriate place to call for more death and destruction. Wouldn’t a simple word of mourning have been enough?”
Paul had never approved of Rhett’s vocation, but the speechwriter had gotten used to it. He could handle his brother’s disappointment.
“I’m a speechwriter. Politicization is my trade. And we need all the leverage we can get. After all,” Rhett continued, “this is why we came here, do you remember that? You were the one who told me to move to Pittsburgh. You sent me to Dobbs.”
“I know that,” Rhett’s twin said. “But that doesn’t mean there aren’t boundaries.”
“The only boundary is ineffectiveness,” Rhett said, the corners of his mouth curling up. “I’m going to do my job, Paul.”
“Well, if your job is to manipulate with half-truths maybe you could be a little less adept at it.”
Rhett’s face warmed again. It was the closest thing to a compliment he remembered his brother ever giving him.
The applause slowed to a stop. People moved toward the bar. Having had enough of his brother’s criticism, Rhett decided to go quench his own thirst. “Time for drinks.”
But Paul was no longer there to hear it. 
****
“That was yours, wasn’t it?”
A woman in a dark blue dress stepped up beside Rhett. Hazel green eyes complemented the strawberry blond hair that fell to her shoulders. Light freckles that likely hid in the winter speckled her face.
“I’m sure Mayor Dobbs spoke from his heart.”
The two followed the line a step closer to the bar. “Modesty? Everybody’s been talking about the mysterious new guy in town. The superstar speechwriter. And…I’d consider that speech stellar.” The girl smiled and her pale skin flushed just enough for Rhett to see it.
They finally stepped up to the bartender. Rhett asked, “Can I buy you a drink?”
“At an open bar? You’re quite the find.”
He shrugged. “It’s the thought that counts.”
“Well, you are in politics.” She turned to the bartender. “I’ll take a gin and tonic, two limes.”
“Make that two.”
Rhett and his new friend made their way to a high-top table and placed their glasses on the cocktail napkins. “So what’s a girl like you doing in a place like this?”
She laughed. “If you knew anything about girls like me, you’d know we hated being called girls. My name is Jillian.”
Rhett stuck his hand out. “So nice to meet you, Jillian. Rhett Johannes.”
“Rhett? A bit on the nose for a speechwriter, don’t you think?”
It was Rhett’s turn to laugh. “My sweet mother was enamored by Gone with the Wind.”
“So, you don’t give a damn?”
“Not usually. What brings you to our little soirée?”
“Free drinks, mostly. And, I’m a reporter.”
Rhett raised his eyebrows. “This is off the record, right?”
“You never know—better be very careful.”
“Post-Gazette? The
Trib? I’m pretty sure I know all the women at The Pittsburgh Times. Or are you the one that came all the way out from Harrisburg?
Jillian leaned an elbow on the table, grabbed a swizzle stick from her drink, and bit down on it. “None of the above. I’m actually from Keystone Voice.”
Rhett sipped his gin and tonic. The bartender had given him a double, which didn’t disappoint. “Oh, I’m sorry, I thought you said you were a journalist.” 
She gave a fake laugh. “You think I never get that, right?” 
“Well I’m sure daddy’s proud of your blog.”
“Daddy is proud, Rhett. I’m clearing six figures with a weekly readership larger than the number of people who have heard all of your speeches put together. So, yeah, I’m doing OK.”
Rhett liked her. She was smart and could handle him, which put her in a small minority. “Kindle publishing, Noisetrade, blogging—doesn’t anyone believe in proper vetting anymore?”
“Look who’s talking. I’m sure the one editor that looks over your speech brings sufficient integrity to your work. You probably got a handful of comments and ignored every single one of them. Or is it the Mayor? Is he your peer review?”
“My credentials were my peer review. It takes a rare talent to do what I do. But it takes nothing to start a blog. We’re just letting anybody publish whatever,” Rhett said, shaking his head. “The fall of civilization.”
Jillian wore something between a smile and a sneer. “Vivá la revolution. Maybe the establishment needs a little shaking up.”
The woman was sharp, funny, and quick. Rhett realized she was just his type. It would be dangerous mixing it up with a journalist, but he wouldn’t mind taking the chance with her.
“Sure, the establishment has its flaws, but it’s a known entity with accepted procedures. If we cast out all the intellectual gatekeepers, then what?”
“Oh, I have gatekeepers. There are a hundred thousand of them a week. If they keep reading, I get to keep writing. Not to mention the comments. This is actually why the indie community is going to save journalism. We aren’t owned by anybody other than our true constituents—the readers. It’s journalism how it was meant to be—a true free market. Which, working for that neo-con jagoff,” Jillian nodded toward the mayor, who was smiling and shaking hands, “you should be into.”
“I said I worked for the guy. Doesn’t mean he’s got my vote.”
“Wow. You’re a real class act, Rhett. My daddy would be proud I’m talking to a guy like you in a place like this.” She grinned.
Rhett found it difficult to assess how much honesty was mixed in with her sarcasm. Bleeding heart liberals loathed him. But so did conservatives, more often than not. “My old man worked in a Honda plant in Indiana. Doesn’t mean he’s gonna drive an Accord. Our culture has seen hundreds, if not thousands, of master artists commissioned to paint things they don’t want to by people they don’t necessarily like. I’m not all that different.”
“So now you’re a famous artist?”
“Not yet. But I’m getting there. And before I’m done, everyone will know my name and hear my speeches. You better be nice to me.”
Jillian pressed the button on her iPhone to check the time. “Well, Rhett, I’d love to keep chatting, but I have an exclusive interview with the Senator. He turned down the Trib to make time for me and my little ‘blog,’ so I better not be late. I didn’t come here to socialize.” She smiled. “Unless you want to give me a quote.”
“Not a chance. Remember, this was off the record.”
“No sense of adventure.” She raised her glass and tilted toward him. “But thanks for buying me a free drink.”
He smiled as she rose and walked away. “Next one’s on you, Strawberry Shortcake.”
She replied over her shoulder. “Until next time, Rhett-orician.” 
His eyes followed her until she passed out of sight. Then the speechwriter returned to his drink. 
“You want to sleep with her, don’t you?”
“Where’d you come from?” Rhett asked his brother as he joined him at the table. “And, of course I do.”
“You are utterly distasteful.”
“And I’d guess she’s pretty tasty.”
Rhett tilted his glass all the way and drained the remaining liquid. He slid the ice into his mouth. “You should try it sometime, big brother. It might suit you.”
“She’s not the one we’re waiting for. But she’ll be here soon and you’d better be ready. I have a bad feeling about all of this.”
Rhett set down his drink and straightened his tie. “When am I not prepared? You’ve got nothing to worry about. We can handle your mystery guest.”
****
Rhett prided himself on his attire. It was perfect. Life in Pittsburgh made fashion easy. The city dressed itself up from the sale racks of JC Penney, so Rhett always stood out. Jason Hamilton was the only one on Dobbs’ staff who could hold a candle to Rhett’s wardrobe, and the speechwriter resented him for it. 
“New shoes, Jason?” Rhett asked, handing him a gin and tonic, while taking a sip of his own.
“Oh, these old things,” Jason’s teeth sparkled. His parents must have spent a fortune on the damn things. “Great speech tonight.”
Mouthwash was fresh on the man’s breath. He was meticulous. “We did alright,” Rhett said. “He stepped all over a few lines. And that joke in the beginning?”
“I know, right?” Jason smiled, drawing up crow’s feet around his eyes. Rhett assumed a surgeon would take care of those in the next few years. Jason was a rival, and Rhett was glad to have him. It kept him sharp. “Based on our data, that speech is going to do the trick. We’ll surge in the polls and dollars will start pouring in. All thanks to you, Rhett.”
Jason placed his hand on Rhett’s shoulder. It lingered. Rhett placed his own over Jason’s and smiled. “Well, I couldn’t have done it without you and your data.” Rhett released Jason’s hand and stirred his drink.
Nervous red splotches appeared on Jason’s neck. Rhett felt badly—he couldn’t imagine lacking control over such basic bodily responses to external stimuli. But the man’s tell gave Rhett what he needed.
“How have you been mining that data? I’ve looked at our surveys and they couldn’t provide nearly as much nuance as you seem to have.”
Jason tittered. “I don’t kiss and tell, Rhett.”
Rhett raised his right eyebrow. “Never?”
Splotches spread toward the researcher’s ears. He took a sip from his glass.
“Come on.” Rhett whispered, “You can trust me.”
Jason leaned in. Answers spilled out in hushed tones. “There’s not too much to tell. Truth is, I’m not exactly sure where the intel comes from. This woman delivers it to me periodically. My guess is that she’s some sort of outside consultant that Dobbs is contracting with.”
“Interesting. You never got her name?” Rhett asked.
“I tried to strike up a conversation once, but got no response. Whoever she is, Dobbs is keeping it pretty close to the chest.” Jason looked at his overpriced shoes. “Listen, forget about it. I should have never told you.”
“Jason,” Rhett paused. His eyes darted around the room. “Don’t worry. It’ll be our little secret.”
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
 
 
 
 
You would think blood would come off of chrome more easily, the scientist thought as she applied more pressure to the steel-wool pad. She reached for a different chemical solvent, poured it onto the rag, and hoped it would erase the damned spot. 
Human blood had a distinct odor to it, and the smell made her sick.
In her previous life, blood wasn’t an uncommon sight. But back then she worked to repair what was broken. Now her product caused the damage. 
She pulled a lever and the sound of machinery filled the room. A series of chains held her creation in place and, by manipulating mechanical gears and pulleys, she could lift it from the ground. The thing offered no resistance. As the object of her attention spun to face her, the scientist longed for simpler times.
Amazing.
In the lab, her creation was entirely hers to control. But when she released it into the world it followed different orders. She knew what it was capable of and when it returned dripping with blood, her imagination ran wild. Though ignorant of what it had done, she knew full well that she was responsible for the fruit of her labor.
In the same way, she was also responsible to the fruit of her womb.
Dueling responsibilities were a certain kind of hell.
Don’t worry darling. This will all be over soon.
 “Remarkable.” A voice interrupted her work. “You should have seen her in action.”
The scientist spun, facing a woman who looked like an Olympian goddess without the toga. The muscles on her lean arms rippled with the tiniest of movements. She had dark brown skin, like the photos the scientist had seen of migrant workers in the Southwest. Her eyes were beautiful, but contained an intensity that told the scientist she was dangerous, untrustworthy. 
“I’ve seen enough.” She held a bloody rag up as if offering evidence to the jury. “What do you need?”
The soldier grabbed the cloth and held it for a minute, observing the blood stained pattern marking the white fabric. Whatever story she read in its design upset her, and she threw the rag aside.
“We need more intel,” the goddess said, “Our employer stepped up his game last night, and we need to know its effect.”
“Here’s what I have so far. I’ll send out B.U.B.O. tonight for more reconnaissance.”
She pulled a jump drive from her lab coat. What remained of her conscience told her to put it back, but, knowing the alternative, she passed it into the calloused hand of the otherwise flawless woman. 
The hand gripped hers.
Their eyes met. 
“I know this isn’t easy for you,” the soldier said.
You have no idea.
The scientist forced a smile. “It’s a job. Like any other. I know the price tag, and I will be paid my due. You understand. Don’t you?”
For a moment, her hard eyes softened. “You have no idea.”
Pulling her hand away, the woman turned and left the laboratory without a word.
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
 
 
 
 
The torrent calmed to a drizzle and the air was thick with the smell of hot, wet asphalt. Rita crouched, her butt between her heels and arms hanging between her legs. Her knobby elbows pressed against bony knees. From her vantage point she could see clearly into the windows across the street.
The spot was her own, and she watched the same scene play out like every other Thursday night. The man cleared the dining room table as the mom sat nursing. The baby was three months old and getting big. A smile spread on the woman’s face as her eyes shined down on her pride and joy. 
Everything was perfect.
Minutes after finishing the dishes, the man placed a light kiss on the woman’s forehead, like every other night, and left Rita’s line of vision. She held her breath, even though she knew he’d be back in view within a few beats of her heart. 
The door cracked open as he stepped outside and lit a cigarette. A dog, smaller than Willa’s cat, yipped into the rainy air. The man stepped down the two steps and turned left, following the pattern. 
The Taylors were liturgical creatures. Rita could set her watch by them. 
Mike followed his nightly route down North Avenue. The brick streets and repurposed oil lamps were part of the charm that drew young urban dwellers to the North Side. Mike and his wife moved in nearly a year ago. Rita had watched Mike do the heavy lifting since his young bride was full with child.
The rain threatened to extinguish his smoke, so he cupped it in an attempt to keep the ember glowing. Mike swore he would stop, always setting goals and never achieving them. Rita always hated smoking and he knew it, but now she reveled in his addiction. Another piece of the past that hung on.
Leaping from rooftop to rooftop, Rita followed him. She could do the course blindfolded. The slick shingles would have caused most to slip, but she was made for this. The last leap was the furthest, nearly a dozen feet. 
Rita took it without hesitation.
“You got a light?”
Rita spun, finding a hiding place behind a chimney.
“Yeah. Sure. Here you go.” Mike passed his lighter to a guy in a Steelers hoodie. The man lit his cigarette and inhaled as if his life depended on it. Handing the lighter back to Taylor, he asked, “How about a couple of bucks?”
Rita heard the man laugh as she had a million times before. “Nah, man. I have a no-cash policy. Sorry.”
Light shimmered off the knife the man pulled from the hoodie’s front pouch. “Maybe it’s time to change your policy. I’ll take whatever you have, then. Phone. Wallet. Everything but the dog.”
Rita peered over the lip of the roof again. Just do it.
“Come on, man.” Mike raised his hands to his shoulders. “I’m just out for a walk. Why don’t you give me a pass?”
Damn it, Mike.
“Not a chance.” The metal flashed again in the direction of Mike’s face, stopping just shy of his cheek. Mike’s hands shook like leaves in a gentle wind. 
After a quick calculation, she jumped. 
It was perfect. 
She came down between the two men, knocking Mike back and the mugger to the ground. The kid looked up; he couldn’t have been over seventeen. Lips quivering, he stared at Rita. “What…what…are you?”
“Get out of here. Don’t come back.” The gargle was deeper than ever.
The kid dropped his knife and ran.
“Rita?”
She didn’t answer. 
She couldn’t.
Instead, she sped down the road and slipped into the closest alley. Rain came harder again and mixed with her salty tears. 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
 
 
 
 
Chem balanced the aging laptop on his bony knees. His spot on the couch afforded him a view into Elijah’s room, where Tim still lay prone in the historian’s bed. The man had been unconscious for twelve hours, but Chem knew the worst was behind them. 
He and Elijah had argued again about a hospital visit. Elijah finally relented, storming out of their tiny house. Chem hoped that his roommate would realize that they weren’t normal citizens any longer. They had to be cautious and keep a low profile. Tim’s condition would raise red flags for any medical staff and might even warrant a call to the Pittsburgh police—something none of them wanted. They could lie their way through the situation, but better if they didn’t need to.
His side project was going nowhere. After an hour of power searching the databases, his eyes were blurring, and he was no farther along than when he started. Rita’s case was confounding. All he had to go on was her testimony of what occurred the night of her accident. Trauma made her memory hazy. The catalyst was biological in nature, but he kept running into dead ends in regard to what could cause such a drastic change. 
Chem had grown accustomed to being overconfident. Hubris was his hallmark, a natural consequence of usually being right. But he was coming up short, which seemed to be his new normal.
The worst part about the entire thing was that every minute he spent trying to uncover the mystery of Fishgirl—and configure a cure—was time spent away from Project Branton. That was his pathway to glory. But Rita had him by the short and curlies. The information she held over him could do some damage and he was determined not to let it get out. His best bet was finding a fix for her, fast. 
It wasn’t that he didn’t feel badly for the woman. Her transformation changed everything. After his experience at med school, Chem thought that he understood isolation, but Rita’s experience took it to a whole new level. 
But he hated being forced into something, and it was hard to pity someone who exploited you without remorse.
Chem shut his computer. He needed some fresh air and hoped that a walk might knock something loose. He checked in on Tim one more time before heading through the door. 
****
The site of Robert Vinton’s last stand had been picked over thoroughly by Pittsburgh’s finest. For a police force of their size, they had an impressive forensics team. Word on the street was that the feds were called in to run point, but the media was silent on the matter. He crouched at the obvious site of death, the dirty asphalt still stained by the pool of blood that had flowed from Vinton’s body—the effect of the brutal bludgeoning that ruptured his body and ended his days.
Chem wasn’t looking for blood, but burns. Reports pointed to a creature much like Elijah’s monster. If that were the case, everything in the alley should be charred. He also assumed that if the creature was the same, there would be residue left behind by the monster’s dripping molten steel. 
But there was none of this.
The recon mission came up short. 
But the scientist knew that sometimes nothing was everything. 
****
Chem sipped the Big Black Voodoo Daddy. The guys made fun of their African-American friend’s insistence on ordering the brew, but he didn’t care. The Russian Imperial stout was delicious, and the 12.5% ABV was precisely what he needed to take the edge off. The rich smell of grilled lamb wafted in from the gyro food truck positioned outside the opened garage doors. 
Chem’s mouth watered. 
The blowup that he and Elijah had was on his mind, and he wondered if their time would be as awkward as expected.
“Hey,” Elijah said, setting his IPA on the recycled pallet table.
“Hey.” Chem tried on a smile. It didn’t quite fit.
“Listen,” Elijah said. “I was pretty freaked out by what happened to Tim. I just don’t want anybody to get hurt. I’m sorry.”
“Yeah, man. I know. It’s cool. But pain is a new line on our job descriptions, and it’s going to happen—again and again.”
Elijah rubbed his chest. Chem was still supplying Elijah with the ointment he had worked up in the old lab, and he knew that the historian would wear the marks of his transformation for the rest of his life. Scarring had already covered Elijah’s arms and part of his neck. The cream minimized the side effects, but couldn’t do away with them all together.
“I went out to Springdale, where Vinton was killed, tonight.”
“Oh, yeah,” Elijah said. “Anything?”
“Nothing that we didn’t know already. Whatever that thing is, it’s not you.”
“I told you that.”
“No, I don’t mean specifically you. I mean your kind. Everything has pointed to the fact that we have another molten man on our hands. But it can’t be, at least not like you. When you change, there’s evidence: burn marks, steel residue. This is something different.”
“Or somethings.”
“Huh?”
Elijah shifted from one foot to the other. “I spent the day canvassing neighborhoods that you identified from the police scanner. People are seeing monsters all over the place. I knocked on doors at four different sites; people love talking to a ‘reporter.’” Elijah grinned. “But you know what’s strange? In each place the reports were radically different. Some saw what I can only gather was the monster that looked like me. They said it was huge, metallic, and slow-moving. The thing had a red glow and lumbered through the streets, knocking over whatever shit got in its way. Sounded like it wanted to be seen. But the next group described it differently, almost opposite. One woman said she saw it clear as day, said it was human-sized and fast-moving. Almost as if she was describing Rita. But she’s way too careful to be seen.”
“Hmmm. And?”
“Apparently it flies.”
“Excuse me?”
“Yeah, I was surprised too. In Garfield, I talked with a bunch of folks who swore they saw a giant flying creature. It glowed, swooped around at their heads.”
“Shit. What are we dealing with here?”
“I have no idea.” Elijah spoke slowly, as though deep in thought. “It could be some sort of mass paranoia. Like the Salem witch trials or all those reports about cult activity in the 90s. You know, something weird happens. People get worked up into a frenzy, and then the next thing you know people are ‘seeing’ the same stuff all over the place, and blowing the whole thing out of proportion.”
“Yeah, except for in our case,” Chem said, “the Loch Ness monster is sitting across the table from me drinking a beer. I’m all for The Crucible thesis but something killed Robert Vinton and took out Tim Ford, and that thing is one hell of a dangerous ghost story.”
Chem sipped his beer, then stood up from the table. 
“Alright. Take a break and flirt with your bar honey over there.” Chem nodded to the counter. The girl from their first night in town sat in the same place and occasionally glanced over her shoulder at them. “I gotta piss.”
Elijah laughed. “I don’t think I have time for any ‘honeys’ right now.”
Voodoo was filling up. Locals on one end of the bar, college kids escaping Oakland on the other. Chem gave the girls a wink and a smile as he ambled back to the men’s room. He glanced under the stall and saw what looked like gator-skin boots.
Odd choice…
The door swung open. Rita stood in its opening.
“Shit,” Chem said.
“Cover the door. I can’t be seen here.”
“I know, right. A lady in the men’s room. How the hell did you get in here?”
Rita motioned to a window over the stall. It was hardly large enough for a toddler to fit through. “I’ve been waiting for you.”
“Yeah, sorry about that. I’m blessed with a large bladder, among other things.”
“I found something you guys have to see. Meet me in your basement in ten.”
The woman turned, stepped up on the edge of the toilet seat, and wiggled her way through the window.
Well, dayum.
****
Chem, Elijah, and Rita stood shoulder to shoulder around the lab table that was still marked with Tim Ford’s blood. Chem breathed through his mouth, trying to avoid the smell of day-old fish that emanated from Rita’s scaly body. Spending time with her was like hanging out next to the dumpster of a Long John Silver’s on a hot summer’s day.
On the workspace lay a metal object. It looked like a basketball with fins. Elijah turned it over and inspected the underside. The smooth surface glimmered even in the dim lighting of the basement lab. He traced his finger over seams in the metal.
“I came across it on the North Side last night.”
The North Side was on the other side of the city. Chem looked at Rita. Her eyes were hidden under the hood of her bright yellow coat. “What were you doing way out there?”
She ignored his question and moved back to stand in the corner. 
“But, what is it?” Elijah asked, looking at Chem.
The chemist directed his attention at the device sitting in their basement. “How the hell should I know?”
“You’re the scientist.”
“Dammit, Elijah, I’m a chemist. We’re specialists. It’s like me asking you the sociological dimensions of Guam after World War II or some shit. I’m not Tony Stark.”
“It’s a military drone.”
Chem and Elijah jumped at the sound. A shirtless Tim Ford stood behind them. Bruises covered his body, several lacerations still leaking blood. The man gripped his side and leaned against the wall, allowing the structure to keep him vertical.
“Blackbow,” he pointed to the tattoo on his shoulder, “the paramilitary op I worked for, used them all the time.”
Elijah’s jaw dropped at the sight of the man standing. “You OK?”
“I’ve been worse.”
“Really?”
Tim grinned. “No, not really. This is the most shit I’ve ever had kicked out of me. Didn’t stand a chance against that thing. It ground me up and left me for dead. If it wasn’t for Nemo here,” he said, glancing at Rita, “yinz guys would be pouring cans of IC Light over my casket.”
She nodded, apparently unaffected by his quip.
“Blackbow used them primarily for reconnaissance, but by the end of my time with them, they were working on weaponizing.”
“What’s their range?”
“Hell if I know. The army’s got ones that are replacing fighter jets. But the drones we used for tight, urban recon had much less of an effective perimeter. And we never operated those far from control. I had a buddy who was a pilot, you know, glorified gamer. He controlled the thing from HQ with a joystick. But Blackbow was pretty serious about us not chatting like a sewing circle about our jobs. They were paying all of us enough to keep our mouths shut.” Tim pulled a stool up to the table, wincing as the legs squeaked across the floor. “This one is different. More advanced. Looks pretty impressive. You try opening it up yet?”
It took nearly an hour for the academics and ex-soldier to get the machine open. Rita sat quietly off in her corner. Inside was a complex system of wires and mechanics that could have played center stage in a robot movie. They were able to identify a tiny camera and hard drive nestled in between the radio and what Tim guessed was the propulsion mechanism. 
Chem turned the back plate over in his hands. Scratched into the plate were numbers: 32608.
“What’s this?” he asked.
Elijah snatched the plate. “Can’t be official serial numbers. They wouldn’t build something as sophisticated as this and then carve its identification with a screwdriver.”
“Could be a code,” Rita said.
Tim rubbed his hand along the side of his face. “Do you think someone is trying to tell us something?”
“I’m certainly not Tony Stark either, but I’ve got some skills. I’ll head over to Hillman and see what I can dig up,” Elijah said, turning for the steps. “I want to know what the hell this thing is.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
 
 
 
 
The downtown district of Pittsburgh was like so many other medium-sized cities: bustling during the days and dormant at night.
Either setting gave Willa the cover she needed. 
She turned right on Forbes Avenue just like she had every morning for the past four days. Dobbs was a creature of habit, which made him easy to follow, and he tended not to care about hiding his public persona. He wanted to be seen; he reveled in it. Handshaking all the way back to his office, the man looked mayoral—maybe even presidential. The only time she had seen him exhibit any caution was during a visit to a secluded warehouse just outside of the city.
Willa climbed the steps toward the arched entryway into City Hall. Everyone in the complex was too concerned with their own situations to take in the magician’s presence. She followed him to the bank of elevators, standing back twenty feet, to allow distance. The doors slid open, and Dobbs entered the metal box. 
She stepped in behind him. 
Though Willa had followed him for nearly a week, this was the closest she had ever come to him. Overpriced aftershave filled the small space. Men who seemed out of place in their suits—Pittsburgh’s version of the Secret Service—tailed his every move, preventing Willa from getting close. But they remained outside when he entered the city building. Dobbs was arrogant and assumed that no one would threaten him on his home turf—inside City Hall. 
As they stood alone, Willa considered doing the deed there. She had failed to destroy Rizzo because she wanted to talk it through, to let him understand her game. But before she fled, Rizzo had given her vengeance a new name. And now her mark stood shoulder to shoulder with her in the elevator. 
The man responsible for her mother’s death looked up from his cellphone and smiled, ignorant of her intentions. “Nice day out there.”
Rage filled her. She squeezed her fist and curled her toes trying to maintain calm. Before she ended him, she had to ask why, and that took time. Patience hadn’t always been the professor’s strong suit. 
The doors slid open, and he stepped out. Willa followed, then hesitated in the foyer. She pulled out her phone and swiped the screen, more as a smokescreen than with any interest in what might lie within. Glancing up, she saw Dobbs give his low-level staffers and interns a thumbs up and a wave as he headed back to his office. His air of confidence was bolstered by a recent upswing in the polls. 
Or maybe politicians always acted that confidently. 
Willa traced his steps, walking back toward his office.
“May I help you?” a receptionist said, interrupting her line. 
“Oh, no, I’m good. I just have a meeting with…”
The secretary was already checking her books. Half a week of casing Dobbs’ movements and she hadn’t considered what to do once inside. She wasn’t prepared, but she couldn’t back out now. The news of the assault on her family clouded her judgment. Her grandfather, not to mention her friends Elijah and Chem, would find her strategy—or lack thereof—laughable.
“With whom?” the secretary asked, staring across the divide.
“With John,” Willa said. She imagined there had to be a John working in the office.
“John who?” the secretary said.
Willa cursed herself for not coming up with a better plan. She closed her eyes and considered which poem would get her past the front desk without hurting the administrative assistant too much.
“I’ve got this, Kate.” A man in an expensive suit stepped up to the desk. He placed his hand lightly on the small of her back and ushered her toward an office. “Come with me. Ms.…”
In her panic, Willa latched onto the first name she could think of.“Branton.”Willa turned and followed the suit back through a maze of cubicles. The room was filled with hungry support raisers hunting for the dollars that might save the Mayor’s race. As she wove through the office, she sized up her rescuer. He had movie star hair and walked as if he owned the place. She didn’t know who he was or where he was leading her, but she decided to roll with it. A spell played on the tip of her tongue in case she needed to make a speedy exit.
The man crossed the threshold of a glass office wall, indicating that he was a person of some importance. He closed the door behind them. “Have a seat, Ms. Branton.”
Willa sat, taking in her surroundings. The man’s office was rather spartan. No pictures of family, no inspirational cat posters, and no clutter anywhere.
“So what can I help you with?” he asked
The man leaned back in his chair and extended his legs onto the pristine desk. His overpriced shoes stacked at the ankles.
“I’m a…writer.” Willa hoped a half-truth would be more believable. “I was hoping to get an interview with the Mayor about the race. I didn’t have an appointment, but you know.” She smiled, and drew her finger down her cheek and across her neck, and pulled on her shirt. Willa had never used her femininity for any sort of advantage, and she felt awkward in the attempt—like a fifteen-year-old trying to buy her first pack of cigarettes.
“Well, after last night’s gala our man is the talk of the town.” He dropped his feet to the floor and leaned forward. Putting both elbows on the desk, he interlaced his fingers. “But now tell me why you’re really here.”
“I don’t know…”
“Come now. You can trust me.”
At first Willa tried to configure another lie, but her brain seemed out of control. Her anxiety shifted and she felt tremendous peace in his presence, like he was her best friend. She knew she could tell him anything. Her mouth started to move. “I found out some things this week about your boss. Well, actually, it’s about my family and your boss.” The words flowed freely, each syllable more honest than the next.
The man nodded. “Okay, now we are getting someplace. Now who are you really?”
Willa rubbed her neck. As she spoke, tension that had lived in her shoulders for what seemed like a lifetime dissolved. “I’m Willa Weil. Dr. Willa Weil. I teach, or I used to teach literature at the University. I’m just trying to find out more about my family and what they had to do with the Mayor.” 
“Nice to meet you, Willa. But how did you expect to get anything out of Dobbs? Surely you weren’t going to try and seduce him?”
Willa laughed. Her move a minute earlier was clumsy, and embarrassment spread pink across her face. The man in front of her was so charming. “I guess seduction isn’t really in my wheelhouse. But I have other skills…” She smiled like a drunk at her new friend.
“Skills? That sounds intriguing. Why don’t you tell me about them?”
“I’m not like most people you know,” Willa said. “I have abilities, and I come from a long line of people with abilities. I can do magic.”
Willa’s wizardry was her most guarded secret. She had rarely shared it with anyone, and those few times that she had were dire situations. 
What harm could come from telling him?
The man picked up a pen and started making notes on a yellow pad. “Magic? Like Harry Potter? Please, keep going. I can see you want to tell me.”
And she did. She wanted to share everything. 
Willa walked him through her life. She talked about Edwin, the PPG Tower, her magic, and even Elijah. The man was unfazed by her report, which might have been the most surprising thing about the whole interaction. He sat composed, calm as a summer’s morning. Finally, she told him about her visit to Rizzo’s mansion on the North Side. 
He nodded, then looked up from his notes. “Is that it?” he asked, as if taking notes at a PTA meeting.
Willa felt like she was swimming in a warm bath. Everything faded. “No. It’s not all,” she heard herself say. “The Mayor orchestrated my mother’s murder. And I’ve come to kill him. I meant to do it here. Today. But I took pause in the elevator because I knew I couldn’t get away with it. Maybe with some time—with more planning—I could do it and no one would know.”
The two sat in silence, staring across the desk at one another. Tension came over her, but she couldn’t name it.
Finally the man spoke. “Thank you for your candor, Willa. But truthfully, I knew you were coming. In fact, my brother and I have been waiting for you.”
Willa bit the inside of her cheek and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. 
She smiled. “You’ve been waiting for me? But why?”
He rose and stood directly in front of her. Leaning in close, he placed both hands on her shoulders. “Because you’re going to tell me exactly how I can find your friends.”
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Traffic through the Squirrel Hill tunnels was uncharacteristically light for the time of day. People going into the city for the evening often jammed up the passageway through the ridgeline. Elijah smiled, remembering Boston, where the tunnels offered an opportunity to speed up—knowing that the staties wouldn’t be there to pull you over. But in Pittsburgh, for some reason, people went inordinately slow through the tunnels, backing up traffic sometimes for an hour. The Squirrel Hill tunnels were the one thing he hated about living in Homestead. So goes the difference between the Northeast and the near-Midwest.
Cruising down 376 toward Oakland, his thoughts wandered back to the past week’s events. Something ominous was brewing in Pittsburgh, but he couldn’t understand it. And ignorance was a weakness—one that he sought to overcome at the Hillman Library.
The transformation that changed Elijah’s body hadn’t touched his attitude toward knowledge. He remained the quintessential researcher, head buried in a book. He still believed that any problem could be solved through careful data collection and objective analysis. So he was going where the information was. As the skyline peeked over the rolling hilltops, he thought of Brooke and Rex and Alarawn Industries. 
It seemed like a lifetime ago since the battle at PPG Place. Though his scars were still fresh, he felt like a different man. Thinking of Brooke always brought sadness. During those last moments as he struggled for his own life, and the lives of his friends, he didn’t want to destroy Brooke. Elijah tried to redeem her. But oftentimes the story doesn’t end the way you want it to. They all lost a lot at the tower, and he lost her.
Elijah eased the Subaru into a spot on the back side of the library. There was something about Oakland in the summertime. Most university towns slowed between semesters, but Oakland was transformed. There were plenty of students that stuck around for work or summer classes, but for the most part, this part of the city—a city unto itself—was a mere vestige of its usual appearance.
His study carrel was empty, much like most of the library that evening at Hillman. He settled in, opened his computer, and started searching. The historian could have spent time back at his apartment surfing the Internet, but focused research belonged in its proper context. Elijah was a strange mix of a 21st century academic and something a bit more antique. To him, even the smell of the volumes inspired greatness. 
He looked at this notes, although he had already committed the number to memory. 32608. The rudimentary scratches made no sense imprinted on the interior of a highly sophisticated piece of technology. It had to mean something.
Elijah Googled the digits and settled in on the simplest answer. The numbers matched the zip code of the southern section of Gainesville, Florida. After an hour of searching local news and community forums he gave up. Nothing tied the drone to Florida. And the only connection between Gainesville and Pittsburgh was a sizeable number of snowbirds, older folks who moved south for the winter. Elijah jotted a note in his journal, insistent that he would return to considering the city if nothing else emerged. He then wrote: Univ. of FL?
He continued the search. Hundreds of products from around the world included the number, but none that appeared connected. It was a dead end, a meandering path through an overgrown forest. 
Leaning back, he ran both hands through his hair. They met and interlaced fingers on the back of his neck. Elijah closed his eyes and turned his chin toward the ceiling. Constant searching on the computer strained his eyes. He much preferred the work of the written page.
Think, Elijah. Think.
Elijah closed his laptop, and pushed it to the edge of the desk. He pulled out his notebook and turned to the first clean page. He wrote the figures at the top and stared at them. The numbers themselves, as they stood, would likely tell him nothing. If it was meant as communication, then it wouldn’t be explicit. He thought of the Bletchley Circle, the famous codebreakers of World War II in Britain. They had an uncanny ability to decipher complex code sent across enemy lines. To figure out this mystery, he would have to see through the numbers.
Elijah started with the obvious. He translated the numbers into letters according to their alphabetical sequence: CBF_H. 
What to do with the zero? Maybe it’s an “o.”
Though it was gibberish, he spent time rearranging the bramble of letters, trying to force a message to emerge. But the application of letters and numbers was going nowhere. Elijah started to break the numbers up. It was unlikely that the numbers stood together as a single whole. He started to group them, shift them, and reorder them.
Before long the print on the page swam before his eyes. Elijah pressed the balls of his palms against his eyes, and breathed deeply. Oftentimes, in his historical studies, it was nights just like this when he would have a breakthrough. And right now, some new discovery was vital. 
But sometimes they came after a much needed break. Elijah tucked his laptop under his arm and slid the notebook into his back pocket. The steps of the Hillman were perfect this time of the year, the hot summer weather meandering toward fall.
“You want a smoke, Dr. B?”
Elijah shaded his eyes as he looked up at the undergrad. “Oh, hey, Julie. No thanks. I decided to quit.”
The girl smiled. “Good for you. I’m going to quit when I turn thirty—or get pregnant, whichever comes first. I promised my mom.”
Elijah considered a lecture on the health benefits of not smoking, but reconsidered. He was the last person who should be explaining healthy living.
“Actually,” Julie said, “I’m glad I ran into you. The class has been fabulous and I think I might do this stuff someday.”
“Do it?”
“Yeah. History. I mean, like you do. I might want to teach.”
Elijah grinned. “That’s great.”
“But I had a question about the syllabus. I was looking at the due date for the final and it says 12/3/16, but that’s a Saturday. You want us to email it?”
Her words hit him in the face. “Wait. What’d you say?”
“Do you want us to email?”
“Oh, I’m sorry,” Elijah laughed like an idiot. “I gotta go. I just figured it out.”
“Figured what out?” Julie asked as Elijah ran back inside.
****
March 26th, 2008. It seemed so obvious now that he could see it. He opened his computer and Googled the date along with the terms Pittsburgh and technology. A long list of results gathered before his eyes. There were different meetings around the city, unrelated blog posts, and other various entries. The problem with information is that when there’s too much, it becomes a beach when you only need a grain of sand.
Elijah changed course, and pulled up the websites for Pittsburgh’s city newspapers each in a different tab. He searched the date and started to scroll through headlines, cursing the medium-size city paper for having most of its information hidden behind membership walls. Elijah would be damned before spending $20 a month to read the paper online. But now he considered the subscription, just to break the code.
Scrolling through headlines, nothing seemed to stand out. All the articles were rather pedestrian, the everyday events of a medium-size city in America. There were columns that followed local politicians, but none of them seemed to connect to the technology he was trying to uncover. Accidents, cultural events, and local social commentary filled the pages. None of it was helpful. 
A thought crossed Elijah’s mind and he clicked back to his search engine. He typed in the date 3/27/08.
If the code did stand for a date there was a good chance that the reporting occurred the day after. 
Scrolling through the new list of stories, one caught his attention.
Local Nobel hopeful nearly loses daughter in car accident.
Elijah opened the article and read the preview on the Trib’s website. The first paragraph chronicled the story of a terrible bicycle accident in a suburb outside of the city. He clicked read more, and a box demanding his allegiance and credit card number appeared on the screen. Elijah smiled; the commute to the library was worth the effort
He tromped down the steps and located the Hillman’s collection of newspapers. Sorting through the stacks he grabbed the one for the 27th. He turned to page 3A and found the story in full. The narrative was tragic on its own account.
Skylar Mumford, a ten-year-old, was the victim of a hit-and-run. Like most the other girls in the quiet suburb north of Pittsburgh, she was out on a bike ride, minding her own business. The car was never found. The story recounted the details of the surgeons at Children’s Hospital trying to save the girl’s life. 
As of the writing of the article, Skylar remained in critical condition. The article then shifted to comments by the girl’s mother. 
Dr. Sylvia Mumford was a scientist working at Carnegie Mellon, focusing on human enhancement. While DARPA worked to create soldiers, Smith was part of a team trying to configure new technologies that would improve the lives of everyday people. The young mother was on the verge of a robotics breakthrough when the accident happened.
Elijah opened his laptop and Googled the name of the scientist. There were pages of published articles by her. She was an A-list celebrity in the scientific community. After her daughter’s accident, she founded a nonprofit called Bio-Org. In the world of intelligent prosthetics, Sylvia Mumford became a rock star. For several months, the press followed her religiously. Mumford swore that she would do whatever it took to save her daughter.
The Pittsburgh community was enlivened by the narrative, and reporters continued to turn out stories. Until a few weeks later, when public interest dried up. Sylvia Mumford and her daughter disappeared from the public conscious. 
Elijah kept searching for another couple of hours but he couldn’t find any credible source that confirmed whether or not Skylar had survived and what her mother was doing now. The Bio-Org website had a banner across the top begging for donations but it looked as if the site hadn’t been updated in years. 
The historian hated the fickle news cycle. Recent events were not the same as history. And this little story of a broken girl and her tech wizard mom would soon be forgotten.
Elijah jotted down everything he could find about the family. If he were watching another researcher carrying out the process, he would’ve laughed at the spurious connections. There was no true evidence that this was even moderately connected to the military drone that sat in the basement of his house in Homestead. But desperate men cling to the thinnest of branches, and the Mumfords were the closest thing he had to a lead.
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“To you guys. For saving my ass,” Tim Ford said, raising his bottle.
Chem and Elijah raised their own glasses in response. 
The hot, humid September air engulfed them in the outside seating at Voodoo Brewery. It was the kind of weather that made you feel like you were swimming on dry ground. The boys were in good spirits, especially now that Tim was able to get out of bed and throw down a few pints. 
“I’m surprised you can even stand,” Elijah said. “After the beating you took I figured I wouldn’t get my bed back for at least another month.”
“There’s something I didn’t tell you, Elijah.” Chem grinned. “Ford is actually Wolverine.”
Tim laughed so hard his ribs ached. “It took science and shit to make that son of a bitch. This is just Ford family tough, right here.”
The guys talked for a while about nothing in particular and laughed a lot. Elijah asked a bunch of stupid questions about the Steelers’ opening game, which was playing on a wall-mounted television. When he asked the bartender to change the channel to something about the local election he was nearly run out of the bar.
It was refreshing for Tim, since they were usually discussing Pittsburgh and monsters and other dire things. But this was just guys being guys, having a few too many drinks, and messing with each other. It reminded him of the only thing he missed from his days with Blackbow, when he and a few buddies would get off base and hit the local bars. 
Recalling Blackbow always made him think of Anna. An image of her body passed through his mind and he smiled to himself. People like him and Anna couldn’t settle down; domestication had been trained out of them. But if there were a chance, he’d take it with her any day. She was the only person who ever understood him fully.
Tim smiled as he watched a young woman running in their direction. The good thing about gentrification was that some of the undergraduate students were actually moving into the area. Like Tim, they placed a premium on physical fitness. Short shorts and a sports bra were all that covered her petite frame.
“Incoming,” Tim said with a smile. The guys turned. The irony of thinking of Anna one second and the young girl’s abs the next wasn’t completely lost on him.
The girl slowed and came to a stop. “Hey,” she said with a smile. “Elijah, how’s it going?”
“Hey, Lainey. Just hanging out. How’ve you been?”
“Great. I love Pittsburgh in the summer.”
She wiped sweat from her torso.
“Me too,” Chem said under his breath.
The girl looked at the oversized GPS unit weighing down her left wrist. “Alright, this is messing up my pace. Gotta go.”
The girl bent down stretching her hamstrings for a beat and then up again. “See you around.”
The girl ran off, and Chem slapped Elijah across the chest, making him wince. “You dog.”
“It’s not like that. She’s just some kid that lives in the neighborhood. She’s nice.”
Tim was still watching her run off down the sidewalk. “I’d say.”
Tim looked back toward the television and worked on finishing his beer. Roethlisberger threw a long ball toward a receiver who misread the route. 
Come on, guys. Teamwork.
A scream rang out from down the street, piercing through the din of the bar.
“Lainey,” Elijah yelled, knocking back his chair as he jumped to his feet. He hopped the little steel fence separating the bar from the sidewalk and took off toward the sound of struggle. 
Tim and Chem were on his heels.
The chemist’s long legs soon outpaced the wounded soldier. Though he was up and moving, Tim was far from well. Every bone shifted as he limped around the corner. If he had been moving faster he would have crashed into Elijah, who stood frozen in place. 
Tim followed the historian’s line of sight. 
Street light reflected off a large figure, covered head to toe in metal plating. It looked like a steam-punk version of a medieval knight. The thick armor concealed its body, but red light shined through cracks in the mechanized suit.
The “monster” before them was clearly of human origins.
“Let me go, jagoff.” The walking tank held Lainey by the hair. She flailed, kicking her attacker with no effect. 
Anger boiled in Tim’s stomach as he remembered tussling with the brute. The mercenary was in peak shape and had the drop on him. But the moving statue had taken down the warrior with little effort. As he stood there, bandages still covering unhealed wounds, he knew he didn’t stand a chance.
He looked over at Elijah and placed a hand on his shoulder. 
“Well I guess this answers our monster problem. You going to be able to bring out Mr. Hyde, Doc?” Tim said through gritted teeth.
The professor looked at Tim, panic stamped across his face. 
“You can do this, man. Just concentrate,” Chem said.
Elijah took a breath. He rolled up his sleeves, then unbuttoned the top half of his wrinkled blue dress shirt. He closed his eyes and balled his hands into fists. The change was immediate.
It was like standing too close to a furnace about to explode. Elijah screamed as molten metal oozed out of his pores. The thick black substance covered his arms to the elbow. His eyes glowed red and the same light broke through cracks in his new skin. 
Tim had heard the stories about the molten metal monster. Even though Elijah’s change was only partial, Tim was still awed at the sight.
“Damn. That’ll work,” he said.
Smoke trailed behind him as Elijah took off toward the tank. The suit tossed the struggling girl and she landed hard on the hood of a nearby Taurus. Chem skirted the dueling titans and ran to her side. The chemist certainly wasn’t a fighter, though after a fight his medical training made him more useful than three strong men.
The robotic suit wound up its bowling ball-sized fist and threw a wide arcing punch at Elijah. He blocked the slow-moving arm with his oozing, molten hand and countered with a vicious uppercut. The mech warrior staggered at the blow but held its ground. It raised both arms overhead and brought them down on the historian. Elijah tried to shield himself from the assault, but the impact threw him to the asphalt. He crawled to his feet and took two steps back, putting distance between him and the tank.
Tim looked around, trying to find something that he could use as a weapon. He couldn’t do much against that armor, but he refused to stand by as his friend waged battle in his place. Next to him, a fixed-gear bike rested against a light pole, attached by a heavy chain and padlock—the security device of an over-paranoid hipster. Tim had other uses in mind. He picked up a broken piece of brick and started whaling on it.
While working the lock, he looked back toward the action. Elijah successfully dodged the tank’s deliberate punches, but the few counterattacks that Elijah managed to land didn’t accomplish much. Despite his enhanced strength, it was clear that Elijah wasn’t a practiced fighter. His sloppy form was easily outmaneuvered by an opponent who knew what he was doing.
Elijah tried to fake right to get on the other side of the tank, but he moved too slowly. The suit saw the move coming and countered with a solid hit to Elijah’s chest. The historian was knocked airborne and landed at Tim’s feet. 
Tim knelt beside him.
“You OK, Eli?”
Elijah lifted himself onto his elbow. The left side of his face was swollen and Tim could see blood seeping through his thick brown hair. 
“Shit, that hurts. Now I know how a punching bag feels.”
 Tim tried to help Elijah get to his feet, but the man weighed a ton. The ground shook underneath them as the armored attacker moved their way.
“Quick, give me a hand with this.” Tim pointed toward the oversized bike lock.
“No problem.”
Elijah grabbed the chain with both hands and pulled. The padlock, its weakest link, exploded. Tim unwrapped the chain, slapping its six feet of length in front of them. “This will have to do. Let’s go.”
“Are you sure you can handle this? You’re barely walking.”
“It’s gonna take more than a dipshit in trumped-up riot gear to put me down. I’ve got a score to settle.”
The two men spread out, circling the mech suit. Tim whipped the chain and struck the tank’s helmet, trying to draw its attention so Elijah could get behind it for an attack. “Come on, ya big fucking giant. Why don’t you get out of that shell and fight like a man?” But his taunting accomplished nothing. For some reason, the tank ignored the chain and trudged toward Elijah.
Tim wound up, preparing to lash out in a wide arc when something pulled on the chain behind him, yanking him to the pavement. Pain shot through his body. He tried to roll over, but his shoulder had been dislocated, the bone pulled from its socket. Grunting through the pain, he pushed himself off the ground using his one good arm and stood, face to face with a second mechanical warrior.
Whereas the tank was fully encased in metal plating, Tim could see the man opposite him was flesh and blood. This one was smaller and instead of armor, his body was supported by an exoskeletal frame. His head was covered by what looked like a modified motorcycle helmet, complete with black visor. 
“What the hell are you, off-brand Megaman?”
“Hello, hicktown. Not many people walk away from a beating like the one we gave you. Glad to see you’re willing to set things right.”
Without warning, the man charged at Tim, moving faster than humanly possible. Pneumatic pumping sounds accompanied each step. Tim raised his arm to defend himself, but the flurry of punches moved too quickly for him to evade. The giant tank suit was slow and deliberate in its movements. The exoskeleton was lightning fast, but gaps in the frame left its wearer vulnerable to a counterattack
His right arm useless, Tim pivoted, aiming a kick at an exposed area in the fighter’s side. But the man was prepared for it. His left arm trapped Tim’s leg between it and his body. Tim tried to pull free, but he was balancing on only one foot and the man’s arm was unyielding. The suit took advantage of Tim’s vulnerable state. With his right fist, the man aimed two mechanically enhanced punches at Tim’s thigh. He screamed as his femur cracked in two. 
Tim fell to the ground, his vision dark around the edges. He sensed Elijah, still off to the side trading blows with the tank. He didn’t know where Chem was, but he hoped that he’d gotten Lainey to safety. 
Tim looked up and saw his reflection staring down at him from a black visor. He heard a slight pneumatic hiss as the exoskeletal suit lifted a heavy boot into the air.
“Hoorah, soldier.”
Tim closed his eyes, wondering if he would feel the impact.
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We’re done for.
Elijah dodged another vicious swing, just barely ducking out of its way. He was worn out and his lungs burned, not from his transformation but exhaustion. The tank’s attacks were methodical and relentless, and the historian was on his last leg.
He heard a scream and risked a glance over at Tim. A second, smaller unit stood over top of him, knee raised in the air.
He’s gonna curb stomp him.
Elijah ran toward his friend, but the tank cut in front, blocking his path. Elijah tried a juke, stepping left before rolling right. But his move was obvious and the large mech suit wrapped its arms around the adjunct, pinning them to his side. It lifted him off the ground and squeezed. All the air left Elijah’s body.
Elijah struggled against its grip, but the suit’s arms were unyielding, a vise crushing the life from him.
Suddenly, a hissing sound filled the air. Something landed on the tank’s head, hard. With Elijah in its grasp, the suit was already off balance. It stumbled backwards. Elijah glimpsed a streak of yellow launch itself from the tank’s falling form toward Tim and the other suit.
The ground shook as the armor landed. Its arms loosened upon impact. Elijah took advantage of its momentary lapse and with a surge of effort broke free from its grip. 
He sat up, straddling the suit, and began whaling on its armored head. Even with its protection, Elijah knew that whoever was inside this shell must be feeling something. Elijah’s fists were meteors, smashing into its face again and again. 
Elijah looked up and saw Rita, her bright yellow raincoat whirling behind her as she attacked the smaller suit. The thing was fast, but clearly thrown by the presence of this demon-like woman. 
Distracted, Elijah overlooked the large metal fist coming up from underneath him. The metal ton slammed into the side of Elijah’s head, sending him reeling. 
Stars swam before his eyes; his vision clouded. 
*****
The next thing he knew, Chem was kneeling, gently shaking him. With a groan and the chemist’s assistance, Elijah found his feet.
“Lainey?”
“Don’t worry, she’s safe. But we gotta get you out of here. Otherwise the revolution will be televised.”
A flash drew Elijah’s attention and he saw that a crowd had gathered, every member recording the action.
But the metal suits were nowhere to be seen.
The two men stepped over a pool of molten steel and headed toward their wounded friend. Steam rolled off Elijah’s arms, as he and Chem lifted Tim from the ground. He hopped on one leg with an arm around Chem’s shoulder. The trio ducked into a nearby alley, away from the crowd, and limped toward their home on Tenth Ave. 
“I can’t believe I let that bitch save me a second time. Where did she run off to?” The three struggled up their rickety porch steps. Tim’s pale face pivoted, looking around for Rita.
Panting, Chem helped Tim transition to the porch’s railing as he dug into his coat pockets.
“She’s gone. I made sure Lainey was safe before coming back, but as I did I saw that large suit-thing take off with Rita in its arms.”
Elijah felt sick to his stomach. “And you just let them go?”
Chem shook his head, pulling out a set of keys. His hands shook as he searched for the right one. “What the hell was I supposed to do? You two looked like you’d been spit out by a tornado. Me against that thing? It would be a bloodbath.”
“Things.”
Chem and Elijah looked at Tim. His right leg was twisted at an unnatural angle. “There were two of them. And you made the right call. Rita’s one tough SOB. She can handle herself.”
“What next?” Elijah asked as Chem pushed the door open. The two supported Tim as they moved awkwardly through the entryway. “And how the hell did they find us?”
Chem reached over and flipped on the light switch. Elijah almost dropped Tim at the sight of two figures standing in the middle of the room—a remarkably handsome man and a woman, with long dark hair.
She gasped at the sight of the blood-covered crew. 
“What the hell?” the historian blurted. “Willa?”
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“Just leave me on the floor or something. I’ll be alright,” the man in the flannel said, as the others carried him across the threshold.
A single window AC unit struggled to keep up with the humidity. A musty smell wafted from the basement into the first floor. Rhett looked for exits, as was his custom. 
The room looked more like a low-grade college dorm than a place where guys in their thirties lived. He stepped aside as the two men eased the third onto a couch; a grunt exited the man’s throat. Rhett crossed the room, planting himself in a corner; from there he could take in the entire scene and make sure his back wasn’t to anyone.
“Nice place,” Rhett said, breaking the silence.
“Who the hell is he? And where the hell have you been?” The bearded man’s eyes were frantic as he shouted at Willa.
She approached and pulled him into a hug, holding on a little too long. Rhett could see him stiffen at her touch, then relax after a moment. There was evidently something between them. She stepped back, and smiled. “It’s good to see you, Elijah. We have a lot of catching up to do.” 
An orange cat wove its way through the woman’s legs. She crouched, taking it in her arms. It purred as she ran her slender fingers over its head and down its back. The cat arched in tandem with the strokes—tail waving like a flag. “Hey, Cat. Did you miss Mommy? It’s okay, I’m here now.” Baby talk was strange coming from the woman Rhett had just stopped from murdering his boss. 
The other man, the tall skinny one, kept his eyes locked on Rhett. He wasn’t trusted here, but that was nothing new. He wasn’t trusted anywhere, especially since he had been working for Dobbs. He’d have to win them over. “I’m Rhett,” he said, nodding at him.
The guy looked him over like an appraiser on “Antiques Roadshow.” Rhett usually made a great first impression, but the timing was horrible. “Look, my buddy’s bleeding out on my sofa so, as you can imagine, now is not really the time for us to play host. Sorry for your inconvenience.”
Rhett liked this guy already. “No time even for the secret handshake?”
Half a smile formed on the man’s face. “Nope. We’ll give you the code words later.”
“Don’t be so dramatic. I’m not bleeding out, I just might not be able to ever walk again.” Tim tried to prop himself up but collapsed in a fit of pain. 
Chem walked over and placed a hand on Tim’s forehead. “Shit. Elijah, I need you over here. He’s burning up. Can you grab my bag from the basement? We probably shouldn’t move him again.”
Rhett reached across his body and squeezed his left shoulder with his right hand. Tightness across his back was commonplace—it had started with the tension of his new job in the city—but now was more of a nervous tic. He needed to compose himself. “You mind if I use your bathroom?”
“Be my guest.” Chem nodded down the hall. “But make sure you put the seat down. Willa’s home.”
Rhett let himself into the bathroom after checking the surrounding rooms. He needed a minute alone. He had to think. Not knowing his next move always made him nervous, and the inclusion of new characters into this grand narrative was something unexpected. He was out of control, and control was his art.
“What are you going to tell them?”
Rhett glanced over his shoulder. He saw his brother, Paul, leaning against the sink. “I didn’t hear you come in.”
“Yeah. I’m stealthy like that,” Paul said with a smile. “You can trust them, you know. I realize that’s not really your thing, trusting people. But these folks are good people, they’re here for the same reason we are. I know they are. They’ve been drawn. They just don’t know it.”
Rhett gritted his teeth, trying to piss while his brother engaged him in conversation.
“I thought we were here to help stop these monsters. That’s what you told me.”
“I never said that. I knew we came to Pittsburgh because of them, but you were the one who jumped to the conclusion that they were the problem.”
Rhett nodded. “And now it turns out that they’re not monsters at all, just some academics with strange abilities.”
“So?”
“So, what?” Rhett asked.
Rhett stared at the plastic flower wreath hanging over the toilet. It was most certainly a vestige left behind by the previous owners. These guys didn’t look like the fake plastic flower types. He tried to imagine the absence of his brother, so that he might actually empty his bladder. 
“Believing isn’t so hard, brother” Paul said. “You going to tell them about the thing?”
“Are you crazy? That’s the only thing I’m definitely not going to tell them.”
“But they might be able to help. You know, make it right. They might know about it.”
“Trust me, I know what I’m doing. I do this stuff for a living.”
“What, manipulate people?” Paul asked.
Rhett laughed. “It’s a fine line between manipulation and influence. That’s what they call leadership these days.” Rhett paused trying to answer nature’s call. “Paul?”
“Yeah?”
“It seems like the plumbing’s not working with you standing over my shoulder. Can you give me a minute?”
“Not like the old days of sword fighting, hmmm?” He laughed. “Yeah, no problem. I’ll catch up with you later.”
Paul disappeared and immediately Rhett started to pee.
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Being close to Willa felt electric. Elijah didn’t realize exactly how much he’d missed her until he saw her standing in his living room. He stepped away, angry at himself for feeling so drawn. 
Willa was complicated. 
He and the poet together made for complication times ten. Over the past several months his resentment toward her grew. While he focused on settling in, laying roots in Pittsburgh, she ran. She’d convinced him that his powers were a gift to be stewarded for good; now she was bent solely on vengeance—on her own desires. But he couldn’t stay angry. Whatever it was, his connection with the woman remained strong.
It didn’t help that she looked good. 
Really good.
Chem stood over Tim, who had all but passed out on the couch. Elijah assumed it was from the pain. His own body ached. As his skin cooled down, the throbbing increased. He wouldn’t have stood a chance without his powers. Ford was truly an impressive specimen.
Elijah pointed toward the occupied bathroom. “Willa, who is this guy?”
Her eyebrows came together, forming a V over her nose. “He’s the Mayor’s speechwriter. I ran into him on a mission.”
“Mission?” Chem said over his shoulder.
“It’s a long story,” she said in Chem’s direction. “But he’s a friend of mine—well, sort of. I told him about you and me, about our powers.”
“What? How long have you known this guy?”
Willa paused. A weird look passed across her face. “I…I met him this afternoon.”
“Dammit, Willa! How could you be so stupid?” Elijah ran a hand through his graying hair as he began pacing the room.
Willa sat down on the arm of a chair. She looked like she was going to be sick. “I don’t know. He seemed so trustworthy.”
“OK, where are we?” The stranger walked back into the room, slamming the brakes on the conversation. 
Elijah stormed across the room and pushed Rhett up against the wall. “We’re at the part where you tell us who the hell you are and what you’re doing here.”
Willa leapt across the room and grabbed Elijah’s shoulder. “Don’t hurt him.”
“You don’t even know this guy, Willa. He could have led those things right to our door.”
The man smiled. “It’s not her fault. Please, I can explain everything.”
Elijah held on for a second, before letting go of the newcomer’s suit jacket. He returned to pacing the room.
Rhett calmly found a seat and crossed his right leg over his left, like he was joining a casual conversation among friends.
“I’m afraid I haven’t been completely honest with you, Willa. You see, I knew about your powers, because I have abilities of my own.”
Willa sat on the couch, her orange cat content in her lap. Elijah wondered why she was so unfazed.
“While I can’t crush cars or cast spells, my powers exist up here.” The man tapped his temple. “I can…persuade people.”
Elijah looked back at Willa. The serenity slowly drained from her face. It was replaced by another emotion he had seen only once before. Hatred filled her eyes.
“What does that mean?” she asked.
Rhett sighed and looked away from the poet. It was the first sign of discomfort Elijah had seen in him since his arrival.
“Let’s just say that I’m convincing. People tend to do what I want.”
Chem took a step back from the man. “Are you talking about mind control?”
“Not exactly. I can’t take away anyone’s choice. But I can play with their emotions, help them choose what I want. It’s like smiling or giving a firm handshake or making eye contact. These things actually affect people’s brain chemistry, make them more agreeable to what you’re proposing. You all do it every day. I just do it better.”
“But why? What’s the point of all this?”
“You should really talk to my brother about that.” Rhett looked around as if expecting someone to be there. The others also searched the room. “I guess I’ll have to give a try at explaining it. My twin brother, Paul, has a gift too. Whereas I can push on the world, influence people to listen to me, Paul is drawn to it in strange ways.”
“Drawn?” Elijah asked.
The man leaned back and crossed his legs. “Yeah, it’s hard to explain, but I guess most of our…eccentricities are, right? For years, Paul has gotten these inclinations, intuitions, really, about where we ought to be in the world. He doesn’t always know why, but he feels pulled toward certain places or people. In February, I was working in D.C. when someone sent us a grainy YouTube video of a large fiery monster tearing up Pittsburgh. Sound familiar?” He glared at Elijah, a half-smile traced across his lips. 
“I laughed it off as a hoax, but Paul was convinced that it was a sign. That we needed to come here. That it was our destiny. This might seem crazy, but we were all drawn here in some way, right?”
Though his question was rhetorical, he gave them some time to mull it over.
“Look, as much as I’m loving your family history, we’ve got bigger problems.” Chem crossed his arms. “C-3PO and R2-D2 kicked our asses out there. Who the hell are those guys?”
“Well, I guess it explains all the recent ‘monster’ sightings.” Elijah said. “But why? What’s their plan?”
“I’m more worried about what they’re gonna do next time. Rita’s captured, your powers are only a fraction of what they used to be.” Chem uncrossed his arms and pointed at Tim, who was still lying unconscious on the bed. “And in my medical opinion, Ford’s fighting days are behind him. Unless Professor X here feels like sweet-talking them, we’re toast if they show up again.” He placed his hands behind his neck. “And I don’t need any special inclinations to tell me that they’re not done yet.”
Elijah stood in silence. Chem was right. Their situation seemed hopeless. He looked down at the broken man in front of him wishing there was some way he could help.
Tim had been hurt defending the city that he loved. 
It reminded Elijah of Brooke, and a sick thought came to his mind.
“What about my blood?”
They stared at the historian like he had just proposed sacrificing a goat to the gods. 
“Elijah…” Willa started to say before being cut off.
“Chem, you’ve been working on that serum of yours for months. You have to have made some progress by now.”
The chemist shook his head. He lacked any of his usual confidence. “It’s impossible, Elijah, at least for me. I’ve tried everything, but I’m as far from understanding it now as I was when I started. I can’t make it work…unless…”
The chemist looked directly at Willa. Cat jumped to the floor as she rose from her chair. “What can I do?”
****
Chem and Willa headed for the basement, which left Elijah standing, accompanied only by Tim, who remained unconscious, and Rhett, who sat easily in their worn-out leather recliner. Cat made himself at home on Rhett’s lap.
For some reason, that made Elijah madder than anything else that had happened today.
“You’re gonna burn a hole in the floor if you keep pacing like that,” Rhett said, deeply petting the orange feline.
Elijah realized he was pacing and moved to sit, but then suspicion halted him in his tracks.
“How do I know you’re not mind-controlling me?”
Rhett rolled his eyes, the gesture accentuated by his perfectly shaped eyebrows.
“I told you it’s not mind control. And you’re on guard, which severely hampers my abilities. I didn’t mention it at first, but by explaining myself, I cut my knees out from under me…supernaturally speaking. Your poet friend, for example, she’ll never trust me again, which means I can’t influence her—at least not much. It’s the biggest difference between Paul’s and my abilities. Once I prove what I can do to someone, I can pretty much never do it again. Once he demonstrates his insights, it’s hard to ignore future warnings.”
Rhett watched the cat lick its paws. Elijah wondered who these brothers really were. Something didn’t add up, and Elijah assumed part of the story was left untold. The historian moved to sit, still worried that Rhett had used some sort of reverse psychology voodoo to manipulate him. 
“You keep mentioning your brother’s foresight. Could he help us figure out what to do next?”
“I wish it were that simple. His insights are sporadic and woefully vague. When he talks, it’s like listening to an artist explain a project before they’ve started. To the untrained ear it makes no sense. But once you see it for yourself, everything clicks into place.”
“Like the allegory of the cave.”
Rhett snapped his fingers, making the cat jump. “That’s exactly what it’s like. Plato had my brother in mind when he told that story. Paul’s been to the other side, he’s seen the light. And you and I are chained in the basement, trying to make sense of his ravings. He sounds like a fool, but we’re the fools if we ignore him. You have siblings, Elijah?”
“Yeah, a sister. Don’t see her much. She lives in Des Moines.”
Rhett smiled and leaned toward the historian. “How would you feel if she was always right?”
Elijah laughed, and then regretted it. “She always thinks she is.”
“Well, my brother always is.”
Elijah caught something wash across the man’s face, but he couldn’t place the emotion. “I wish he could shed some light on our current predicament. These guys have wreaked havoc on my neighborhood, and now they have our friend. I don’t know who they are or what they’re up to, but we have to stop them.”
A buzzing sound interrupted Elijah. Rhett pulled an iPhone out of his tailored pants.
“Shit,” he said, looking at the screen. “It may already be too late.”
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“I’m glad you’re back,” Chem said, not looking up from the desk. “At least in body.”
He laid out vials and an assortment of bottles that Willa vaguely remembered from high school chemistry, though she couldn’t name them if she tried.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You know. You’re here, but not really. I can see it in your eyes. You’re on a mission that transcends all else. Hell, I mean I don’t care. Nobody’s going to confuse me for the Good Samaritan.” 
Willa dragged a stool to the table, giving Chem enough room to work his magic. “I’m here. But I need to make some things right first.” She felt her chest and throat constrict. “They took everything from me, Percy. Those people need to pay,” she croaked, holding back tears.
Chem gently placed the beaker on the table. The severity in his eyes seemed so out of place. “I know you believe that. But say you settle the score—take these guys out. It won’t bring your family back.”
“Might not bring them back, but I’ll feel better.” Forcing a smile, she said, “I’ll be OK. But it’s good to see you. I’ve missed you guys. Now, what the hell is going on down here?”
Chem turned back to the tools of his trade. “I’ll lay it out in freshman chemistry terms. Try to keep up, OK?”
“You’re still an ass.”
“Thanks.” He grinned. “So, we know that my enhancement of E’s blood works, but it works a little too good.”
“Well.”
“Bite me.” Chem laughed. “It works too well. The stuff turned Elijah’s little hottie into a badass bitch.”
Willa’s stomach churned at the mention of Brooke Alarawn. 
Chem continued. “But it obviously messed with her mind as well. Elijah had his ‘passenger,’ or whatever he calls it, to help him, but the transformation is too much for the average human. So I figured, if we could reduce the power, maybe we could still use my serum to increase strength without it going full-on Hulk. I was working with benzene. Just think of that as an additive that will allow the catalyst, but hold back the crazy bitch shit. But once I started introducing the stabilizer, it ruined the change element. I can’t have one without the other, but if I have both, I got nothing…have nothing.”
“You need the compound to make someone super, but not super-crazy.”
“A+, young lady.” Chem scratched his days’ worth of scruff. He looked different. Lines around his eyes seemed to have deepened since she had seen him last. His new life was taking a toll. This was a new normal. “I’m at a roadblock. I’ve tried all sorts of shit, but I can’t get these little guys to turn without going all crazy.” Chem nodded to a cage with two fat rats lounging in the corner.
“Hold on. You’re making molten metal mice?”
Chem chuckled. It was good to hear him laugh. “Nah. The compound from Elijah’s blood doesn’t work like that. I’m not sure, but it’s like McDonald’s.”
“McDonald’s?”
“Yeah, you know, ‘you want to super-size that?’ This stuff takes a thing’s propensity and makes it, well, super.”
“So why is Elijah a metal fire monster?”
“You gotta remember, he didn’t start with any injection, he was—well, we’re not really sure what happened to him yet. But Elijah’s one of a kind. The compound made from his blood doesn’t make a thing into him, but it enhances propensities unique to the host. Weird, right?”
“Very weird. So, what are you trying next? I mean, for a stabilizer?”
“You.”
“Excuse me?”
“I know you haven’t just been working on those guns all summer.” Chem nodded at the lean, muscular arms exposed by Willa’s tank top. “Nice, by the way. Do you have a spell that can effectively calm someone down?”
“That was one of my first. A simple one.”
“Well, I’m thinking maybe you can apply that to my compound. It’ll become the stabilizing agent in this little brew here.” Chem tapped the glass with the end of his pen.
“I don’t know, Percy. I usually only use my spells on people.”
“But is there anything that says you couldn’t?”
Willa smiled. “I’m sure the Guild would have something to say about that, but they’ve all but left me alone so far.”
“The Guild?”
“It’s kind of like the American Medical Association, but for magicians. We have rules, you know, and they’re a bit more stringent than the Hippocratic Oath.”
“I’m not exactly on the AMA’s Christmas card list.” An authentic smile spread across Chem’s face. “Listen, we need that half-dead guy on the couch upstairs. And frankly, I think he needs us. He shouldn’t have been fighting in the first place—I’m surprised that rabid trashcan on steroids didn’t finish him off. The thing about Elijah’s blood is that it not only makes him into a metal monster, it also sustains him. Sure, he’s beat up, but not as bad as he should be.”
“So, you’re thinking if we can get the compound right it could actually work to heal your friend.”
“That’s right—with potential side benefits.”
Willa inspected the fluid in the glass containers. She found it hard to believe that something so powerful could look so mundane. “I think I have the perfect spell. Let’s try it. What could it hurt?”
“Well, for one, Tim. And if he changes and goes ape-shit, us. But other than that, nothing. We’ll try a small dose first.”
Chem filled a syringe. He held it up to the light, peering through it. “I did dilute it for this mix. Even if he isn’t stable, it won’t have the same effects as it had on Brooke. It’ll just make him a little crazy.”
“Not sure if that’s comforting.” Willa took the vial. Her training these last few months took her down darker paths than she had previously traveled. And that brought her into contact with spells her grandfather would have heartily disapproved of. His posthumous criticism, and the fact that it was a rogue serum like this one that led to his death, should have given Willa pause. But her mind was focused on one thing. And if Chem’s abomination and the broken man upstairs could help her achieve vengeance she was willing to try it.
She closed her eyes, and started chanting—focusing the words toward the liquid. She felt out of sorts, directing a spell at an inanimate object, but anger gave her confidence. Her attunement toward the spell meant everything.
“Double, double toil and trouble;
     Fire burn and caldron bubble.
Fillet of a fenny snake,
     In the caldron boil and bake;
Eye of a newt and toe of frog,
     Wool of bat and tongue of dog,
Adder’s fork and blind-worm’s sting,
     Lizard’s leg and howlet’s wing,
For a charm of powerful trouble,
     Like a hell-broth boil and bubble.”
     Willa opened her eyes. There was no visible change in the liquid, but the poet felt power coming out of her. 
She knew that it had worked.
“Done,” she said. “Just one problem. Spellcraft is a temporary affair. You’re going to have to make more of this stuff. I mean, I’m not sure what it does to physical things that aren’t human, but that spell would only work on you for thirty minutes, maybe an hour.”
Chem nodded, then looked at the syringe. “Damn. Would it help if I added some eye of newt?”
“Funny. Now let’s see what happens up there.” She nodded toward the stairs.
****
Willa climbed the basement stairs and found Elijah and Rhett in heated discussion. Part of her was worried that they were fighting again. 
Part of her wanted to jump in on the action.
Powers or no, she couldn’t believe Rhett had influenced her so easily. His manipulation began to fray when Elijah confronted her for bringing him here, and it snapped completely when he explained how he had used his persuasive power to bend her to his will.
Staring at him, she couldn’t help but think of Rizzo’s face as she tortured him. The same spell played on her lips, ready to be used if she had the chance. 
Her desire to hit him scared her, but only a little.
“Willa, Chem, you guys need to see this. Show them the video.”
Rhett handed the phone to Willa, but she ignored it, walking past him to a love seat. Chem grabbed it instead and sat next to her. The phone was open to a website labeled www.MonsterTruth.Com. Chem pressed play, and the screen came to life. It was a video, similar to the one taken on Mount Washington last winter. A large creature that looked like Elijah stomped around, leaving extra potholes in a Pittsburgh street. Willa looked closer and saw that his movements were different, stiffer. As the video progressed, she realized that this thing was fighting the real Elijah. He was hard to make out in the dim lighting, but she recognized the disfigured arms, and Elijah was wearing the same blue shirt he had on now. 
“This was taken today,” she said.
“That’s what Tim and I were doing when you two were making yourselves at home here. That’s what we’re up against. But it gets worse.”
Elijah grabbed the phone and loaded another video. This time it was Mayor Dobbs, and he stood behind a podium on the steps of city hall.
     “The evidence is clear. Something is terrorizing our city, and I won’t stand for it any longer. I’m instituting Emergency Order Number 42. We are encouraging anyone with knowledge of these creatures to come forward. Anyone caught helping them will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law. I’m authorizing our officers to take lethal action against them…”
“This is some real Adolf shit, right here,” Chem said, looking up from the screen. “The man just declared war on monsters—which, if I’m not mistaken, is you guys.”
“Maybe you too,” Willa added. “Guilt by association’s a bitch.”
Rhett cleared his throat. “No one’s going to like hearing this, but it’s my fault. Well, at least partially.”
“You better start talking, pretty boy,” Chem said.
Rhett cut a glance at Elijah as if trying to take his temperature. No matter how much trouble he might be in with the others, Elijah could talk them down.
“My brother and I were drawn here—like I said, he has that power. With all of the news about the monsters, we thought that we were brought here because of them. Every time we’re drawn someplace, it’s for a reason. Monsters just made sense. Once I was brought onto Dobbs’ staff, it only made sense to kill two birds with one stone. Get rid of the monsters and get the Mayor reelected.” Rhett paused and watched the group. “I didn’t know that some of the monsters were heroes.”
“Wait,” Willa said. “You what?”
Rhett grinned. “After Vinton was murdered, they Mayor and I planned our approach around these attacks. We knew it was only a matter of time before another incident occurred. And, unfortunately, it looks like the plan’s working perfectly.” The man paused. Willa wasn’t certain if he was ashamed or proud. “Dobbs is using fear for political leverage. Voters are going to eat this shit up. We had this speech already planned weeks ago.”
Willa’s eyes narrowed on the speechwriter. “If it wasn’t for your damned meddling, I could have stopped all of this already.”
Rhett gave a subtle shrug.
Elijah placed his hand on Willa’s shoulder, which offered a modicum of comfort. “We need to figure out what to do now. We can’t just walk in there and take him down. I’ll get shot on sight. And Rita’s still out there somewhere.”
Chem nodded. “Not to mention those two metal suits could show up again. How did they know where we were?”
Willa sat fuming. Chem leaned near Tim, checking his pulse and recording it in his notebook. It seemed like he was going to go ahead with his formula, regardless of the consequences. Rhett sat, unconcerned as ever, with her cat at home on his lap. 
Elijah stood behind her. His sympathy was appreciated but he couldn’t understand what she was feeling. Rizzo and Dobbs and even Rhett had all taken advantage of her, had used her and her family for their own gain. No amount of training could give her back what they took, control over her life. 
She only knew one thing that might. And with or without their help she was going to do it.
“Guys, I have an idea,” Elijah said. He took his hand off her shoulder and stepped toward the center of the room. Lowering his voice, he whispered, “But we shouldn’t talk about it here. Let’s go get a drink and I’ll explain everything.”
 



PART THREE
 



 
I will read ashes for you, if you ask me.
I will look in the fire and tell you from the gray lashes
And out of the red and black tongues and stripes,
I will tell how fire comes
And how fire runs far as the sea.
                           “Fire Pages,” Carl Sandburg
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The smoke eater and air conditioner in Gene’s Place buzzed in harmony. King had ducked into the dive to catch a break from the late-summer humidity. The joint was predictably quiet for a Tuesday afternoon during the first few weeks of the semester. Diligence still reigned in the students’ minds, and they’d lay off day drinking for a few more weeks. 
King’s Nikes made the sound of someone ripping packing tape off dirty tile as his feet stuck to the floor. It hadn’t been thoroughly washed since Jesus himself walked the earth. Third stool from the end of the bar—his normal residency—was empty and waiting.
“Hey, King.” The bartender nodded.
“What’s up, Pete?” Dark rings of sweat haloed King’s t-shirt around the neck and extended out from his armpits. He’d lived in Pittsburgh his whole life, but never could get used to the humidity. “Can’t wait till the weather breaks.”
Pete slid a cheap draft and a dark shot in front of him. “A few months and everyone’ll be bitching about the snow and cold. Like clockwork.”
“At least some things are reliable,” King quipped.
He grabbed the shot while his friend poured his own. “To the four seasons,” the barkeep said, raising his shot glass.
“Hear, hear,” King replied, slamming the medicine back with a grin. “And now for the cool-down.” The icy mug almost hissed as King pressed it against his forehead.
Pete lit a cigarette, taking a long drag, and nodded toward the television. Mayor Dobbs, backdropped by the steps of City Hall, filled the screen. “I’m ready for this circus to end.” Pointing the sticky remote at the screen, he turned up the volume. 
“…that’s why my number one priority is to end this monster epidemic. In fact, my team and I have made a decision to press pause on the campaign to enable us to focus 100% on the safety of the city, the welfare of the citizens. Thank you.”
Hands shot in the air as the members of the press fought for first right to query the Mayor. 
“Yes, Angela?”
“Mr. Mayor, do we have any more information regarding the identity or even the…um…makeup of these creatures?”
“As I said already, Angela, there are very few details we actually have of these monsters. We know they’re real, and we know they are dangerous. Other than a few grainy security videos and some eyewitness testimony, there is little we do know. But I’ve signed off on a full-scale investigation and I’m confident we’ll have a better idea of what we’re dealing with very soon.”
Again, hands were launched and voices shouted.
“Yes, Rob.”
An oversized man in an undersized polo glanced at his spiral-bound notepad. “Mr. Mayor, I have a source that tells me there were forensics found on-site after the PPG battle. Do you care to fill us in on the nature of the evidence?”
The Mayor laughed. “Naturally, our law enforcement found some things on-site. That’s what they do. However, as you can imagine, we aren’t releasing any information until we can do so with confidence. Yes, um, Jill.”
“It’s Jillian, sir, with the Keystone Voice.”
The Mayor only nodded. 
“Isn’t it a little disingenuous to claim that you are putting your campaign on hold to deal with the monsters? In fact, isn’t this the best campaign move you could make? That is, some are saying you’re exacerbating the problem to boost your falling numbers.”
Silence blanketed the crowd. 
Eyes widened among her more established colleagues. King could nearly hear Dobbs grind his teeth through the television.
“Well, folks, now you know why we never call on the bloggers at press conferences.” The mayor grinned as the crowd laughed uncomfortably. “Apparently, you’ve been talking to my opponent. It’s a nice move. I’d do the same if I were Kinnard. The finish line is in sight and he’s a rookie. I’ve been in this game long enough to know that the most important thing is to serve the people, serve the city. If people vote for me because they see that my priority is Pittsburgh over keeping my toothbrush in the Mayor’s mansion, so be it. If I lose, and go out caring for this place, these people,” he spread his hands over the crowd, “then I’ll leave office a happy man.”
The camera pulled in close on the face of the reporter, her nose scrunched. She looked ready to rush the stage.
“She’s cute,” Pete said.
“Mmmmm, hmmmm,” King said, absentmindedly. But his thoughts weren’t focused on the reporter.
The news cut to a commercial. Pete muted the volume and flipped to a third-rate reality television show on a fourth-rate cable station. 
“Total bullshit.”
“Nope,” King replied.
The bartender poured two more shots. “Come on. You’re buying this monster crap?”
“I don’t have to buy it. ’Cause I’ve seen it.”
Pete’s eyes widened. “Fuck you.”
King couldn’t hold in his laugh. “I know, crazy King, right? It’s the God’s honest truth. On my mother’s grave.”
“King, your mom lives in the bedroom next to yours.”
“I was talking in the future tense.” King threw back the shot and chased it with a long pull on his beer. “First time was right out there. Before anybody had ever reported a thing, before PPG. I saw the metal monster.”
“Come on.”
“Yep. There, and then that night downtown, I was there too. Freaked me the hell out, man. I thought for a bit that I had something to do with it. I can’t say I wasn’t just a little relieved when that Vinton guy got it and I was miles away.”
King’s friend remained silent, likely trying to determine if the regular was messing with him. 
“But there’s something they’re not talking about.”
“Oh, yeah, what’s that?”
“There’s teams,” King said with a gleam in his eye. “Those monsters I saw weren’t just running around destroying the city, they were fighting each other. And there were humans involved as well. We’re in the middle of some Marvel shit right here.”
“And they don’t even know it,” the bartender said, drinking his own shot.
“Oh, they know it. They’re just not talking about it. Politics ain’t that different from working the streets. This is Dobbs’ game and he knows how to play it. Down in the polls now, but watch, by November he’ll be wiping the streets with that Kinnard kid. But for this to work, it has to be us versus them. Not good versus bad.”
“How do you know they’re good and bad?”
“Hot, cold. Yin, yang. Good, bad. That’s the way of the universe, my man. That’s the way it rolls. The good ones, they have some bad in them, but they can overcome it.”
“And the bad?”
“We’ll see.”
King threw a ten on the bar, even though he knew Pete would let him slide for free. “Take it easy, man. And keep your head down out there.”
King pushed open the door and lit a crumpled Lucky as he squinted in the afternoon sun.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY
 
 
 
 
 
What the hell has Paul gotten me into?
Although the basement was far cooler than anywhere else in the house, perspiration still lined his forehead. The speechwriter hated sweat. Years of practice gave him near perfect control over his body—he knew how to hide or fabricate any emotion, and do it with conviction. But his glands betrayed his composure.
And there was good reason to worry.
He scanned the room, observing his new companions: half-rate academics who happened to hold the fate of the city in their hands. Despite their undeniable abilities, they were still too green, untested, and uneasy with one another to accomplish what they had set out to do. Rhett had a sinking feeling no one knew their role in the story that was unfolding. 
They can’t pull this off.
The chemist was strong and had an easy wit. They all adored him, but Rhett got the sense that they didn’t quite trust him. The tall man leaned against his lab desk. His long fingers ran across the top of the metal drone sitting in the middle of things.
Willa had potential, but she was angry and unpredictable. It had been child’s play for Rhett to manipulate her, and he was far from the most threatening person she would encounter. This world would tear her apart, and Rhett wondered who she’d bring down with her.
His eyes landed on the historian. If there was one person that might be the leader, it was Elijah. He had a sharp mind and a conviction that reminded him of Paul. But, sitting in the dank basement, Rhett wondered if that would be enough. Sometimes, conscience could lead to ruin.
“We need the perfect plan. There can’t be any mistakes,” Elijah said.
Rhett checked his phone. No messages from his brother. Not that he was expecting any. His twin was woefully bad at communicating. Calling him aloof would be like calling hell warm. Rhett always wished his brother was by his side; he provided comfort, even if they were often at each other’s throats. Plus, Paul was a brilliant strategist. They could use him now. And maybe, if he were there, he might grant some insight about the future. But, as usual, Rhett was going to have to journey through this without his brother.
“I don’t really care what your plan is,” Willa said, “I’m going to take out Dobbs. I need to finish what I started…what he started. The man killed my mother, and now he’s pitted the entire city against us.”
Elijah nodded, with just a hint of hesitation. “I hate to say it, but I agree. Dobbs is the problem. We all know it, right?” Elijah didn’t wait for an answer. “We can deal with the mech suit soldiers later, but what about Rita? We can’t just leave her out there. We don’t know where she is or what they’re doing to her. Shouldn’t her safety be a priority?” 
Chem pulled his hand from the drone and scratched his cheek. He inhaled deeply. “Screw Rita. She’s not one of us. It sounds terrible, but the freak made her bed.”
Rhett had already known what the chemist would say, but he was surprised by the heat in the man’s voice. Chem was hiding something from the rest of the group. His tone held a hint of authenticity to it that disturbed even the politician.
“Plus, you guys keep forgetting, one of us is still just human,” Chem said. “I can’t go gallivanting around the city fighting mayors and the Pittsburgh police, saving damsels, and dodging the damn National Guard. My serum didn’t help, and if anything, Tim’s getting worse.” The chemist’s chin dropped to his chest. “I need to stay here and look after him.” 
Elijah stepped toward his friend and placed an awkward hand on his shoulder. “It’s okay. Rita’s tough. She’ll find a way out. But, Willa,” Elijah said, turning his attention to poet, “I’m telling you, you can’t face Dobbs alone. Even though I can’t change fully, I can still help. I’m coming with you.”
Willa pursed her lips. “Chem, stay here to keep an eye on Tim. But if he gets much worse, you need to get him to a real hospital. Elijah and I are going after the Mayor.”
Rhett looked up. “What should I do?” He held his breath.
“Quite frankly,” Chem said, “I trust you just as much as any politician I’ve ever met. You’re on the bench.” Chem gave him a quick wink.
Elijah looked around the room, silently confirming the plan with everyone. “Let’s do this,” he said.
He and Willa walked up the steps, heading for trouble.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 
 
 
 
 
Every square inch of skin burned as Rita came to. She had been dry for a long time—how long she couldn’t quite tell. Her head swam; her vision was blurry. 
Lying prone on cool concrete, her underside wasn’t quite on fire, but everywhere hurt. As she rolled to stand, her knee bumped plastic and sloshing filled the hazy space. 
“Water.” Her gurgle was dry. Yanking the plastic cap, she tilted the gallon over her head and let her white scaly skin soak up the nourishment. The effect was instantaneous; she felt better, though far from normal—if normal could be a thing.
After letting the water flow into her eyes and down her chest, her vision started to return. Though it was dim, she could now make out the steel-walled room comprising her prison. The ceiling was high and bars ran all the way up. She was in an eight-by-four cage made for the kind of creature she looked like, not the human who she was on the inside. 
“Hello,” a tiny voice squeaked behind her.
Rita spun, ready to attack, though nothing in the trembling voice required such a response. But Rita had seen too much. The past few years had taught her to never trust, never let her guard down.
Adjacent to her cage sat another identical cell. A young girl lay propped up on a pile of pillows—motionless, staring straight at Rita.
“Who are you?” Rita said, scanning the room for details as she waited for the girl to respond. Her predatory sense of smell revealed little and the dim light made it hard to see, but her enhanced nerve endings spoke wonders. The air was moist, which wasn’t uncommon for summer in Pittsburgh. The palpable condensation in the room told her that they sat down by the river. In Pittsburgh, that didn’t offer much specificity.
“I’m Skylar.” The girl’s face was soft. It didn’t mirror the anxiety Rita felt rising in her stomach. 
“Where are we, Skylar?”
The girl remained silent. Rita expected at least a shrug, but as in much of life, her expectations went unfulfilled.  She was never very good with kids and could tell her track record might remain consistent.
“How long have you been here?” Rita asked. She tried to soften her tone but her raspy voice precluded gentle whispers.
“I’m not sure. I can see the light come and go through the cracks. Tried to keep count for a while, but then I just gave up. More than a month, less than six, as far as I can tell.”
There was something odd about the girl. It wasn’t that she seemed to sit completely motionless or that she spoke so articulately for a young teenager. The strange thing was her composure in the face of a monster. Rita avoided people and for good reason. But this girl addressed her as if she were another human captive.
“You aren’t afraid of me?” Rita asked.
The girl laughed. “Why would I be afraid? If you haven’t noticed, there’s not one, but two sets of bars between us. You couldn’t do anything even if you wanted to.”
Rita walked to the bars and wrapped her clawed, webbed hands around them. It was as close as she could get to the girl. Rita’s black eyes stared, trying to untangle the mystery. “Most people find me…unsettling.” 
“Being different doesn’t make you a monster.” A corner of Skylar’s mouth curled up. “But why do you look like that?”
The question was strangely comforting. She had never had anyone ask in such a disarmingly honest way. The few who she had spoken with over the years—Chem, Tim, and Elijah being the majority—danced around these questions or avoided them entirely. The frankness was humanizing. Rita glanced around the cell. “It looks like we will have plenty of time to talk about that. But first, I need some answers. Why are you here?”
“For a while I didn’t know. When they first took me, I thought they were going to make me do…um…you know…stuff.” The girl’s face flushed with embarrassment. “But then I just lay here. Finally, after what must have been weeks of me begging, the nicest one—the one who bathes me—told me it was because of my mother. They are trying to make her do something.”
A chill swept over Rita’s dried scales. “Bathe you?”
“Oh, right. Details. I can’t move anything below my neck.”
Horror found its home in Rita’s stomach.
“See,” the girl said, “I’m different too. Although I don’t have your cool claws. I bet you don’t take crap from anyone.”
You have no idea, Rita thought, even as her heart, for the first time in a long time, broke for someone other than herself.
“I’m sorry.”
“Oh, no. I’m used to it. As used to it as somebody can become, I guess. Happened ten years ago. Kids in my class are getting their driver’s licenses, I was hoping for a new chair. You know, one I can control by blowing into a straw. My mom has been building one that will be better than anything you can buy out there.” 
A smile crept across the girl’s face. Guilt and admiration collided inside Rita.
“What are they trying to make your mum do?”
Before the girl could answer a steel door creaked open; natural light invaded the dim room. Rita shielded her eyes with her hand. As her sight adjusted, she made out the silhouette of a man in the doorway.
“Is that the nice one?” Rita asked in a hushed tone.
The girl shook her head.
“Ah, look at this. The fish is up.” The man laughed as he approached the cages.
Overweight and wearing gray pants with a matching shirt, he appeared as though he might have been in great shape before beer and fast food became his primary sustenance.
He stood inches from Rita’s cage.
“Cat got your tongue, Flipper?”
Rita’s black eyes captured the man’s without blinking. The walk to the cage had induced heavy breathing. She moved back into the corner of her cell and sat on her heels. She didn’t say a word.
“You better play nice, you could be here awhile. We’ve had that vegetable in this place for months.” He nodded to the girl. “You think someone is coming for you? Come on. We both know you’ve got no one.”
An image of Chem and Elijah flashed through her mind. The relationship between her and the chemist was tenuous, but she had helped them. While she knew Chem wasn’t a man of principles, the new one—Elijah—certainly was. He wouldn’t abandon her to this place.
As though the man could read her mind, he sneered. “You think those other sideshow performers are coming for you? We knew you were ugly—but we didn’t know you were stupid too. They don’t give a shit, honey.”
Rita tensed as he reached into his pocket, waiting for a tool to give weight to his cruelty. Instead he produced a handheld digital recorder and clicked it on. The sound was distorted but she could still recognize the voices.
“Screw Rita. She’s made it abundantly clear that she’s not one of us. It sounds terrible, but the freak made her bed.”
Nicotine-stained teeth flashed as the man turned off the recorder and slid it into his pocket. He laughed as the weight of Chem’s words washed over his prisoner. “Like I said. I’m the only friend you’ve got.” An evil look passed across his face. “Fuck with me, and you’ll be sorry.”
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 
 
 
 
 
Traffic blocked the road for several miles east of the Squirrel Hill tunnels. It was no surprise. Elijah had gotten used to this commute, although tonight’s circumstances were less than usual. His thumbs drummed the steering wheel to music playing in his head. He rehearsed the speech one last time. It needed to be perfect.
Rhett might be able to pull it off, but years of teaching didn’t provide the historian with the necessary oratorical skills. He closed his eyes, then jumped in head first.
The die is cast.
“You don’t have to do this,” he said.
Willa didn’t respond. Her eyes were locked on an imaginary line outside the gridlock. 
“Did you hear me?”
“You’re predictable, Elijah.” She pivoted her head. Her eyes were cold. There was little left of the smart, gutsy woman he got to know over only a few months in the spring. “I know you have to try to talk me out of this, but it won’t work. Dobbs killed my mother. I can’t just let that go. And it’s not outside of the realm of possibility that he had something to do with what happened to Sean…and Brooke.”
Willa was using a powerful rhetorical move, and Elijah felt its impact. Apparently she had been rehearsing too. 
“That’s why we’re going,” he said, trying to swallow the lump in his throat whole. “Strange things are afoot in the Steel City and Dobbs has the answers. But we need to get him to share that information with us. That’s not gonna happen if we…”
“What do you think, Elijah, we’re just going to walk into the Mayor’s office and get a confession about killing my mom?”
“Maybe. We can be persuasive.”
“Oh, I’m planning on being very persuasive.” A smile, cold enough to match her eyes, manifested on her lips. 
“OK, so we persuade him. Then we call the cops or something.”
Willa let out an uncharacteristic laugh. If Elijah didn’t know better, he would swear that Willa’s evil twin sister was riding shotgun. “Don’t be naïve. People like Dobbs don’t pay for what they’ve done. They just keep on keeping on.”
The car was quiet. Too quiet. Elijah’s nervous drumming returned. 
“Don’t get in my way, Elijah. I don’t want to have to go through you to get to him, but I will if I have to.”
He knew she wasn’t bluffing.
“Willa, we’ve been given these powers for a reason. We’re not their lords but their stewards. This is only the beginning—you know that—and we need to start this right, or we’re just those monsters that Dobbs is calling us.”
“With great power…OK, Uncle Ben.”
Elijah paused for a moment. He’d reached his last line of defense. “I didn’t learn it from the movies. I learned it from Sean.”
Willa stared out the window. Elijah could barely hear her response, but it sent chills down his spine.
“Sean’s dead, Elijah. And soon Dobbs will join him.”
I’m screwed, Elijah thought as he cursed out loud at the traffic.
****
“This isn’t right,” Elijah said. 
Their footsteps echoed through the foyer of City Hall.
“It’s a weeknight,” he continued. “This place should be packed.”
Silence greeted them as they walked toward the guard’s desk. The scenes on a row of monitors jumped around to different parts of the building. “He’s waiting for us.”
“Yeah, he might be. And I think he’s pretty damned excited about the prospect of getting some of the monsters on candid camera.” Elijah nodded to the screens.
“Oh, ye of little faith,” Willa said, as she started to chant.
“All within is dark as night:
In the windows is no light;
And no murmur at the door,
So frequent on its hinge before.”
The screens went to static.
“That will do it,” Willa said. “Gives us about an hour, and it should have fried everything up to about fifteen minutes ago too. So, I’d say we’re in the clear.”
“Somehow that doesn’t give me much comfort.”
They paced toward the elevators. Inside, they pressed the button for the Mayor’s suite. A bead of sweat traced its way down Elijah’s spine. The elevator rose and he considered his training. He only hoped he could bring his powers to the fore if necessary.
“Remember you still have a choice in all this.”
Willa’s eyes were glued on the numbers lighting as they approached the floor. “I know you think that.”
The elevators slid open and Elijah had a flashback to PPG Tower.
This is not going to end well, he thought.
****
“Welcome, friends,” the Mayor’s voice met them as they entered his office.
It was a gaudy workspace. Gold floor-to-ceiling curtains and overstated chandeliers made it look more like an 80s casino than a 21st century political lair. It even smelled old, like his grandmother’s house in Rockland.  
Unlike the office, the Mayor himself was more impressive than Elijah expected. On television the man looked good for his age, but in person he seemed downright regal. His suit was perfect, and it matched his hair and smile. The look in his eye screamed divine right of kings.
“Friends?” Willa sneered.
“I’ve known you a long time, Dr. Weil. What, you’re surprised I know who you are? I’ve been waiting for this moment for years. Just never thought it would come at such an opportune time. I always knew I was blessed, but this is almost too much.”
Dobbs directed his perfect smile toward Elijah. “And you must be Dr. Branton. I heard you were doing some amazing work on the history of steel for the Alarawns before your early termination. There’s been a lot of termination during your tenure in Pittsburgh, hasn’t there? Well, I’m glad you returned. I could use another pawn on the board.”
Dobbs stood from behind his desk and walked around it. A sitting area of a love seat, two chairs, and a coffee table separated the heroes from their villain.
“I should really thank you for that stunt at PPG Place. I mean, I was already trending down in the polls. I remember looking at Vinton—God rest his soul—and saying, ‘Bobby, unless something downright apocalyptic happens, we might find ourselves in a tight spot.’ And you know what? Armageddon arrived in the form of a couple of overeducated snots who don’t have the chops to work a full-time job.”
Elijah felt his temperature rise, even though he knew that was exactly what Dobbs was looking for. 
The man needed a show, and this was the warm-up. 
He didn’t need to turn his head; he could feel Willa’s lips moving. Shit was accelerating. He started his own centering, focusing on bringing out the power. 
Willa paused her poem and spoke to the Mayor. “You killed my mother. And now you are going to pay for that.”
He laughed. “Technically, I’ve never killed anyone. But, you’re right. I called in the hit. I mean, best decision ever. Look at me now.” The man waved his arm, showing off his office like a model on The Price Is Right. “But maybe I should have killed that baby along with her. Might have saved me a headache. Anyway, I’m sure this will play out just fine.”
Heat rose in Elijah’s body. He struggled to manifest his power on command, but he knew that turning now, at least in part, would be no problem. Although the old spirit was gone, he could feel traces of him, and he was pissed.
“It’s time, Dobbs,” Willa said through gritted teeth.
“Oh, you thought I was just going to deliver a cliché villain speech before being killed? Come on. I should show you what Pittsburgh’s research budget is able to buy.”
Before he could finish the sentence, the doors opened. 
Three men wearing serious DARPA-like battle armor rolled into the room. Elijah recognized the tank from earlier but with it was not one, but two men in the smaller exoskeletons. Elijah, Tim, and Rita had barely held off two of them. This wasn’t a complication they had planned on.
Oh, shit.
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Rhett stood on large porch, a thin railing the only thing separating it from a line of nearly identical houses on either side. Pittsburgh row homes made him feel claustrophobic. A gentle rain splashed on the asphalt, adding a quintessential city smell to the night air. He knocked for a third and final time, then leaned against the railing. He would have to move to plan B if she weren’t home, though he had no idea what plan B was.
He exhaled as the doored open.
“What the hell are you doing here?”
Jillian stood in the doorway. Baggy pajama pants and a hoodie with a faded college seal on the front were a stark contrast to her formalwear from the other day. Though she could have been sleeping in that outfit, Rhett could see in her eyes that she was wide awake.
“I see it’s blogger business casual today,” he said, looking her up and down.
Jillian didn’t say a word; she just turned up a middle finger in his direction.
“Sorry, I’m not here to give fashion advice. But you do owe me a drink. Grab your gear and let’s go.”
****
“You want the story of a lifetime?” Rhett asked between sips of his Dark and Stormy.
“Why don’t you let me be the judge of that?”
Rhett was distracted by the red curls. Even though the biggest clusterfuck in Pittsburgh history was about to go down, all he wanted to do was play with them.
“Let’s just say I have a line on something big and I don’t trust anybody else…”
Jillian stopped the glass of Merlot before it got to her lips. “I’m glad I’ve earned your confidence.”
“Well, I wouldn’t go that far. In lieu of a trustworthy reporter of repute, I’m settling for you.”
“Bastard.” 
Rhett could see the beginnings of a smile on her lips. It had only taken her five minutes to get ready, but he noticed subtle lipstick and some mascara that hadn’t been there originally. 
“Go to City Hall at 6 p.m. You’ll get all the proof you need regarding our monster problem.”
Rhett threw a twenty on the bar. He pointed at it, and said, “You still owe me a drink.”
She grinned as he stood to leave. “That’s it? You’re seriously not going to give me any more info?”
Rhett smiled. “Don’t worry, you can trust me.”
“Like hell I can trust you. You’re Dobbs’ lapdog. This is probably just another ploy to distract the public.”
He stared at the woman. It was the rare person who remained unaffected by his words.
She must be more of a cynic than I thought.
He could hear Paul laughing in the back of his mind. His powers ineffective, Rhett settled for a more conventional tactic.
“Fine, stay home. I’m sure a serious news outlet like the Pitt Times will listen to me.”
He turned to leave, not waiting for her response. At the door, he offered one last word of warning.
“Oh, when you show up, keep your head down. City Hall might be a war zone by the time you get there.”
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
 
 
 
 
 
Light pierced the room as their jailer returned. Rita had learned from Skylar that he rarely left her alone for long. He seemed to take joy in poking fun at her.
He headed toward Skylar’s cage, whistling tunelessly. 
“You’re a dead man.” Rita gurgled under her breath with her head down. 
The man stepped toward the cage. “What? Dead? Just you wait until we parade your body in front of the city. The sight of you is gonna make this city shit its pants.
In a flash, Rita’s clawed hand darted between the bars. The guard didn’t stand a chance of reacting. She grabbed a fistful of shirt and pulled with all of the unnatural strength her transformation had given her. The sound of the body smashing against the bars was sickening. A scream accompanied the first collision. Rita pushed, then pulled again. The second blunt force knocked him unconscious. The third, fourth, and fifth brought the blood. Red sprayed from the man’s nose and lacerations on his forehead, turning the artist into a walking canvas fit for the Warhol Museum. 
Breathing heavily, Rita finally released the shirt and let the body fall into a mass on the floor. She reached through the bars and into the guard’s pocket; she found his keys.
“Thank you very much, kind sir,” she said, fitting one of the keys into the padlock on the door. Though her captivity was brief, she relished her freedom. 
Rita ran to Skylar’s cage. For the first time the girl looked frightened.
“So, how do we do this?”
“Um, do what?” Skylar replied. 
“Will it hurt if I carry you?”
Getting Skylar to safety and getting herself into some body of water were warring for number one and two on Rita’s top ten list. While her strength was extraordinary for her size, lack of nourishment and hydration had taken its toll. The girl’s dead weight, like a bag of mortar, weighed on her shoulder. 
“How do we get out?” Rita asked.
“We can’t, not without my mom.”
The halls were narrow, dirty, and dimly lit. Rita tried to put the pieces of the puzzle together. When locked in the cage she thought she was in some kind of self-storage unit, but now it seemed she was wandering through the halls of a large warehouse. 
Rita peeked around a corner and found a man wearing the same low-priced polyester uniform as the one who now sat bloody in his own prison cell. It was evident these were cheap hired guns, not the muscle of a highly complex crime syndicate.
Gently, Rita lowered Skylar to the ground, trying to honor her dignity by not allowing her uncontrolled body to fall to its side. 
“I need a favor.”
“What’s that?” the girl asked.
“Give me five seconds, and then scream bloody murder.”
The girl just smiled as Rita slunk toward the corner in the hall. She looked back and gave Skylar a nod. Without delay, the screaming started.
“Help! Help! Please, I need help.”
Rita gave her a clawed thumbs up as the footsteps approached. 
The element of surprise was Rita’s forte. The man turned the corner and she snagged his moving neck in her hands like a Frisbee. 
Claws sinking into his flesh, she whipped the man into the air and then down onto his back. He landed hard, air escaping from this body.
Her dagger-bearing mouth clamped down on his right hand as it moved for a weapon fastened to his belt. The ruddy-faced guard tried to yell, but Rita cut it short with a tight squeeze. 
Keeping her hand on his throat, she said, “Quiet now, love, or I’ll end it all.”
The man silently shook his head. Fear filled his eyes. “Good,” Rita let her claws dig in further. “Now, where will we find the girl’s mum?”
“End of the hall. Last door on the right.” Rita looked down and noticed his dark gray pants were darker around the crotch. Pity was the last thing on her mind.
“Get another job,” Rita said just before she landed a series of blows to his head, knocking him out. Zip ties conveniently hanging from his belt would keep him from causing trouble. She locked his wrist behind his back and to his ankles.
“Nice work,” Rita said, as she hoisted the girl back onto her shoulders.
They found the room without further delay. A locked door was their last barrier to freeing the girl’s mom.
Careful, this could be a trap, she told herself.
Three swift kicks knocked the door wide open, exposing a room that was more of a lab than a residence. Metal parts hung throughout, and a twenty-foot table ran the length of one wall. A woman in a lab coat turned and gasped as Rita stepped across the threshold. She grabbed a screwdriver off the table and raised it in defense.
“I’m here to help.”
Rita lowered Skylar off her shoulders and held her out toward her mother.
“Skylar!” the woman shouted, dropping her feeble weapon. “Thank God.”
“Let’s thank Him after we get out of here, lady.”
Rita only made it two feet before the prongs of a Taser sunk into her dry flesh. Volts of electricity swam through her body, knocking her to the floor. Skylar landed a second later with a sickening thud. Rita pitched herself over, trying to reach for the wires. 
Have to get free.
The man holding the stun gun grinned as though he’d always dreamed of having an excuse to use it. He pulled out a nightstick and took a step forward.
His grin disappeared when a wooden Louisville Slugger connected with the back of his head. The guard dropped to the floor and Rita saw Chem standing with the bat resting on his shoulder.
“High fly ball to right field,” he called into the room.
Rita’s mouth dropped open. 
“Come on, Aquagirl, you actually believed I’d leave you in this hellhole? I’m a better man than that, even though losing you would take care of plenty of my problems.”
“But I heard you. They had a tape of you talking with the others.”
“Shit, I can’t believe that actually worked!”
Chem knelt and gently pulled the prongs from her skin. Rita stared at him without blinking. “Elijah figured that the drone you found was spying on us. It’s how the Decepticons knew where we were. So we decided to try a little deception ourselves.” He gave Rita a hand and helped her to her feet. “So Willa and Elijah are running off to take care of the Mayor, and I came looking for you.” 
He looked around the lab and his gaze landed on the middle-aged woman cradling her daughter. “Who’re your friends?”
The woman looked up, tears running down her cheeks. “I’m Sylvia, and this is my daughter Skylar. We’ve been trapped here for months. I don’t know what to say, except thank you.”
“You can get me a Hallmark card later. But what are you doing here in the Fortress of Ineptitude?”
“There’s no time.” Rita leaned down and picked up Skylar. Sylvia flinched watching her daughter being balanced on Rita’s shoulders. “Come on, we need to get out of here before those suits show back up.”
****
Chem, Skylar, and her mom stood next to the Allegheny as Rita eased herself in. The muddy water made her feel alive again. Fully submerged, she swam to the middle, letting the current take her a hundred yards downstream before making her way back to the shore. The ease with which Rita navigated the water still amazed her. It wasn’t a skill, but a deeply ingrained knowledge that had become a part of her when her new body took over. 
She swam back to the edge and stood waist deep—feet away from Chem and their new companions.
“Feel better?” Chem said to Rita. “I’d offer to give you a physical but your weird fish body still makes no sense to me.” He turned to Skylar and her mother. “Don’t worry, we’re safe now. At least safeish. Wanna tell us what the hell was going on back there?”
The woman held her daughter close and kept an eye on Rita. 
While her daughter accepted her, Rita could feel the mother’s suspicion. It wasn’t unreasonable, considering all that she had been through.
“Eight months ago, a strange woman contacted me regarding a job. She offered all kinds of money but, as you can imagine, I was hesitant.”
“Actually, I can’t imagine. What was the job?” Chem asked. 
“Oh, I thought you knew. Didn’t you come to disrupt the project?”
“Only inasmuch as the project decided it would be prudent to take my gilled friend here.”
Sylvia laughed. “I thought you had come to rescue us. Good thing we were at least an afterthought.”
Chem grinned. “Sorry, honey.”
The woman tucked strands of long black hair behind her ears. Her smile was warm, like an old friend’s. Rita thought she looked too young to have a sixteen-year-old daughter.
“Before being taken captive, I worked for Bio-Org, a nonprofit working to create various technologies for people with physical handicaps. As you can imagine, I had skin in the game.” She nodded toward her daughter.
“And you were good, huh?” Rita gurgled.
“You might say I was the best. When I refused to work for them, they just took me. Literally. A large bald man asked me to go with him. When I said no, he threw me over his shoulder.”
“Lots of those large bald men walking around Pittsburgh,” Chem said.
Sylvia gave the chemist a strange look, then took in the river. Rita assumed she was reveling in her newfound freedom. “And, when I refused to help, they took my baby. I had no choice.”
“No choice in what?” Rita asked. 
“I made those suits. I didn’t know what they were using them for, but I assumed the worst. I hated the thought of my work being used for evil purposes.”
Chem looked down at his shoes. For the first time since she met the man, he was speechless. 
Rita filled in. “They were terrorizing the city. They hurt some folks. They hurt a…friend of ours. But we don’t know why.”
“Actually, I’m pretty sure we figured that out as well.” Chem added; his weird silence didn’t last long. “After you were taken, our friend Willa showed up, along with a speechwriter for Mayor Dobbs. Apparently the man was squeezing information from Dobbs’ other political aids. He told us that Dobbs had been investing city funds into weird tech outfits and that he’d been gathering strangely personal data about Pittsburghers. We put two and two together and figured that he was somehow connected with that drone and these tech suit douche bags. So, we made it as obvious as we could that Willa and Elijah were going to confront Dobbs, hoping that he’d pull in his armored bodyguards for protection, leaving me free to come rescue you.”
Rita sat on her heels, letting the cool water rise to her neck as she tried to understand the convoluted plan. It made sense that Dobbs was connected; after all, the fake monster attacks only helped him in the polls. But there was still something nagging Rita.
“But how did you know where to find me?”
“Elementary, my dear Watson,” Chem smiled, clearly enjoying his role as expositor. “Willa tracked Dobbs to a warehouse on the outskirts of the city, and that happened to be only blocks from where Robert Vinton was murdered.”
Sylvia placed a hand on Chem’s shoulder, a concerned look on her face. “You said your friends were trying to draw those thugs in my suits out. They won’t stand a chance.”
Chem shrugged. “Elijah and Willa make a pretty effective team. It’s a fine line between monsters and heroes. Together, they’re stronger than Dobbs realizes. Plus…” A cocky grin crossed his face. “We have a secret weapon.”
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
 
 
 
 
 
Dobbs’ technological entourage moved into place between him and the heroes. The two smaller suits came equipped with nasty-looking automatic rifles. 
Willa and Elijah took a step back toward the door.
“Not exactly what we had in mind,” Elijah whispered.
Even in the full light of the office, Willa could understand why people thought the big fighter was Elijah in monster form. Over seven feet tall, the entire body of the suit was covered in plate armor. And according to Elijah, the thing was even stronger than he was.
They were outnumbered, and Willa realized she’d have to take care of the other two. They were human size, and although their faces were shielded by armored masks, their bodies were partially exposed. They would be faster, but less impervious to assaults. 
“Look, this is between us and the Mayor. Why don’t you just power down or whatever, and we won’t have to hurt you?” Elijah’s tough guy routine needed some work. They aimed their rifles at him and began to advance.
“OK, I’ll take that as a no.” He turned to Willa. “Ready?”
Willa focused on the words, praying her magic would respond in the way they had planned. If she failed, their night could get a whole lot worse. 
“Tyger Tyger, burning bright,
In the forests of the night;
What immortal hand or eye,
Could frame thy fearful symmetry?”
Elijah groaned. She could feel heat emanating from his body. He doubled over with pain.
“Don’t stop,” he yelled through gritted teeth. She hadn’t planned on it.
“In what distant deeps or skies.
Burnt the fire of thine eyes?
On what wings dare he aspire?
What the hand,
dare seize the fire?”
The sound of ripping cloth accompanied Elijah’s screams. His voice deepened into a roar as he grew a foot in height, molten steel dripping from his body. He took a step forward, and Willa felt the floor shake under her.
“Looks like you’re ready,” Willa said.
Before their adversaries could move, Elijah kicked the coffee table. The element of surprise worked perfectly; one of the exoskeletons took the solid wood table in the chest. He crashed into the corner, evening things up for the heroes, if only for a moment.
Elijah ran full-force at the larger of the remaining two. Willa heard a cacophony of metal on metal as she positioned herself for battle. 
She and the soldier circled each other. Her eyes narrowed as she watched for his first move. 
Naturally, he went for his gun.
As the mech soldier swung his piece toward Willa, her foot was already on its way. She timed her kick well. Her training had not been in vain.
His shot went wide, riddling the wall behind her with bullet holes. Willa followed through with an elbow in the gaps of the exoskeleton. 
The soldier doubled over at the hit. 
The words were already on her lips:
“Her words did gather thunder as they ran,
And as the lightning to the thunder
Which follows it, riving the spirit of man.”
The power of the poem blasted the soldier across the room. Willa smiled, pleased with her development. But her self-approval faded as she saw the other smaller soldier pick up the table and hurl it. 
There was no time for defense. Will dove out of the way, barely avoiding the wooden discus. She scrambled to her feet, drawing forth another spell to use against the fighter.
An explosion sounded behind her. Elijah and the giant metal soldier disappeared through a newly made hole in the Mayor’s office wall.
Willa turned in time to see that both of her grunts were now on their feet, moving toward her.
Oh, crap.
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
 
 
 
 
 
Sheetrock and wood burned as Elijah crashed through the wall and out of the Mayor’s office.
Shit, this guy’s good.
Elijah stood and landed a shovel hook into the soldier’s side. The punch knocked the man back, but not down. He advanced as Elijah readied himself. 
Elijah focused on the fire burning inside of him and called on it. As his temperature rose, the pain had transformed into a feeling of power; his heat wasn’t a weakness but a strength.
The metal warrior came in with his own flurry of punches. Two landed, but Elijah’s molten skin absorbed most of the impact. He aimed a wild haymaker at Elijah’s head. The tank was stronger than Elijah, but not as fast. The historian ducked the punch and with a quick sidestep wrapped his arms around the mech suit, pinning one arm down with an enormous metal bear hug. He squeezed like a python, putting every muscle he had into the attack. 
Elijah bellowed, heat pouring off of him.
The soldier’s plate armor turned light pink and then an amber red. A faint hissing emerged from the inside of the suit. His enemy struggled. He elbowed Elijah with his free arm, but Elijah took the blow without letting up. A scream, deep and mechanical, emerged from speakers somewhere on the suit. The yell was something born of pain mixed with rage. Elijah concentrated, knowing this could end the skirmish. 
More heat emanated from his body.
Like a runner crossing a marathon finish line, he felt his energy fading with the expending of power.
The scream deepened. The mech suit struggled in his grip. The soldier changed tactics and gripped Elijah’s wrist. Hand like a vise, the suit squeezed. Elijah tried to block out the pain. 
In one swift motion, the brute lunged forward, pulling Elijah off his feet. Unbalanced, Elijah’s hold weakened, and the tank slipped free. It turned, slamming both arms into Elijah’s body. He crumpled like a rag doll, landing on his back with the three-ton tank on top of him.
The tables had turned, and Elijah Branton was nearly spent. 
The room erupted as the mechanical warrior drove its fists into the side of Elijah’s molten head.
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
 
 
 
 
 
Tim Ford rounded the last set of stairs and pushed open the doors to the Mayor’s office suite. Sounds of Armageddon rang through the hall as the century-old building shook around him. He was entering a battle of monsters that fought like gods. As in his days in the military, fear gripped him. He wondered if he would walk back down those stairs under his own power. 
A thick metal chain was wrapped around his arm.
Facing one of these beasts had nearly killed him last time. Even with Chem’s serum coursing through his veins, he wouldn’t enter into a fight like this unarmed.
Nevertheless, he was eager to see what the chemist’s enhancements could do. Even while he feigned weakness in front of the drone, the formula that Chem and Willa had cooked up rapidly changed his body. The pain in his fractured leg subsided, replaced by a strength he had never known. They had warned him that the serum wouldn’t last, but the high was worth whatever consequences he would face. Right now, Tim felt like he could chew through a brick wall.
As he entered the room, he saw the monster—the same one he had met on the streets of the Steel City—straddling what looked like a volcano. The suit was hammering the dark glowing form below it.
Shit.
Ford leapt into action, catching the giant machine on an upswing. Even with his extra strength, he barely moved it. But Elijah took the opportunity and with a powerful upward punch he knocked the tank off him.
Elijah scrambled to his feet, and without looking at Tim, his molten friend yelled, “Help Willa.”
Whether it was his old-time sense of chivalry or his awe at Elijah’s powerful form, he complied, turning toward the sound of battle beyond.
He made the right decision. 
The poet had a hand extended at one soldier. Her lips were moving. The man was stuck, frozen like an ant in amber. She dropped the spell and took a defensive pose as the other suit attacked. 
She was good, but they were wearing her down. Magic and physical training wouldn’t hold up against two trained fighters outfitted in DARPA’s wet dream. These suits were years ahead of what he had seen used in the military, and the men operating them knew what they were doing. 
“Well, shit, Zatanna,” he said, running toward the scene. “Looks like you need a hand.”
Tim intercepted the attack with a crack of his chain. The metal splintered the helmet’s tinted visor.
“What do you two douche bags say we make this a fair fight?”
Willa renewed her efforts against the soldier before he was able to recover from whatever spell she had cast on him.
The other focused his attention on Tim. The crack in his dark visor only added to his menacing appearance. “You’re the shit I kicked around the other day, aren’t you? Looks like I’ll have to break both of your legs this time.”
“Give it your best shot, asshat.”
He grabbed the loose end of the chain in his free hand as the soldier ran toward him, the suit easily doubling the man’s speed. But Tim was ready for the attack and with his chemically enhanced reflexes he dodged to his right. The soldier was thrown off guard by Tim’s inhuman quickness, and Tim caught the man’s arm in the arc of the chain. Pulling with everything he had, he spun the arm behind the soldier’s back and shoved him against the wall. 
Tim’s newfound power was intoxicating, but the soldier’s mechanical strength still gave him an upper hand. The suit pushed off the wall with his free arm, pivoted, and landed a violent backwards kick to Tim’s chest. The ex-merc staggered from the blow, taking several steps back.
The exoskeleton attacked again, his fists two rockets. But Tim could handle a fight like this. He countered with a well-aimed jab. His chain-wrapped fist hit home, between the metal and cables of the exoskeleton. He felt a rib give way, but Tim’s attack was unrelenting, volleys of punches targeting the man’s kidneys. 
A groan seeped from the helmet.
“That’s right, you’re still just some dude under that cheater suit, aren’t you?”
The soldier crouched in a defensive position, which gave Tim the opening he had been waiting for. He vaulted over the grunt and grabbed onto a thick cable running from the suit’s shoulders to a pack on its back. As he landed, he pulled hard, the momentum adding to his strength. Sparks flew as the cable gave way.
The man took one step forward, then dropped under the weight of the suit. He strained, trying to get up, but the weight of several hundred pounds of dead mechanics dropped the man to the floor.
Ford walked behind the Mayor’s massive desk and flipped it on top of the man.
“Nature wins.” He grinned.
With one suit down, Tim turned to help Willa. But she was gone; the fallen body of a beaten soldier was all that remained. 
Tim knelt; pushing two fingers up underneath the helmet, he found a faint pulse.
“Just in case,” Tim said. With gritted teeth he jerked the cable from the soldier’s pack. If the man came to, he would likely be in no shape to fight, but without his armor it wouldn’t matter anyway. 
Clanging metal drew his attention to the adjoining room. Tim raced for the foyer.
“Eli,” he yelled. 
The metal monster had Elijah pinned against the wall. His friend’s feet dangled inches from the ground. 
“Holy shit,” Tim muttered.
The armored man turned, catching a glimpse of Ford. Elijah’s legs started to kick and jerk. Tim wasn’t sure if asphyxiation was a possibility for Elijah in this form, but he didn’t want to find out.
He fashioned his chain as a whip, and snapped a wave of steel at the soldier. The links clanged off the armor. 
No response. 
This would take something more. 
He wrapped both fists and applied the iron knuckles to the back of the soldier. Tim wasn’t sure, but he thought he heard something like a gravelly laugh. 
The thing swatted at him like a fly and sent Ford flying into a row of filing cabinets. 
Dazed, he crawled to his feet. There has to be a weak spot.
“Hey, Johnny 5, finish him off so I can have your full attention,” Tim yelled.
As the man turned, Tim kept his eye on the crease between the full-face helmet and the breastplate.
Bingo, bitch.
Turning back to Elijah, the soldier squeezed tighter. 
Without sparing a moment, Tim sprung. Crossing the room in three steps, Tim jumped onto the back of the giant. He flipped a loop of chain around its neck, and shifted it into the perfect spot. 
He pulled with all the strength he had and everything Chem had given him.
Dropping Elijah, the tank groped at Tim hanging off its back, its bulky arms struggling to reach. The suit tried a different approach. Turning, it drove itself backward into the wall. It battered Ford—crushing him between the metal armor and early twentieth-century plaster.
“Come on,” Tim yelled, pulling harder on the chain. He knew the chain was biting at human flesh. The two were racing to see which body would submit first.
A second time, and the soldier left a Tim Ford-shaped hole in the wall. 
Stars passed in front of his eyes. Whether Chem’s serum was wearing off or the assault on his body was just too much, he couldn’t tell. Tim looked across the room. Elijah lay motionless. He knew that if he didn’t end the fight soon, the tank would.
As the large suit slammed into the wall again, Tim reached out, grabbing for anything he could use. 
His hand found a piece of dangling lath.
“Last chance. Stop this now!” Tim pleaded.
For a fourth time the tank rammed its passenger. 
Tim was losing his grip on the chain. 
He had no other choice.
Forgive me.
Tim closed his eyes and stabbed the makeshift dagger between the armor’s plates.  The wood sunk deep into flesh; blood pumped out of the crack. Ford’s aim was true; the jugular was severed. The thing was human after all.
Tim let go and dropped to the floor. Hands on his knees, he tried to catch his breath as the suit stumbled forward.
It hit the floor and reached its enormous hands for the broken wood sticking from its neck. Failing, its arms dropped.
A faint voice crackled from the distorted mechanics. “Tim…”
A sick thought hit Ford harder than any attack from the tank.
Kneeling over the figure, he pulled on the helmet, finally wrenching it loose.
“No. No. No,” he screamed at the face as its blood slowly drained.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
 
 
 
 
 
“Dobbs,” Willa screamed. “Come out, you coward. Face me.”
Halogens flickered in the hall like a scary movie. The battle had done more damage to the building’s infrastructure than she realized. She stepped out into a larger room, where desks were separated by cubicles. Rage and years of misplaced anger raced through her veins. 
She knew the ensuing moments would change everything.
“Come on, Dobbs. I’m going to find you. Come out now and I’ll finish you fast. It won’t hurt.” Willa paused. “Much.”
Double doors swung open under a red flickering EXIT sign. Five guys in suits charged into the room. In the dim light, Willa could just make out the first two.
Shit, Rizzo’s crew.

Willa dove, taking cover behind a workspace divider. The pop of gunfire filled the air. They sounded more like toys than she expected, which would have made her laugh if it weren’t for the anger boiling in her stomach.
The spell danced in her mouth before she stood. Rolling out into the line of fire, she finished the poem:
“Who falls into the fire shall burn with heat.”
The first two men dove to the side. They had seen her spell-work before and knew what to expect. The three behind them weren’t so fortunate. Fire burst from her hands, plowing through the men like a chariot.
Those still standing kept their heads down. Willa assumed they’d split up, trying to take her on the flank. 
Think, Willa. 
The fight against the mech suits had taken its toll. She was losing focus, the words of power eluding her. Without the strength to muster a strong enough spell, hand-to-hand combat was her only option. But the guns made it difficult. She decided to move right, hoping to take one of them by surprise.
She turned the corner, right into the business end of a sawed-off shotgun.
“Don’t move. And if I hear even a whisper coming from you I blow your damn head off.” 
Willa stared back at the man. A smile slowly crept across her face.
“You think this is cute?” the man asked. “Dobbs wants you alive, but I’ll cut you in half if—”
A scaly hand cut off the goon in mid-speech. His double-barrel dropped from his hand and landed with a clatter. 
A pale, vaguely reptilian creature jerked back the man’s head by the hair. Yellow jagged teeth sunk into his jugular. 
Blood spewed everywhere as his body convulsed.
When the man’s legs stopped kicking, the monster looked up, giving Willa a horror-story smile. Blood ran down her neck and onto her chest.
“Thanks,” Willa said.
“My pleasure,” the creature replied, a harsh gurgle rolling off her tongue. 
“You must be Rita.”
She ignored her. “I’ll take care of the other one. You find our mayor.”
****
Dobbs was waiting for her in Robert Vinton’s office. Nothing had been moved since the man’s death. It was a memorial—either to Vinton’s life or the fast pace of the election cycle. Thick drapes were drawn, blocking out nearly any trace of natural light. The green shade of the desk lamp was directed at the door, causing Willa to squint upon entrance. The Mayor sat behind the glare, a gun trained on the magician.
“You guys and your guns,” Willa said.
Dobbs laughed. “Not all of us our blessed with your…skills. We’re going to finish this on my terms. I imagine after today I won’t be dealing with the Weil family any longer. Unless, of course, your father gets some kind of revenge lust too. But he doesn’t seem like the type. Hell, maybe we’ll just neutralize him anyway. Cleaner that way, really.”
Willa’s eyes narrowed. The thought of her father in danger pushed her over the edge.
Mayor Dobbs scanned the room, taking in the office of his former Chief of Staff. “I don’t get why people can’t understand how the world works.” He tilted the gun, pointing it around the room. “This, all of this, is the reality of the system. We do what needs to be done because others won’t. The political grind has been ugly since the beginning—but it’s worked. That’s what it means to be a civil servant—keep the nastiest shit behind closed doors. You’re a poet. Here are some lines for you: ‘Everyone sees what you appear to be, few experience what you really are.’ They are their own kind of magic.”
“Machiavelli died of disappointment months after the people rejected him.” Willa sneered. “You can only kill so many before people start to notice.”
“Now, that’s exactly right. I mean, one can’t be a serial killer and survive in the spotlight. One life here, one life there, that’s the method. The news cycle moves too quickly for anyone to be concerned for very long. But you and your friends, you’ve made an impression that’s sure to last.”
Dobbs leaned casually against the desk. He seemed entirely unconcerned with the carnage he’d unleashed just outside his office.
“I’ve followed your story, Willa. We’ve kept an eye on you for a long time. Even looked into that kid that was killed. What was his name? Sam?”
“Sean,” Willa said through clenched teeth.
“Sure. Whatever. See, no one remembers.”
Dobbs laughed. “Now, Kinnard, that little shit, he’s caused some trouble. People actually have started to believe his pipe dreams, but he’s got no sense of reality. Pittsburgh is a cold, hard place, and it takes someone just as tough to run it. Don’t you think?”
Willa stood motionless, ignoring the rhetorical question. 
She looked for an angle.
He continued. “Something needed to wake this city up. Thankfully, you and your freak friends gave me just what I needed. Actually, maybe it’s the chemist who was my true partner in crime. That serum of his sure took care of a lot of my problems. Like your grandfather, for instance…”
Willa moved to step forward but Dobbs raised his gun, locking her in place. 
“Come now, he was old and washed up anyway. His little group, the Vox Populi—what horseshit. His death was of little consequence to this city. But when people started talking about monsters, I thought, ‘Now there is something that might just hold their attention.’“
“I think a murderous mayor will hold it even better.”
“Maybe,” Dobbs said. “But I imagine things aren’t going to end that way. If my warriors don’t finish off your friends, the Rizzo crew will. Not to mention that with one phone call, I could have City Hall surrounded by the National Guard and every officer in the city. You kids might have a few tricks, but I have the real power.”
“You won’t get away with it.”
Dobbs laughed. “How cliché. Not only will I get away with it, but tomorrow, as I stand on the steps outside of this building with an arm in a brace, I’ll tell the story about how the monsters broke in. How a private security detail took them down and saved my life. Your fish friend doesn’t have the luxury of hiding her true nature. When I wheel her out in front of the public, my poll numbers will rise faster than a cock in a strip club.”
“You’re repulsive.”
“I know.” The Mayor grinned. “But it doesn’t really matter, does it?”
Willa’s mind raced. Her limitations were strict. If she were built like Elijah, maybe she’d be able to take the bullet. But not being able to move or speak was a problem. She wondered how good a shot Dobbs was. If she could just get to some cover she might stand a chance. 
“Good people won’t go away,” she said.
“Good people?” He laughed. “Is that what you teach your students? The white knight is the real urban legend here. Are you good, Professor? You’re out for justice? If I gave you a chance, you’d gut me right here on my desk. I dare say due process isn’t your first priority. What about your chemist friend? You think his work is for the people? No, people aren’t good. They’re just too weak to take what they want.” Dobbs waved around Vinton’s office. “Take Bobby, for instance. Now he had potential. That guy knew how to get stuff done, and I could count on him. But then he turned against us. Maybe it was conscience or fear of getting caught up in our web. I bet it was something else.”
“What’s that?”
“Opportunity. We’re all motivated by it, my dear. When I hired him, I knew I only had so long. Bobby was a hound dog who had caught a scent and nothing was going to stop that son of a bitch. But Vinton’s will to power gave me a perfect chance to increase my own. My ‘monsters’ beat him to a pulp and turned the whole thing around. Damn, that was good. Knocked it out of the park with Vinton’s death.”
A smile spread across Willa’s face. “Nothing like grabbing an opportunity when it presents itself.”
“Like low-hanging fruit,” the Mayor replied. “See, you get it.”
“That photo. Is that his family?” Willa nodded toward a spot on the bookshelf over Dobbs’ shoulder. 
As he turned to look at the nonexistent photograph, Willa dove for cover behind a love seat. The distraction worked, but not as well as she’d hoped.
The snap of gunfire and the smell of powder filled the room. 
Willa hit the ground. 
Opportunity presented itself and she took it—along with a .40 caliber slug in the shoulder.
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Tim dropped next to the mechanized soldier. Salty tears mixed with blood on his cheeks. Her face was dark from the sun of the South, but red blisters had boiled up, as if the sun had taken its toll. 
Her pupils dilated, as they looked at him.
“Ferocia Fatum Fugant,” she said, coughing at the effort.
Her face grew pale as its lifeblood drained. Paler than Tim Ford had ever seen it.
“Anna. I’m so sorry.”
The edges of her lips turned up just slightly. “Why do you think I didn’t kill you? That day. Back in the streets.” Her breathing was sporadic; the words came out in a stutter. “I didn’t think it would come to this, Tim. I didn’t sign up to fight you. You know, just making a buck.”
Tim pounded his thighs as he sat with his butt on his heels. “Why? Why did you do this?”
“We’ve done this for years, me and you. It’s the job, Tim. Don’t ask questions. Just do the job.” Her voice trailed off. Anna’s hand reached for Tim’s face but fell short. Her eyes became hollow. Then they stared toward nothing.
“Don’t leave me.” Tim Ford wiped tears from his cheeks with the back of his hands. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this.”
He watched her and waited. 
But there was nothing.
“Come back. Come back to me.”
Tim Ford threw his body on hers. But he and the woman he had always loved were separated by more than just a suit of metal armor.
 
 



CHAPTER FORTY
 
 
 
 
 
Elijah’s head pounded like he’d spent the week in Tijuana. 
His molten form had fallen off of him, leaving behind his frail, damaged body. Fighting the tech soldier had taken its toll, another reminder that he wasn’t impervious to attacks. If it hadn’t been for Tim, he’d have been crushed.
He walked through the office, observing the bloodbath that Willa and Rita had left behind. The quiet of the building sent chills through his still warm body. 
A sweater lay draped across the back of an office chair. He wrapped it around his lower body, a poor attempt at covering his nakedness. 
I’ve got to get Chem to make me some flame resistant, stretchy pants.

Voices, hardly audible, came from an office down the hall. Elijah hoped his friends would be among the living.
The strobe of flickering lights pushed the jackhammer in his head into overtime. Elijah prayed the fighting was over. He didn’t have much left in the tank.
The feeling of being the metal monster in shape and size but the historian in every other way was bizarre. Strength and confidence came with the power. But now, his normal self, with all of its fear and insecurities, could barely move. 
The thought of Willa in trouble urged him on.
A faint voice came from behind the door marked Robert Vinton. He gently pushed it open. Mayor Dobbs sat propped up against a towering bookshelf. Although his chin was high, the man looked barely conscious. A thin trickle of scarlet blood seeped from the side of his mouth.
Willa stood over him. She was nearly unrecognizable. Raged adorned her face. It had taken her over. The twisted face of the once-gentle poet snarled down on the broken man.
“I’ve been thinking about you,” Willa said, “ever since I learned the truth about my mother. You were just an idea at first, a concept I could direct my hatred towards. But now, that vision has a face and a name. Both of them will be struck from the record of the living today.”
Elijah stood breathless. The image of Brooke Alarawn kneeling on Van Pelt’s chest came rushing over him. He had pleaded with her not to kill him, but it was, in the end, an impossible request. 
It was happening all over again. 
His mouth opened to speak, but the words got lost along the way. 
The Mayor’s eyes grew wide. He laughed. “Do it. What are you waiting for? I’m not afraid to die.”
Willa’s eyes narrowed.
“And this will only solidify my dream.” Dobbs coughed; drops of blood spewed onto Willa’s legs. “Monsters killed the man trying to stop the monsters? How perfectly poetic, eh, Professor? This will only drive the one who comes after me harder. Make him stronger. Do it.”
The man was playing a game he had engaged in since early in life. It was his final move for survival. The historian realized the man’s insults were a last-ditch effort to save his life. It was tired reverse psychology, but deep down, Elijah hoped the gambit would work.
“Come on, you bitch. You’re just like your mother.”
Wrong move, Elijah thought. 
“Willa, no,” he screamed into the room.
The words interrupted her. She turned; her face softened at his presence and then contorted into confusion.
“You don’t want to do this. You don’t want to be like her. Brooke also thought she was fighting for justice. But in the end, she was just a monster, lost in her own bloodlust.”
Willa furrowed her brow. 
Elijah prayed he could win her, that he might just keep her hands from being bloodied with the guilty man’s life.
“You’re right, Elijah. You’re always right, aren’t you?” 
A smile crossed her face, but it wasn’t her own. 
The maniacal grin was alien.
Shit.
The Mayor’s shoulders dropped as he relaxed. He had taken the magician’s bait, fallen for her deceptive move. And Elijah knew she would enjoy the surprise ending all the more because of it.
Willa kicked Dobbs in the face. “But as this piece of shit knows, right isn’t always the best path.”
The man reach up and held his nose. Fear filled his eyes. 
Willa’s face was granite.
“No!” the historian shouted. But her lips started to move.
“’The charge is old’?—As old as Cain – as fresh as yesterday;
Old as the Ten Commandments – have ye talked those laws away?
If words are words, or death is death, or powder sends the ball,
You spoke the words that sped the shot – the curse be on you all.”
A woman screamed somewhere behind Elijah, her voice washing out Dobbs’ final cries. 
But Elijah barely heard her. 
Willa’s words drowned out all else.
 



CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
 
 
 
 
 
Chem stared through the oculars of the microscope, trying to make sense of the odd results. To say that this sample of Tim Ford’s blood was different from the one taken just before the fight would be an understatement. 
The compound inside of him had broken down entirely. Chem lifted his head and sighed. In one form or another, he had been working on this cocktail for over two years. It had taken manifold iterations, but he thought that, with the magician’s aid, he had finally accomplished what he had set out to do.
Part of him despised her magic and what it was able to accomplish in the lab, but mostly he had been pleased that his life work was taking shape—even if that shape resembled a juiced-up superkiller. But strength and speed were only part of his goal. The healing affects were also profound. When Tim leapt off his table, seemingly unfazed by the bloody beating he had received just hours before, Chem saw true power.
But now, as the compound receded, a downward spiral of physical deterioration had taken over Ford’s battered frame.
The man looked like hell.
Tim sat behind Chem on the discarded love seat, likely left behind by a resident from the 70s. Ford’s pain was palpable; his uncharacteristic silence set a weird vibe over the lab. The chemist wasn’t sure if his brooding was caused by the chemical changes occurring in his bloodstream, or if the impetus had a simpler solution. 
Tim Ford had just killed his old friend and occasional lover. 
It was a perfect storm.
Chem considered asking about Anna, but his social skills met their limit just beyond small talk and dick jokes. Grief counseling certainly wouldn’t make it onto his curriculum vitae.
“How are you feeling?” Chem asked, not taking his eyes off the microscope.
“I’ve never felt worse,” Tim groaned.
“Physically, I mean.”
The basement smelled like mildew, more so now after a few days of rain. How do I work in these conditions?
“Yeah. That’s what I meant,” Tim said. “After you juiced me up with that stuff, I felt like a million bucks. I could do nearly anything. And…well…I did.” 
Chem turned and watched Ford’s eyes fall on his knees.
“Yeah, man. Um, sorry about that. It’s terrible.”
Tim laughed, which caught Chem off guard. “She was a soldier for hire. I did it for years too. Anna was just trying to make bank. Anyone working for Blackbow knows they’re doing some shady business. None of us are dumb. The other night, I did what I had to, but I just can’t believe she’s gone. Thought about talking her out of the company. You know, try to get her to go legit.”
Chem sighed; the therapy session made him uneasy. 
“Yeah. You did what was right. You didn’t know.” Chem paused, assuming he had said enough. “So, tell me more about how you feel.”
Tim grinned. Chem realized the man wanted his counsel as much as he wanted to give it. “Low energy. Everything that was sore before is even worse now. I can hardly move. But the damned strangest thing…” He trailed off.
“What?”
“You ever try quitting something, Chem?”
“Like my teaching position?”
“Nah, man. I mean like a habit or addiction or something. I tried to quit this stuff once,” Tim pointed to the bump on his lip—the place Copenhagen called home. “That withdrawal was the worst. I was tense all the time, yelling at people and shit. Not to mention I got really nervous about things, unsettled. Finally, I thought I’d risk cancer just to feel normal again.”
“OK…”
“That’s how I feel. Like I’m going through some serious withdrawal.”
Chem jotted down notes as Tim talked, then scratched his temple with the graphite tip of the pencil. “Interesting,” he said, mostly to himself.
“That doesn’t sound great,” Tim said. “Does it?”
“Not sure. Mind if we juice you up again?”
“I thought you’d never ask.”
Chem drew more of the compound into a clean syringe. He hoped Willa’s magic remained in the virgin solution, but he was working in uncharted territory. There were no peer-reviewed papers on enhancing chemical reactions with magic. Starting a stopwatch on his phone, he pushed the needle into Tim’s arm and slowly depressed the plunger. 
“Let me know when you start feeling something.”
Tim laughed. “I already do, Dr. Strangelove. Unless it’s in my noggin.”
Chem wrote down a few more things and turned back to the microscope. “Could be a placebo. Keep me posted.”
“Will do.” Tim stood to leave, then nodded behind Chem. “You have a visitor, Doc.”
Chem turned, finding Rita positioned behind him in her yellow raincoat. He swallowed hard and took a step back.
“Damn, girl, I’m going to put a cowbell around your neck.”
Rita said nothing. She pressed a jet-black jump drive into his palm, then retreated into the shadow. A chill ran down his spine as her scales brushed the back of his hand.
Chem raised his eyebrows. “What’s this?”
“A thank you for rescuing me.” Her thin mouth turned into something unrecognizable—almost a smile.
“This is all of it?” Chem asked, lifting the drive to inspect it.
“The only copy.”
Chem reached out and grabbed Rita’s shoulder. He squeezed her arm, encased in the rubbery jacket. “Thanks.”
Without a response, Rita pivoted toward the basement window.
“Oh, and Rita…”
She looked over her shoulder.
“They made me save you.” Chem winked.
 



CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
 
 
 
 
 
In February, the Steel City was shaken to its core by an alleged battle waged in the shadow of the iconic PPG Tower. The incident forced us to question what we know about our world, required us to confront dark parts of ourselves and our city. Worst of all, it made us feel afraid. 
Many of us have walked in terror since.
And during this season of trepidation, we searched for help. We needed a leader, and we found one in City Hall. Our citizenry looked to the strongest man we could find and listened to old sources of popular wisdom, in hope of a return to normalcy, a reclamation of the status quo. 
But this new normal resembled the worst of the old. Deceit trumped truth. Fear and hatred divided us when unity ought to have been our response. 
From the crucible of fear, pain, and loss, we emerged weaker than ever.
We abdicated our moral responsibilities as citizens and gave up our freedoms in order to find revenge. We became the very monsters we feared. Mayor Dobbs, desperate to improve his chance at reelection, fabricated a fictional thriller starring powerful creatures who threatened to destroy our city. But this story, which we’re all too familiar with, was a sham. With high-tech puppetry and old-fashioned smoke and mirrors, Dobbs and his lackeys put one over on all of us. 
It was a deception ripped from Oz. 
But this myth came at a cost. Very real blood was spilt in order to keep the lie going and eventually, the monster turned on its master—the man behind the curtain—and Dobbs paid the ultimate price for the power he sought.
Might the fearmongering of Dobbs, and of any leader that dares heighten fear of the other for the sake of their own advancement, remind us of who we really are and warn us of who we are all able to become. 
Monsters exist. 
But they exist only within our own hearts.
Willa finished reading out loud and closed the lid to her laptop. 
She winced as she leaned to place the computer off to the side. They’d considered the ER only for a moment; explaining the wound would reveal too much. Chem showed extra care removing the bullet, but her entire shoulder still ached. 
“And that’s it,” she said to the historian, who was settled into the couch. “No mention of us. She cast the blame for everything, even what happened last year, all at Dobbs’ feet.”
Elijah only nodded. Willa wondered what it meant.
She was not the only one suffering from the battle in City Hall. Elijah’s face was still spotted with carmine splotches of dried blood. She imagined only some of it was his. Nasty blisters covered his hairless arms. Gray tufts had formed over his temples, a new mark of the transformation. 
 The turning took its toll.
She leaned back. Every muscle throbbed, testifying to the reality of the events of the previous day. Without the physical evidence she might have believed it a dream.
“How do you feel?” Elijah asked.
Willa expected judgment, but his soft eyes told her it wouldn’t be found in him—not on that day.
“Empty.”
“Empty?”
“Yeah. I mean, I’m fine. But I feel something less than what I expected. Maybe I need some time to understand what the hell happened to me—what I did.”
Elijah let the comment hang in the silent room. 
Willa continued. “I feel mostly sad. I didn’t expect that. I’ve been planning for Dobbs’ death for months—even before I knew who it was I hated. Now I just keep thinking of my grandfather.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. It’s strange,” Willa said, stroking Cat, who had occupied her lap. “Last year, before he died, he told me that using powers to change the world changes us instead. I thought he was a madman. Now, I know he was a sage.”
“Maybe he was both.”
“Hmmm?” Willa looked 
“The madman,” Elijah said. “Sometimes he’s right. It was another madman who said, ‘This tremendous event is still on its way, still wandering; it has not yet reached the ears of men.’ It might not quite count as poetry, but there’s power in those words. Even though Jillian covered for us, the world has changed. Maybe it takes a madman to see it.”
Willa stared at him and waited for the historian to continue. She pictured him standing in front of a chalkboard.
“I’m not saying that everything your grandfather said was gospel. I’m sure it wasn’t. But I imagine he got a few things right along the way. It’s like the academy. When we become a disciple of a certain thinker, we hang on every word as if it’s the capital-T truth. But they’re human. Fallible. We have to take their wisdom with a grain of salt.” Elijah paused and looked at an invisible dot on the wall, then turned to Willa. “Everything is changing. But not all change is bad. We need to guide this evolution.” A faint smile rose on the historian’s lips. “Funny she mentioned the crucible. I was lecturing last week about crucibles.”
“In the mills?” Willa asked.
“Yeah. The crucible is a place of extreme heat, hot enough to melt down the iron ore and burn off its impurities. But it also keeps the molten steel from running wild. It’s a tool for change: powerful, dangerous, but safe when guided by a wise technician. That’s where Pittsburgh is now, in the crucible.” He paused again. “Maybe we can control the environment, maintain it until it’s ready.”
Willa started to reply but paused, hearing footsteps coming down the hall. Rhett entered the room and leaned against the doorjamb.
The poet scowled at him, then turned away. It would take time before she forgot how easily his manipulation worked on her.
Elijah stood, leaving the confines of the La-Z-Boy chair with a grunt. “It’s okay, Rhett. Come on in. We were just catching up.”
Rhett sat easily in the uncomfortable folding chair against the wall. The man’s composure pissed her off. His crisp suit and perfectly sculpted hair stood out in stark contrast to the beat-up academics recovering in the living room. They had been through a war; he looked like he’d just returned from the spa.
Willa looked him up and down. “What was up with your journalist?”
“Jillian?”
“Yeah. I just read her post.”
“Thought it was really good, myself. Artful, even—I mean, for a blogger.”
“Seriously, why did she lie for us?” Willa asked.
“Did she?”
“She was there. She saw what happened, yet she didn’t write about me or Elijah or Tim or Rita. Her story wasn’t true.”
Tim laughed. “Depends on your perspective, I guess. She told a version of the truth, just shaded some of the nuance. You know, like your girl Emily, ‘Tell all the truth but tell it slant.’”
“Impressive,” the poet said. “But don’t forget, ‘The truth must dazzle gradually, or every man be blind.’”
Elijah had been trying to stay out of the conversation. But Rhett’s last point piqued his curiosity. “But what did she gain by it?”
“Of course, the historian would ask that.” Rhett rubbed his hands together. “Let’s just say that I convinced her that writing about you would not be good for anybody. Us or her.”
Willa shot out of her chair. Every muscle screamed, but she ignored them. “You can’t just force people to do what you want, Rhett.” 
“Easy there, Professor. I’m not sure you’re the one who should be lecturing me about ethics. I saw your moral compass scatter a man’s brains against the wall.” He leaned over and picked up Cat, who had jumped to the floor after Willa’s outburst. “And I didn’t force her do anything. I just asked her to trust me.” Rhett winked at Willa. 
She paced the room, imagining what his nose would look like if she broke it.
He continued, ignoring her brooding. “Anybody can influence people. And I’m one of the best. But no one can subvert the will completely. Part of her wanted Dobbs to take the fall. I simply gave her a nudge in the right direction. Listen, you and that guy,” he jutted his chin at Elijah, “you two have powers, and nobody asks you to justify them. But I’m good with people. Do you want to use that to our advantage or are you going to let another personal grudge get in the way?”
His words stung worse than her wounds. Willa stopped her pacing and collapsed back into the sofa. Elijah kept his eyes trained on his feet.
No one made eye contact for what felt like forever. The silence was uncomfortable, but Willa didn’t want to be the one who broke it.
Finally Elijah did. “What’s coming next? You said your brother can feel things, that he’s influenced by the future. So, what do we do now?”
Rhett rubbed his face with his palms, sighing into their creases. “I haven’t seen Paul in a while. Sometimes, well, sometimes I don’t know what to make of him. He’s here one second and gone another. He doesn’t seem to get attached to things like I do.”
“Can we meet him?” Elijah asked.
“Maybe. But only on his terms. His abilities are quite impressive, but I don’t think we should count on them, I’m sad to say.”
Elijah sighed. “Well, it would be nice to know what to expect, how to prepare. We’re flying in the dark with all of this.”
Cat collapsed in a fit of purring as Rhett continued to pet the creature. “I think we can take a page from your book on this one, Professor. If we want to know what’s coming down the road, then we should probably look to the past. Sooner or later, it’s going to repeat itself. And when it does, we’d better sure as hell be ready.”
 



EPILOGUE 
 
 
 
 
 
Boxes of cheap liquor lined the concrete walls of the dark, dank room. A moldy smell emanated from somewhere in the ceiling, probably connected with the dark water marks covering the drop tile. It didn’t bother him. Years of luxury hadn’t softened his resolve, and this place reminded him of home; though, he barely remembered where that was.
Other than boxes of booze, the twenty by twenty space held two tattered, mismatching recliners and an old school television, with a screen hardly big enough to justify its existence. 
Cheering garbled out of the tiny speakers. “No, no. Thank you,” a young man crooned to the crowd which snapped to attention at the sound of his voice. “This isn’t about me, it’s about you. It’s about Pittsburgh. Now, some say I am standing here on this stage only because of the terrible things that happened to Mayor Dobbs. That’s hard to say. As a community we mourn his loss. But today is not a day to look to the past. No, it’s time to look toward the future. It is a time to dream and imagine all that Pittsburgh can be. Today is the first step in a long journey toward a better tomorrow.”
Rapture took over the crowd. 
The man in the storeroom looked past Kinnard and narrowed his eyes at a familiar figure sitting on the platform behind the new mayor. The speechwriter was good looking—the finest on the stand. He smiled and clapped his leather driving gloves along with the crowd.
Rage took over, and the large man swung a granite fist at the screen. The tube television exploded, sending sparks through the air.
“Rex, this isn’t like you.”
The bald man spun and faced the sound of the familiar voice. He tilted his head, satisfied with the cracking of his neck. Composure always returned quickly, though he was embarrassed about losing his cool in front of the man. 
He ignored the small trickle of blood making its way down the back of his hand.
“Dobbs was our best shot,” Rex replied. “I’ve been working this angle for years. A lot of resources were poured into that corpse, not to mention the tech program. It was in its final stages, nearly perfect. But that bastard got impatient. Power hungry.”
“Come on, Rex. We’re all power hungry, aren’t we? Dobbs had a pulse, just like you and I. We should have seen it coming.” The man smiled. His aged frame was bent, but Rex knew there was a power in the bag of bones that most would never recognize. The old man was time-tested like few others. And while many considered him a coward, Rex knew his power—or at least he thought he did. Experience had cautioned him when it came to those like his companion.
“Dobbs was weak,” the old man continued. “He could barely hold onto what little power we gave him. His foolishness might have cost us everything. If the magician was less hateful, she could have taken her time and gotten some real information from him—information about us. Think of the consequences. We should count it as a blessing that the man was weaker than we expected.” 
“I never pictured her as the killing type.” 
The old man smirked, “She wanted to kill you. Is your memory that short?”
Rex’s large eyes became vacant. He recalled the fight at the PPG Tower. 
A smile crossed his face.
“No,” he said. “I’ve faced killers. She isn’t one of them, or at least she wasn’t in February.”
“Well, I pushed her in the right direction then.” He smiled, sending a chill down Rex’s spine. “She was Plan B all along, and now that we've seen what she and her friends are capable of, I'm glad we're taking this path. Under my influence, she’ll be the perfect weapon. This might work out better than we thought.”
“Then what's our next move?” Rex asked. The man’s confidence eased Rex’s fears, but the plan had changed and he required orders.
“Ever been to China, Rex?” The man’s smile remain on his waxen face. “You’re going for a brief visit with our old colleague, Mr. Fong. The last time we spoke, I sensed some hesitation on his part. Help him remember his loyalty.”
Rex wrung his hands and cracked his knuckles. “I'm sure that can be arranged. What’s your move?”
“Things are advancing rapidly. I need to arrange a meeting with our friend on the inside to let him know that the final initiative is now in effect.”
Rex nodded, then glanced around the room. “Why do you always insist on meeting here? There are far nicer places.””
The smile melted from the man’s face. “This is where it began, all those years ago. He brought us here, convinced us we could be heroes. Convinced us of our powers. Edwin was intoxicating. We were all drawn in. But he was a damned fool. He reaped what he sowed. He was weak.”
“He had power over you, Dr. Crane.”
“Yes, he did for a time.” A scowl spread across Mallory Crane’s face. “But he’s dead. And I’m going to use his granddaughter to destroy everything he worked so hard to restore.”
The old man stood and limped to the door. Looking back at Rex, he said, “Once she has fulfilled my plans….she's all yours.”
****
Thanks for reading The Crucible. 
 
Don’t worry, Elijah, Willa, and Chem’s adventures continue in The Casting, Book 3 of The Steel City Heroes Series. 
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