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Dedication


To my husband, Roger, who introduced me to comics.

Just one more way you changed my life forever.


 












Part One
Thieves and Liars

 












Chapter One

 

I slouched as I walked, phone held to my ear, looking to anyone who happened to see me as if I was deep in conversation with someone. I spoke in a low voice, despite the fact that there was no one on the line. To anyone who passed, I looked like your typical college-age chick, probably arguing with her boyfriend over something stupid. The large trees flanking the narrow street rained leaves down onto the pavement and perfectly manicured lawns. Large red maple leaves, along with the occasional bright yellow birch leaf, were plastered to the wet concrete beneath my feet. Porch lights cast a cold, eerie glow in the misty darkness, and a biting wind whipped my hair into my face.

I kept walking, talking. I barely glanced at the mansion as I walked past it, even though it felt like every cell in my body was aware of it. It’s like being a junkie and knowing, just goddamn knowing, that there’s a fix nearby. The adrenaline was already flowing, my heart pumping. I bounced a little on the balls of my feet as I paused, still playing the role of “girl on the phone.”

There. I bit back a grin. My little jammer, the tiny device I’d made from parts I’d snatched from Radio Shack, had done its job yet again. The security system in the McMansion behind its emerald hedges and pristine ultra-green lawn was as useless as the locks they’d undoubtedly installed on the doors and windows.

There wasn’t much that could keep me out.

I probably had about half an hour, tops, before anyone came around. I’d been casing the place for a couple of weeks now, primarily with the two tiny cameras I’d installed in the shrubbery. I could monitor the comings and goings, figure out their routine. These people weren’t home a whole lot, some finance jackhole and his vapid little redheaded girlfriend. They had a security guy who came by regularly, but he wasn’t nearly as regular when the redhead wasn’t around.

I did grin to myself then. It was the uniform. The finance guy had paid for the chick’s boobs, but I’d caught her dragging the security guard into the house at least twice.

Anyone watching would see the blonde girl take the phone away from her ear and look at it in dismay, then walk quickly away, as if, maybe, she just wanted to get home. I was so damn good at this by now, it was second nature. I could pretend to be anybody, anything, knowing that a payday was around the corner.

Mama had bills to pay. Tuition was due in two weeks, and I knew a few people who could use a favor. I looked at the mansion out of the corner of my eye as I turned the corner. These bitches wouldn’t miss whatever I managed to take from them. Not the way any of my people would.

I strolled a few blocks, turned a corner, and ducked into a little diner where I’d stowed some essentials. A couple of minutes later, I walked out the alley exit wearing a dark gray, over-sized hoodie, a black scarf covering my hair. Gloves on my hands.

No one even gave me a second look as I jogged through the neighborhood. The house behind the mansion, one of them anyway, was empty and had been for the past month. I pulled the hood up over my head, pulled the black scarf I had around my neck up over my mouth and nose, so only my eyes were visible. After checking around, I went up the driveway as if I had every damn right to be there, then quickly pulled myself up onto the wall that separated the neighbor’s yard from the mansion’s sprawling grounds.

No dogs. The redhead was not an animal person, and I was grateful. Always made my job easier.

I smiled under the scarf. They had glass back doors. It was practically like being invited to rob them.

I glanced around the edges of the patio, which were lined with large stones. I guess it was supposed to look rustic, or natural, or something. I bent and picked up one of them, hefted it in my palm. I double-cheked to make sure that my jammers were still in effect, then used the rock to bash in the pane of glass closest to the door knob. Once it was broken, all I had to do was reach in, turn the lock, and let myself in.

I smirked as I made my way through the kitchen. Typical rich people bullshit. Espresso maker that cost more than my mother made in a year, refrigerator that would hold enough food to feed my whole damn neighborhood. Marble floors and counters. And where there wasn’t marble, there was stainless steel. Cold-ass rich people, I thought.

I passed by the electronics and other crap in the living room. I couldn’t carry it and it wasn’t enough of a moneymaker.

I made my way up the stairs, to the bedrooms. It was easy to find the master, its double doors open at the end of the hallway, overlooking the lake.

Of course.

I quickly rifled through the dressers and through the boxes on the dressing table and closets. By the time I was done, my pockets bulged comfortingly with gold, diamonds, and other gems. They’d even left a folded wad of cash in a dresser drawer.

I estimated what I’d managed to grab already. Couple thousand worth, probably. I glanced at the dressing table. Pictures in crystal frames, of the redhead and the finance guy, his hair dyed an unnatural shade of black for a man his age. Behind them, a necklace hung on a silver jewelry tree, diamonds and rubies twinkling in the meager light coming from outside. I snatched it and headed out. Time was running out. I jogged out of the room, down the hallway, and back down the stairs.

My foot had just hit the bottom step when I saw bright headlights sweeping across the front of the house. A quick glance out the large front window showed the last thing I wanted to see: three black and white squad cars, doors opening, officers making their way toward the house.

My life had been so much easier at the beginning of my burgling career. With everyone so worried about superpowered people, the occasional burglary here and there seemed like nothing.

But do it often enough, and soon everybody’s out to make an example of you.

Goddamnit.

I crept low, keeping out of the sight of anyone who happened to be looking in the front windows. I slunk toward the back of the house, back to the kitchen. Flashlights bobbed near the back door, likely exposing my handiwork.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

My heart pounded, and I forced myself to calm down. This wasn’t the first time I’d screwed up like this. They were still outside. I was inside, and I knew the house.

I knew about the passage underneath that connected it to the gatehouse of the mansion across the street. A gatehouse that was never used. It was just a storage building, now. Two houses, built by old Detroit Mafia family members, the tunnel made to connect the houses without anyone having to go out in the open. Still there. Still functional. They’d had tours through it, when the local historical society did their “rumrunning weekend” thing. It had been in the news.

I do my goddamn homework.

Even if they realized which house this was, that it had the tunnel, I’d be long gone.

I heard the sounds of radios outside, the low timbre of male voices, and I crept to the basement door and slipped down the stairs. There. To the left was a heavy-looking oak door. I glanced around. I could make it even easier on myself, maybe. There was a recliner nearby. If I moved it in front of the door, I might buy myself a few seconds. I pulled it in front of the door, as if it was meant to be there, then I flipped the lock on the door and stepped through. When I closed it, the dark swallowed me whole.

I stood there for a second, sucking air into my lungs. Not fear, though. Exhilaration, excitement. The rush was almost as rewarding as the money itself.

I grinned, then jogged down the tunnel, my hands out ahead of me so I wouldn’t crash face-first into the door at the other end of the tunnel. When I reached it, it opened easily, just as I knew it would.

I’d ensured that it would be unlocked. Escape routes. It’s why I’d been at this for over four years and was still in business. It was why metro Detroit’s rich and twisted feared me. I was a ghost.

A ghost who made off with all of their good shit.

 

 

 

I popped into the gatehouse, crouched, and glanced across the street. Five police cars were lined up in the winding driveway. Searchlights flooded the front of the house, and all around it, flashlights bobbed as they searched for the burglar who had eluded police time and time again. I would have loved to stay and watch longer. I always loved that moment when they realized they’d lost me somehow. This was too close, though. Time to move, now, before they thought to look around. As far as they knew, I was still in the house.

I took the hoodie off and folded it neatly over my arm, pulled the scarf off of my face and hair. I glanced at my phone, then down the street.

There. Right on time.

The bus slowed as it neared the stop at the corner. I held my hand up as I walked casually down the driveway, not drawing the attention of anyone across the street. I stepped onto the bus, paid my fare, and smiled at the driver.

“What’s goin’ on over there?” the elderly driver asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “They all just pulled up over there a few minutes ago.”

“Probably that burglar,” he said with a grunt.

I made a look of wide-eyed horror. “You think so?”

He nodded, pulled the door closed. “Big house like that? It was him. More damn power to him, too,” he muttered as he pulled away from the curb.

I settled into a seat near the center of the bus. I barely gave all of the police cars a glance as we drove past. Instead, I looked at my phone without seeing it and relished the feel of Mama’s rent and medical bill payments in my pockets. I glanced up, and the advertisement right in front of where I was sitting was one of those reminders you see on billboards and on telephone poles all over the city. A photo of StrikeForce, our local superhero team, standing in some dumbass comic book “hero” pose, looking like absolute morons. Their leader, Alpha, stands at the front, and the text below helpfully reminds us that StrikeForce is here to help. The fact that StrikeForce loses pretty much every fight they get into with our local supervillains doesn’t seem to have made the advertising copy. Imagine that.

Two bus changes later, and I got off at a stop a couple of miles away from my house. I never wanted to get too close, just in case anyone somehow figured out what I was up to. My stomach turned, my hands shook. The adrenaline was wearing off, and it was hitting me, how goddamn close that had been.

I took a deep breath, and walked, and put my hand around the pepper spray in my pocket. The last thing I needed now was some asshole trying to mug me. It had only happened once before. My neighbors watched out for me. Not that they knew anything. They knew that when they needed help, they could come to me. If I was in a few-block vicinity of my house, I was generally safe. I was the neighborhood sweetheart, the quiet young woman who was finally going to get out, the sweetie who always lent a hand if they needed it, the pretty girl who needed to find a nice man. I was known as someone you could come to if you needed a couple of bucks, because unlike just about everyone in my neighborhood, I had a job, and a decent one. I was college educated, and my Mama had raised me right.

That was what they thought. And I was more than fine with that.

“Hey, Jolene,” Robbie Davis called from his driveway, where he and three of his friends were gathered around Robbie’s Harley.

“Hey,” I called.

“You see this baby?” he asked, gesturing to the bike.

“Nice, man.”

“You wanna go for a ride?”

His friends whistled and made motions with their hands, and I stuck my middle finger up.

“I didn’t mean like that,” he said.

“Sure you didn’t,” his friend Lamar said with a laugh. We went to the same gym. Lamar was one of the few guys who still agreed to spar with me. “Don’t mess with her, man. Jolene could bench press any one of us.”

“Right,” Robbie said with an eye roll.

“Do you even lift, bro?” I asked with a smirk. “Seriously, nice bike, though. Tell Nicole I said hey.”

“Will do.”

“She doing all right?”

“She is. Thanks again for… uh. You know,” he said, looking uncomfortable.

I waved it off. “No biggie. She was really nice to me in high school. I remember that.”

“We’ll pay you back.”

I shook my head. “If you want, when you want. I’m not waiting around for it. Okay?”

He nodded again, a look of relief crossing his face. “Thanks.”

I nodded and walked on, glancing around. It was impossible not to compare the squalor in my neighborhood with the perfect, manicured place I’d just been. There were no emerald green lawns here, no stone walls. Sure the hell weren’t any mansions. Cars on cinder blocks, single-wides with cheap plastic chairs on the lawns. The gravel roads were lined with old, rusty cars. Friday nights, you could count on at least one visit from the Warren PD. I stuck my hands back in my pockets, hunched my shoulders and headed for our trailer, at the end of Perdition Lane.

Whoever had designed the park had had a fucking hilarious sense of humor. Perdition, Salvation, Purgatory Lanes wound their way between the trailers. Most likely, it was the same types of assholes who lived in the neighborhoods I robbed. Slumlords, making their money off of desperation.

I clenched my jaw and walked the curve, and our trailer came into view. My Mama had done the best she could. We’d lived in a decent little house before my dad had died. Heart attack, and I still prayed my thanks for it. He’d been at his place on the assembly line and just keeled over. It had been both a relief and a heartbreak for Mama. Relief, because she didn’t have to fear his fists anymore. Heartbreak, because sometimes smart women do stupid things, like love someone who’s nothing but bitterness and anger.

That’s not saying that she didn’t keep going, for me. We’d lost the house, despite the fact that she’d taken on two jobs. She still worked both of them, wouldn’t quit no matter how much I told her she could cut back, that I would help.

“Finish college, Jolene. Make a life for yourself. That’s all I want,” she told me, every time I told her to count on me. She’d only just recently started letting me pay for groceries, especially after I told her that I’d found a nice job near campus. The medical bills, I intercepted and paid before she even saw them. Diabetes was a bitch. Dialysis was another bitch. The car accident she’d been in, the surgeries afterward, had just been the icing on the cake. She refused to take it easy, no matter what I said. Someday, she’d retire, and she’d live the way she should finally be able to.

Our little yellow and white trailer was well kept. Nice little garden beds in front, everything neat and clean. Mama always had tried to make sure we took pride in our home, no matter where we lived. Our house was spotless, neat, and comfortable. I was raised with manners, no matter how often I forgot them. I knew how to act when I needed to behave.

I unlocked the front door and clicked on the lamp just inside. The living room, kitchen, and little banquette seating area were all visible from the front door. Toward the back, there were two bedrooms and a little bathroom. That was it. Five hundred square feet for my mom and me. We’d done okay. I wanted so much more.

I pulled shades, glanced at the note on the refrigerator.

“Mac and cheese in the oven,” it said. “Love, Mama.” I shook my head. No matter how many times I told her not to cook for me, she did it.

I went back to my room, pulled the shades in there, and then finally emptied my pockets onto my dark blue bedspread. The jewelry glittered against it, almost seeming to mock the cheapness of the fabric. Three necklaces, four rings, six bracelets, some cufflinks. All of it really good shit. I’d have to pay Luther a visit tomorrow, see what I could get for it.

I pulled the roll of bills out of my other pocket, tossed it onto the bed. I opened my bottom dresser drawer, then pulled up the false bottom I’d put in, under my sweaters. I set in my frequency jammer, making sure it was powered off, then the jewelry. I pulled off my gloves and scarves, and put them in there as well.

Then I picked up the roll of bills again, fanned it out and counted it.

“Jackpot,” I murmured.

Tuition was paid, looked like.

I put the bills in the false bottom, put everything back on top of it, then went out to the kitchen and scooped some of my mom’s mac and cheese into a bowl. I ate it, standing at the kitchen counter. I picked up the remote and flicked on the little TV in the living room. The Red Wings were playing, and I left that on as I ate.

I felt like I could breathe again. My mom’s bills would get paid. One more good score, and they’d be paid off completely. Tuition for my last semester at U of D would be paid.

There was more I had to do, too. It was time to move out, mostly so I wouldn’t run the risk of my mother finding the stuff I hid in my dresser. Most likely, it was past time. Every day I spent living there was another day that I risked being found out or bringing the heat down on Mama, just because I lived with her and did what I did. I had kept putting it off, telling myself Mama needed me around. But I know better. It’s me. I have no problem admitting I’m a Mama’s girl.

So I should add a security deposit for an apartment to the things I could do now, I thought with a grimace.

I could even afford to spread the love a little, after this job.

As I glanced around, my gaze landed on my stack of textbooks on the dining room table. I had chapters to read, notes to take.

I washed my dishes, made sure the porch light was on for Mama, then settled onto the lumpy couch in the living room on my stomach, my notebook and textbook in front of me, and I got to work. I had to at least try to focus on reading about urban policy and planning, no matter how much my body was still buzzing from my near run-in with the cops, the unmistakable high that came from pulling of yet another job.

Number thirty-nine. Nearly forty in four years. In that time, almost a quarter of a million dollars in stolen goods. It was probably worth even more than that, but there was Luther’s cut to figure into it. It wasn’t easy to find someone reliable to fence shit, but Luther was something special.

As I read, my mind wandered. Four years. Would I still be doing this stuff when I was thirty? Forty? Once I’d graduated and started working in a more official capacity with community groups?

I hoped so. There was nothing like it. Nothing like taking the shit the rich couldn’t really appreciate and turning it into something that people like my family and our neighbors needed. I knew I was supposed to feel guilty. I just didn’t give a fuck. It’s not like any of them, any of the people I stole from, gave a damn about any of us. Insurance would pay for the things they’d lost. I just couldn’t manage to feel sorry for it.

After a while, I let my face rest against my notebook and closed my eyes. Just for a little while, I told myself.

I woke a while later to a gentle hand on my shoulder, the antiseptic scent that clung to Mama’s hospital scrubs.

“Did you eat, Jo?” she asked when she saw that I was awake. I peered up at her and nodded. My mom was a nice looking lady. Blond hair, like me, eyes that reminded me of the cobalt tiles I’d seen in some of the buildings downtown. She wasn’t a skinny woman, but she was soft and comforting. The Type 1 diabetes she’d lived with her whole life, the hard life she’d lived after my dad died should have made her bitter. It sure the hell had made me that way. But she was sweet, gentle. Patient, which was something I’d never be.

“It was good. Thanks, Mama. You know you don’t have to do that,” I said, sitting up. She waved it off and went into the bathroom. A few seconds later, I could hear the shower running, and I got up, stacked my books and notebook back on the table, and went into the kitchen. I pulled a bowl out of the cupboard and put some mac and cheese in it, added a sprinkle of cheese to the top, and put it in the microwave. I fixed a small side salad, set the dressing bottle on the table, then set the table. I poured a glass of milk and then grabbed Mama’s pill case, laid out the three she was supposed to take with dinner next to her glass. By the time she was out of the bathroom, her hair wrapped in a towel, I had the table set and her dinner waiting.

She gave me a quick hug before she sat down, and then we sat together at the small table. The TV was still on. Eleven o’clock news.

“How was work?” I asked.

“Same as always. Long,” she said with a smile. She popped the pills into her mouth and gulped down some milk. “How’s your studying going?”

“Boring,” I said. “But it’s the beginning, intro stuff. That’s always boring.”

She nodded. We chatted while she ate, and then, after I cleared the table and she washed her dishes, we went into the living room.

“You want me to braid your hair?” she asked.

“Please,” I said. I didn’t know, after all these years, whether this was something she needed or something I needed. Maybe it was both. She felt like she was taking care of me, and I felt like a little girl again under my mother’s careful attention. The feel of her fingernails gently scraping my scalp as she sectioned my hair, the light pull as she braided my long tresses. The first time she’d done this for me had been the night my dad had died, and I’d somehow understood, even then, that she was looking for something to make her feel sane, useful. Something concrete to hold onto. She was better now, but this was one of our things. I thought again of the money and jewelry in my dresser.

“Mama, are you sure you can’t leave this one? The bills seem to be under control now,” I said softly.

“For now, they are,” she said quietly. “You never know when something will come up. The car breaks down, I need another damn pill for something. I’m okay, Jo. I don’t mind it.”

“But you don’t have to anymore. You know I’ll help,” I argued.

“I know you will. And you do. But I am your Mama. It’s my job to take care of you, not the other way around.”

“You’ve always taken care of me,” I told her. “You’re the best.”

She secured the braid with an elastic band, and then gave it a gentle tug, just as she did every night.

“And I will take care of you for the rest of my life,” she said. I settled myself on the sofa next to her. “You are the light of my life, Jolene. You always have been, and I want to see you take your big brains and your unstoppable attitude and go out into the world and make a good life for yourself. You can’t do that if you’re trying to babysit your Mama.”

“It’s not babysitting,” I argued. “You deserve to relax a little.”

She laughed. “Oh, honey,” she said, waving me off. “Why? To sit here and think about how things might have been? To wish I’d done better for you?”

“You’ve done great for me!”

She smiled, a bit of sadness to it. “I had bigger dreams than this.”

“Dreams are annoying that way. Real hard to live up to them.”

She leaned forward and took my chin in her hand, forcing me to look at her. “Dreams are all that matter. Dreams make you get your ass up in the morning and try, even when you don’t want to. Dreams are life, and you’re too young to have given up on them already, Jolene Faraday.”

I swallowed, nodded, and she let go of my chin.

“And it’s time for you to move out and start your life,” she said. “You said you were going, what? Three months ago?”

“I know,” I said. “I think I found a place. I was planning to go look at it tomorrow.”

“Good,” she said, and gently patted my knee. I rested my head on her shoulder, as I had most nights, and we watched the news together. We watched a story was about my heist in Grosse Pointe Park. Video of police cars in the driveway, interviews about how it wasn’t yet clear what had been taken. The usual.

So close. It had been too close this time. Still, it was hard to regret it too much when I thought about all the shit I could pay for with what I’d grabbed that night. A few close calls with cops were worth it. A few moments of fear, panic. It didn’t matter.

My mom yawned and rested her head against mine. “Happy birthday, Jolene,” she said quietly.

“Thanks, Mama. The mac and cheese was a nice surprise. Thank you,” I said, and she squeezed my hand.

“Don't stay up too late,” she said. She got up and headed to her room. “Love you, ladybug.”

“Love you more, Mama.” I watched her shuffle into her bedroom and close the door behind her. There would be tears, sobs she thought I couldn’t hear, born of the frustration that came with feeling stuck, like nothing she did was ever enough.

Broken dreams. There was not a chance in hell I’d let myself be haunted by them the way she was. It just wasn't worth it.

I sat there and watched the news, barely paying attention until they got to the world news. Apparently there had been a whole shitload of freak earthquakes and lightning storms in Europe and Asia over the past two days. They were already calling it the “Second Confluence.” We’ve been through it once already, when I was fourteen. Earthquakes, lightning strikes, and then all of a sudden, people had superpowers. Not everybody, just random people here and there. Threw the world into chaos for a couple of years. The areas affected were already bracing for a new wave of powered people, and no one seemed especially happy about it. I couldn’t blame them.

I watched the news a while longer, listening to the commentary, the predictions of another wave of powered people. “Just glad it’s not happening here,” I muttered to myself as I clicked the living room lamps off. I had class early the next morning.













Chapter Two

 

I slunk through the crowded hallways in Briggs Hall, and then ducked into the large classroom at the end of the second floor. I found my usual seat toward the back. No desks here. Instead, we had tables, two chairs to a table. My tablemate usually skipped class, which was totally fine with me.

When I’d decided to go to the University of Detroit Mercy, it had mostly been a choice I’d made to show off. U of D was a private Catholic college, highly regarded. Costs a shit ton of money to go there, too. I’d earned a few scholarships due to my grades and test scores. Grants because Mama didn’t make a whole lot of money, and I didn’t make much at my “official” library assistant job, either. The rest… well. The rest I knew I’d be able to pay for in my own way.

It was a way for me to give a middle finger to the people I knew who thought I’d never amount to anything, the white trash girl who grew up in a trailer park. Good grades and good manners didn’t matter a whole lot when your knees are patched and you’re wearing the same sneakers you wore the previous year. It wasn’t just kids who made it clear they thought I was trash. Teachers, other adults, once they learned where I lived, how I lived, had pretty much dismissed me as an automatic waste of space. As a kid, it had hurt. As a teenager, it had fueled other things in me.

So here I was. And, for the most part, I actually liked it, even if this particular class was an enormous joke to me.

Ethics.

I smothered a grin as I took my laptop out of my bag. I leaned back in my chair and looked around. My gaze slid over the men, past the women. More than anything, it went to the things they carried. How easy it would be to slip that iPhone out of his back pocket, swipe that expensive little leather purse. I could get good money for shit like that. Not that I stole many electronics. Luther didn’t trade in that kind of thing. Jewelry, antiques. Still. I could find someone to buy it if I really wanted to.

Not that I’d do it. Stealing from anyone at school would be a phenomenally dumb idea. If I got caught, that would be it. Not like stealing from strangers. One of the guys, a jock-looking blond, saw me looking that way and clearly thought I was looking at him. Actually freaking winked at me. I rolled my eyes and looked down at my lap, straightened my scarf. I usually had one on me. You just never knew when an opportunity would present itself and I might need to do a little slinking around. It was surprising how little disguise I actually needed.

I waited for the professor to arrive, and wiggled my foot. I was still all hyped up over the previous night’s job. I really should have hit the gym. Lifting and sparring always made me feel more centered. Too much going on. I’d have to find a way to work it off later so I could study for the French test I had coming up.

Luther often asked why I even bothered with the whole school thing. The answer was simple: too many people had told me I couldn’t. That was why I’d started. More, though, I knew it meant something to Mama.

And I kept going to prove to myself, more than anyone else, that I could finish this. I might be a thief forever. Hell, I’d be happy with that. There was no rush like it on Earth.

But I’d be a well-fucking-educated thief.

Finally, the professor walked into the room. U of D is a Jesuit college, and priests taught several courses. The head of the Philosophy department was teaching this particular Ethics course, a fifty-ish priest with graying hair and thick glasses. He was funny and I actually liked his class, even if I didn’t really believe much of the shit he said.

He nodded briefly to us and set his briefcase down with a thump.

“So the reading you just did was about theft and ethics. Your assignment was to work through the argument that theft is sometimes ethical. Anyone want to share?”

I sat there, listening to my classmates parroting pretty much one version of what I’d been living for the last four years. Theft is less wrong if the person won’t miss it. Theft is maybe okay if you’re using the things you steal to help those who need it. Theft is less wrong because things are just things, not important.

Of course, I knew it was all bullshit. Stealing is wrong. I just don’t particularly care.

Father Heinlein turned his gaze to me. “Jolene, any thoughts on this one?”

I shook my head. “Nope. Theft is always wrong.”

“You were supposed to argue the opposite.”

“I know. But doesn’t the very word of God state that theft is a sin? Wrong? How can anyone argue against that, truly?”

He studied me. He seemed to know that I thought this class was a big joke. He called on me too often, and almost seemed to want to prove to me that it mattered. I suppose it was the priest thing. He saw a lost lamb and wanted to shepherd it. Or whatever the deal was.

“You can’t think of a single instance in which theft is right?”

“No, sir.”

“What if it’s like, plans for a poison that would kill a bunch of people?” the blond jock guy who’d been winking at me earlier asked, turning in his seat to look at me. “That would be right and moral, right?”

“I don’t know. I mean, the Bible is pretty clear, right? ‘Thou shalt not steal.’ Doesn’t leave a lot of room for interpretation,” I said with a shrug.

“Did you do the assignment, Miss Faraday?” Father Heinlein asked.

“Of course. But I didn’t believe a word I wrote.”

I thought, maybe, the Father was suppressing a smile. He cleared his throat. “Duly noted, Jolene. Anybody else?”

Someone else started talking, and the girl in front of me turned around. Busybody chick. Cheerleader. Looked like she bought every item of clothing at Neiman Marcus or Macy’s, definitely not Wal-Mart. “You are going to Hell. You shouldn’t be smart to a priest,” she hissed.

I nodded. “I am totally going to hell,” I said in the most sincere tone I could manage. “I’ll see you there.” She gave me a dirty look, as if she’d just smelled something bad, and when she turned around in disgust, I leaned back, smiling.

Class finally ended, and I filed out with the rest of my classmates, setting my assignment on Father Heinlein’s desk. Most of the profs had moved to online systems for assignments, but not Father Heinlein. It was probably weird, but I liked him a little more for that.

I glanced at my phone. I had an hour to grab a bus and get to Luther’s. I wore a thin bag under my sweater, across my body, with the shit I’d lifted the night before inside. It clanked comfortingly against my side, and I gripped the pepper spray in my sweater pocket as I walked out of the building.

There was a bus stop across from campus, and I jogged across the busy street, waited there. I stood, looking at everyone who passed, making sure they knew I saw them. I wasn’t a dumb chick, just waiting to get mugged. Bunch of opportunists around college campuses. I could hardly blame them, as long as it wasn’t me they were messing with.

 

 

 

After a few minutes, the big green and yellow bus pulled up to the curb, brakes wheezing, squeaking to a halt. The door opened, and I swiped my card and found a seat near the front. Luther was over in Hamtramck, so I didn't have too long of a ride ahead of me. I crossed my arms over my chest and didn’t let my guard down. The bus wasn’t crowded, which was nice. Fewer people to keep an eye on.

When the bus pulled up to my stop, it was a relief. Sitting still, even for a short time with that much bank strapped to me had me on pins and needles. You just never knew when someone might try to do something stupid, and I definitely wasn’t in the mood for stupid. All I wanted was to get this stuff to Luther and get paid.

I walked down the narrow sidewalk, tall old houses on either side of the street. Back in the day, Hamtramck had been an almost-exclusively Polish neighborhood. Like everything, it evolved over time, becoming one of the more diverse areas of the city. Mosques rose alongside the old Catholic churches, church bells and calls for prayer singing out over the slanted roofs. I ended up here once every few weeks or so. Not because it was convenient, because it wasn’t.

But good fences were hard to find. And Luther was the best there was.

I’d been working with Luther for over three years now. Most of my “professional” thieving career. Best decision I’d ever made was agreeing to work with Luther, who was the kind of person who made your life easier, while also making it more stressful. But that’s the price I paid for working with the best.

I made my way to the big white house at the end of the block and bounced up the well-worn wooden steps. I rang the bell and stepped back, looking around. Luther’s giant 1980-something Buick sat in the driveway. It always reminded me of a big black boat. I grimaced.

The door opened, and a short woman peered out at me. Snow-white hair in that traditional little-old lady hairstyle, the kind you just knew had been set with actual curlers. Bright blue eyes squinted though bifocals, and she wore her usual housedress, as if it was the 1950s or something.

“Did you still need a ride to church today?” I asked.

She smiled up at me. “What a sweet girl, to remember a little old woman like me.” Her voice was like sandpaper, rough and worn, the slightest accent underlying her words. I knew she had been born in Poland, had lived there for a time, but beyond that, I knew very little about Luther, and she knew just as little about me.

Luther. Irene Lutharski. The best goddamn fence in the city of Detroit, and the only one I trusted to move the shit I stole. She more than earned the healthy cut she took of my money.

“Let me get my pocketbook. Go ahead and get the car started, sweetie,” she said. She handed me a key ring, and I nodded, took it. I went back down the stairs, unlocked the Buick, and slipped behind the steering wheel. I took the bag off of my body, settled it beside me on the bench seat. The car started smoothly, and I sat there, hands on the steering wheel, waiting for Luther to make her way down the steps. Once she was in the car, she buckled up, and we pulled away.

“Hand me my knitting, would you?” she asked quietly, and I handed the bag I’d had strapped to my body over to her. Everything we said to one another was a code. It probably seemed stupidly paranoid, but there was a reason Luther and her seven sisters, all of whom were fences in their respective cities, had been so successful for so long. They were careful in the extreme. Refused to take shit that could be traced easily. No custom-made shit, no art. Jewelry and other little trinkets. I didn’t know how many other thieves Luther worked with, but I knew that, the way it worked, she took my stuff, paid me based on what she thought she could make. Then she sent the shit to her sisters, out of state, and they sold it. Her sisters did the same thing, sending items to Luther to sell on their behalves. They’d been at it since the seventies. Back in the day, they’d made most of their sales in pawnshops and directly, Luther once told me. But the Internet had been a boon to their business. She adored eBay and Craigslist.

I drove through town, toward the Catholic church she attended regularly. She would actually go in, and I would go with her. To anyone who bothered to look, we appeared to be nothing more than a young woman helping an older woman run errands.

“This latest project is working out well. I think I’ll send it to my niece when I’m done with it,” she said, as if discussing her knitting.

I nodded. Send it to the niece was a very good sign. She was happy, and I’d get a good amount for at least some of the stuff I’d brought.

“This other project I’m working on, though… eh. Not as good,” she said. “Might be able to donate it.”

I glanced at her. She was holding the ruby and diamond necklace I’d grabbed at the last minute.

“I don’t know. I think it’s really nice,” I said calmly.

“Kind of bright. The colors clash,” she said. Too flashy. Too easy to trace.

“I’m sure someone will be happy to have it,” I said.

“Maybe. Beggars can’t be choosers, right?” she said, and I blew out a breath. She’d push it off to someone stupid, someone who she could make money off, and if he got caught with it, it wouldn’t be traced back to us after switching hands so many times. “I’ll have to be better about my color choices in the future,” she said, and I knew her well enough to be able to pick up the displeasure in her voice.

“Well. It’s tricky sometimes,” I said, trying not to be pissed. She knew this shit better than I did.

“Tricky. But I expect better. I was sloppy in some of my stitches. Even a new knitter could see that.”

I clamped my jaw shut. She was right. It was too flashy. Damn it.

“Practice makes perfect, right?” I said, keeping my tone light. I watched as she put the bag of jewelry into her large handbag, then rested her hands on it. She was the only one in the world who knew who the burglar was who’d been driving the cops nuts for so long. The only one who knew what I really was. And, I guess, I was one of the very few who knew that she was anything other than a nice little old lady.

We arrived at the humongous old church, and I parked in the lot. I helped her out of the car, and she held on to my arm as we climbed the stairs and stepped into the church.

She dipped her fingers in the font of holy water near the door, crossed herself, and bent her head to the cross at the front of the silent, empty church. I followed suit, and we made our way to a pew near the back. She pulled out the kneeler bench and settled herself onto it, hands clasped in prayer, head bowed, eyes closed. I mimicked her movements. While she seemed like she actually meant all of what she did, I was only play-acting. It’s not like I didn’t believe in God, but I seriously thought He’d find a few issues with me. I figured the less I did to call His attention to myself, the better.

I spent the time in “prayer” looking around the church. I wasn’t religious, but I liked these buildings, especially the old ones. This particular church had pews of dark, gleaming work, a rich red carpet leading up to the pulpit or whatever you called it. Behind that, tall, arching stained glass windows sparkled like sapphires and rubies in the late afternoon sun. The smell of incense and beeswax permeated the air, and I breathed it in while I waited for Luther to finish praying.

After a couple of minutes, Luther crossed herself again and then sat on the pew. I did the same. She dug around in her purse, hands concealed by the enormous bag. I could hear the sounds of paper shuffling.

Payday.

She held her hand out for mine, and I obediently placed my hands in her cool, soft palm. She firmly pressed a nice-sized wad of bills into my hand, closed my fingers around it.

“A little something for all you do for me. Don’t spend it all in one place,” she said quietly, still pretending to be nothing more than a sweet, grandmotherly little old lady.

“Thank you. It’s a pleasure, really,” I said, and I caught the hint of a smile on her wrinkled face. Her bright pink lipstick bled just a bit into the vertical wrinkles around her lips, the result of years of smoking.

“For me as well,” she finally said. “Come see me again anytime you like.”

I nodded. And we sat there for a few more minutes. One thing I’d learned from Luther was never to look like you were in a rush, like you had anyplace to be other than right where you were. The art of looking disinterested while seeing everything was something she was a master of. The art of looking like she had every damn right to be somewhere was another. I could admit that I mimicked it often, until I felt like I had it mastered on my own.

“Happy birthday,” she murmured. “There’s a little extra in there. Go get yourself a bottle, or a man, or whatever with it.”

I snorted. “Waste of money, on both counts,” I muttered, and she did laugh then, a light cackle. She patted my knee.

“Smart girl. That’s why I like you,” she said, standing. Then she patted my cheek. “But you need to start paying closer attention to what you’re doing. Understand?”

I nodded, and she gave a terse nod back and took my arm as I led her back out of the church. The ride back to her house was silent, and we got out, and I gave the keys back to her and walked my ass back to the bus stop.

I was almost there when everything started shaking. I stumbled and ended up banging my shoulder on the wall of the bakery I’d been walking past. More shaking. Cars screeched to a halt and people started looking around, up at the sky, as if the answer was there.

I realized, in a fuzzy kind of way, that they were waiting for the lightning. The news reports from the night before came back to me. Earthquakes and lightning strikes in Asia and Europe, and we’d stupidly hoped we wouldn’t get hit with it. We should have known better.

The quakes intensified, and I lost my footing. I managed to catch myself just before I fell, but most of those around me, the people who had gotten out of their cars or left their homes in a blind panic, had fallen to the ground.

Buildings started cracking, fractures snaking up the brick or cinder block facades. Glass broke, and someone screamed. The sidewalk in front of me split, part of it raised a good foot higher than the other, and I fell, trying to back against a wall to get away from anything that might be falling.

I glanced up and saw a little girl looking around, walking unsteadily across the street from me as she surveyed the damage. She was crying. I realized I’d seen her when I’d left Luther’s, riding a pink scooter down the street. She seemed to be looking for someone.

I saw what she didn’t, the wall lining the alley about ready to topple over, right to where she was walking.

“Look out!” I shouted.

She was all of four, maybe. She looked at me, confused, but I was already running, darting around people and cars, watching in horror as the wall swung more, starting to fall toward her.

I reached her and swung her out of the way just as the wall crumbled, brick and cement smashing down onto me. I felt it across my back, my shoulders. The concrete felt like hard punches all across my body, knocking the air from my lungs.

I would be bruised pretty badly. She would have been dead.

I fell, making sure she was out of the way. It was at that second that the lightning struck, loud, ear-shattering booms, blinding light, the scent of sulfur. Every atom in my body felt electrified, my body buzzing, my teeth clenching against the sensation, the screams of the people nearby too much when added to the ringing in my ears.

I tried to get up, stumbled and fell again. The little girl was crying nearby, but she was okay and that was lovely, even if my body hurt like hell.

I sat, my head between my knees, and breathed. I must have gotten hit harder than I’d realized in the moment. Nausea was overwhelming, and my whole body hurt.

When the lightning struck a second time, it washed the entire neighborhood in terrible white light, and the screams were like daggers to my brain.

After blinking the spots away from my eyes, I glanced around. People were getting up, helping each other while keeping an eye on the sky.

How shitty was it that the first thing I did was pat my pockets to make sure that my phone and the wad of money Luther had handed me were still there? Once I knew they were, I stood up, shaky and still nauseous. A guy came toward me, offering to help, and I waved him off, assuring him that I was okay. I looked around for the little girl and saw that she was with an older woman. Grandma, maybe.

It looked like other than bumps, bruises, and scrapes, everyone had made it through the craziness all right. I glanced around and noted that the concrete had formed a sinkhole right where the bus stop was supposed to be.

I sighed to myself. If this had hit anywhere else in the city, I was going to have a hell of a time getting home.














Chapter Three

 

It ended up taking me almost two hours to get home, most of it on foot, because traffic was a mess thanks to how badly the earthquakes had messed up the roads. Chaos. In the end, I found a small neighborhood thrift shop that was still open and paid fifteen bucks for a neon pink ten-speed so I could pedal the rest of the way home. By the time I got there, my head was pounding and I wanted to puke. My vision was blurring in front of me. I felt wobbly, fuzzy, the way you feel when you have a bad cold or the flu. I wondered numbly if this was what a concussion felt like. I’d have to Google it.

I was relieved to see Mama’s car parked outside of our trailer, and I tried to make myself seem okay before I walked in. When I stepped inside the trailer, it was to find Mama leaning forward in her chair, staring at the news. The door clicked closed behind me, and she jumped up.

“Oh, thank God! It’s a mess out there… you’re hurt!” she said as she looked me over.

“Just scraped up. I fell when the earthquakes started,” I said. “I’m okay.”

“Thank God,” she repeated, pulling me gently into a hug. I hugged her back. “Do you want to eat?”

“I just feel really tired. It took me a long time to get back here. Buses aren’t running,” I said as I pulled away from her.

“Okay. You tell me if you need anything,” she said sternly, and I nodded, then kissed her cheek and stumbled back to my room. I took the time to put the wad of cash Luther had given me under the false bottom in my dresser, stripped down to my t-shirt and pulled on some pajama pants before falling into bed.

 

 

 

When I woke up, the windows outside were dark. Sirens sounded, echoing in the night.

It took me a minute to realize that it was too dark, too quiet in our trailer. My alarm clock didn’t glow red the way it usually did. I got up to check on Mama. I felt my way down the hall, still feeling dizzy, almost feverish. My eyes adjusted to the darkness, and I realized that I could hear a radio in the living room. I walked in and my mom was sitting in her chair, candles lit around the room, the small radio we sometimes listened to out on the front porch perched on the coffee table nearby.

“Hey, ladybug,” she said quietly. “We lost power a few hours ago. Lightning strike,” she explained.

I rubbed my hands across my face, trying to wipe the drowsiness away. “Are the quakes still happening?” I asked her.

She shook her head, and I sat on the sofa.

“The last one was a little over an hour ago. Final count was twelve in the tri-county area. A few more outstate.”

“Anyone hurt?”

“Some bumps and bruises. There were a few car accidents because of the quakes, and those are more serious, from what they’re saying. It’s happening all over the country. Texas and Arizona have reported their first ones. It’s just like last time. Do you remember sitting here with me, listening to the news that night?”

I nodded and clamped my hands together, because suddenly, they were shaking. The nausea was coming back, and I was freezing, but sweating, and there was still that general fuzzy feeling. I tried to focus on something other than how crappy I was feeling.

Mama and I sat in silence, listening to the reports coming in. She got up and fixed us each a cup of tea, and I was grateful for it. The searing liquid almost cut through the ice inside me. As we sat and drank, the radio went silent.

After a few moments, we both started looking at it.

“Maybe we killed the batteries?” I asked.

“Nah. Light’s still on,” she said, pointing to the little green “power” light.

A few more seconds of silence, and then the same woman who’d been reporting returned. “I apologize for the radio silence there,” she said, and something in her voice, something in the shakiness she didn’t seem to be trying to hide, made my stomach turn. “We are receiving reports… “ she trailed off. “Reports from Europe and Asia, where these environmental disturbances first began. As some predicted, this indeed seems to be a second Confluence. News agencies are beginning to report that people in the affected areas are beginning to exhibit unusual properties. Powers.”

“People are flying. Showing signs of incredible strength. The activity is echoing what we saw during the original Confluence event. We can verify it now, even if we don’t know what caused it. There is video coming in from London, and Paris, Tokyo. This story is still developing, and as we get more information, we promise to pass it along to you.”

Mama and I exchanged a glance.

“Maybe we’ll get some decent heroes in StrikeForce now,” I said.

She nodded. “Jo… I know I was pushing you to move out, but are you sure you want to move now? With all this? You can stay if you want to.”

I smiled. Thought of the loot in my dresser, and how I didn’t want her to find it, or have to deal with anyone who might come looking for it. Not that I thought it likely, but I didn’t want to risk having to come clean with her.

“I’m sure. This doesn’t worry me. Unless you want me to stay?” I asked.

She shook her head. “No, I’m fine. And I know you’ve only stayed this long to help me out.”

“Well, really, I stayed because I love you and you cook for me.”

She laughed. “I’ll still cook for you, ladybug.” She sighed. “Just make sure you have a good security system and good locks. Okay?”

I nodded and turned my attention back to the radio.

An hour or so after sunrise, the power flickered back on, and Mama got up with a grateful sigh to brew some coffee. I turned the television on, flipped around until I found news instead of commercials. The President was giving a press conference.

“It is clear that the world is changing yet again. We now have confirmation of a new wave of humans developing super powers. And we are seeing, already, in those places affected, how much chaos a few humans with superpowers can cause when they decide to use those powers for evil, just as we saw ten years ago. Human nature just doesn’t seem to change. We are beginning to see the very first signs of new powers in some of the islands in the Atlantic. We have no reason to believe that the same won’t occur here, after yesterday’s seismic events. Those events, these Confluences, may never be understood. We’re going to try. But in the meantime, it is our job to ensure that the public remains safe. We are lucky to have agencies dealing with this type of thing.” He meant agencies like StrikeForce. There were a few, kind of a regional thing. Here, StrikeForce was a private force that worked fairly free from government oversight. Other big cities had the same thing, where a super being who also had deep pockets decided to play Batman or whatever. In places where no one put up the money for it, the government set up its own task forces, but they seemed all too happy to let super beings handle super beings. On screen, the President continued. “They will be our first line of defense against any troublemakers among this new wave of powered people.”

I shook my head, tearing my gaze away as the news went to commercials after his statement ended. I still felt like crap from the injuries and long walk/ride home the night before. My stomach was tied up in knots, and I was on edge.

I knew what would make me feel better. I needed to get out. Needed the focus that came with pulling off another job. I just needed to do some checking around first.

I sighed. But first, I had to find an apartment. And move. And find some way to get over the fact that I was an infamous burglar who didn’t want to move away from her mommy.

 

 

 

The apartment thing worked out courtesy of Mama, who knew someone who knew a guy who owned an apartment building. I signed a lease, forked over a security deposit and first month’s rent, and less than a week later, I found myself standing in the living room area of a shitty little studio apartment in Roseville. The landlord had been very pleased to tell me that I had my own parking space, that everyone did, and I hadn’t bothered telling him that I didn’t have a car.

I didn’t want to be there.

Mama had helped me pack and move, and seemed almost giddy when she hugged and kissed me and told me to have fun getting settled.

“I had no idea you wanted me to move so badly,” I said, crossing my arms.

Mama grinned. “It’s on the parent bucket list. Make sure you live to be eighteen. Hope you go to college. Push you out of the nest and watch you fly. And you are so going to fly, Jo,” she said, smiling. “You can’t do that living with your Mama.”

“Says you,” I grumbled, and she laughed and hugged me hard.

“You’ll get used to it,” she said, and then she kissed my cheek and showed herself out. I was left, staring listlessly at all of the boxes and bags surrounding me, along with my dresser from home, the ugly sofa and tables that came with the apartment, and a small TV that was on its last legs. I still felt the after-effects of the day the quakes had hit, and the last place I wanted to be was in this strange place that was supposedly mine.

I unpacked, and even with all of my stuff there, it still felt nowhere near being “home.” I hung around for a day or two, went to class, and, lacking anything else to do and needing to get out of my apartment, I started planning my next heist.

It wasn’t going exactly as planned. I was starting to stress a bit over the fact that the people who lived in the next house I was planning to rob just kind of seemed to be hanging around. Though, to be honest, there were plenty of people hunkering down, waiting to see what would happen in the aftermath of the Confluence. It usually took anywhere from a couple of days to a couple of weeks for powers to show up, based on what we knew from the first Confluence. Here and there, powers were showing up in North America, including a few right in the Detroit area. Still, I wasn’t making any money, and it was making me antsy. I decided to forget about the young family in the house with the giant white columns and make a move on some of my other targets.

After doing some checking on the feeds from the tiny cameras I’d installed at three other possible targets, I had it narrowed down.

Thank God, because it felt like I was on the verge of losing my mind. A quick job would take the edge off.

 

 

 

I’d been casing this house for a while now. The only reason I hadn’t actually bothered breaking in was because I knew only one person lived there, and it was a guy. Which usually meant not as much jewelry, which was kind of my bread and butter. I really hadn’t planned on hitting him now, either, but I needed to do something, and, really, with the police and everyone busy with the aftermath of the earthquakes and watching out for when super trouble was going to appear, it seemed like a shame not to take advantage of the chaos. They definitely weren’t worried as much about me right now.

The only issue really would be transportation, I thought as I walked a few blocks away from my target. The buses were running, but the routes were all screwed up due to road closures and the fact that more than a few buses had been damaged in the quakes. People were still driving around, and, clearly, the cops could still get around when they needed to. So my main concern was the getaway, because getting in would be a piece of cake. No pets, no security guards, just a simple monitored security system, which I could jam easily enough.

Probably, he didn’t even have anything in there worth stealing. But you never know. He had good taste. I could tell that from the glimpses of the decor in the living room I’d been able to see, the expensive but not-flashy car he drove. He’d only been there twice in the weeks I’d been casing the place, so maybe he travelled a lot. From what I’d been able to see, he hadn’t been around in the last few days at all.

So, it came down to how to get myself out once I’d cleaned him out.

 

 

 

I jammed the security system and ducked inside after picking the lock on the back door, which opened onto a patio that overlooked a giant swimming pool. I glanced around, making sure no one saw me as I ducked inside. The great thing about this particular guy’s house was that he had long lines of pine trees along three sides of his yard. Really private. No security guards. Maybe he was a loner or something. Really didn’t matter to me either way, but it made my job easier.

The kitchen wasn’t anything special. Not the sleek, modern kitchens I usually saw during these jobs. Oak cabinets, tile floor. Nice, expensive, but maybe what most people would consider outdated. I liked it.

I listened, and heard nothing, and started opening cabinets.

Sometimes, you find good stuff in places where they don’t think you’ll look for it. One of those shows on TV must have had something about hiding your valuables in the freezer or the flour bin, because I found more expensive jewelry in those two places than I ever would have expected to.

Cabinet after cabinet was empty, which made me wonder if maybe he didn’t live there full time. Which would suck even more for me, actually, because he may not have had anything worth stealing, despite how expensive the house and car were.

Unfortunately, there was nothing worth stealing in his kitchen, so I headed into the living room. Large TV, video game systems, stereo, none of which I was interested in. There was a stairway with an iron railing to my left, and I quietly, quickly walked up to the second floor. To my right were two bedrooms that looked unused, full of furniture but not much else. I went in to check the closets, and found that the closet in the first room was packed floor to ceiling with sheets, still wrapped in their plastic. Pillows. Comforters. The closets in the second room held pants, men’s shirts, more than I could ever imagine owning, at least ten of each item. The floor was lined with men’s sneakers and dress shoes. I shook my head and started to close the door. This job was going to be a bust unless the master bedroom had anything useful in it. I swiped at my nose, rubbed my eyes, cursing who ever had gotten me sick. I turned toward the door, and there was someone standing there, just outside the room, in the hallway.

Shit.

He was looking at me. I recognized him from the few times I’d cased the house before. Tall. Skinny, which made me wonder how much of a fight he’d put up when I tried to push past him. Dark brown hair, brown eyes. He was dressed in a plain white t-shirt and a pair of flannel pajama pants.

“What are you doing?” he asked, much more calmly than I would have if I’d found someone poking around in my house. He was studying me, and I felt like he was seeing far too much. I hated being seen, even under the best of circumstances. But this? This was a nightmare, and he was too close, and he could undoubtedly give a better description of me than any of my other victims would have been able to. “Well?” he asked. His voice was low, smooth.

“You weren’t supposed to be home right now,” I said quietly.

To my surprise, he let out a short laugh.

“Sorry for messing up your plans,” he said. “Not much worth stealing, is there?”

I didn’t answer. I was trying not to make it obvious that I was looking at my exit options. In this room, I had two: jump out the window, hope I landed in the pool, and try to make a dripping-wet getaway. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve had to jump from the second floor. That, or shove past him and run like hell.

I really didn’t feel like jumping. I already felt like crap, and if I landed wrong, I could end up incapable of running.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“I’m sure you are. It sucks to get caught,” he said, and I walked toward the door, trying to plan how I’d get past him. Maybe a kick to the nuts? Maybe a quick jab to the face, just enough to distract him so I could run out. I didn’t want to hurt him, though. That was a line I wouldn’t cross, and I’d gone this long without doing so. I’d never even gotten close to having a confrontation with a homeowner during one of my jobs.

How the hell had I gotten myself into this mess?

“You’re the one who’s been doing all of these burglaries, huh?” he asked. He held his hands up when I started to move. I stopped. My heart was pounding and my mouth was so dry my tongue felt stuck to the roof of my mouth. I licked my lips nervously. Something in his eyes, something in that placid expression on his face, creeped me out. Why wasn’t he more pissed? Why wasn’t he reaching for a phone?

“Did you call the cops?” I asked, and he laughed.

“Not likely.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. Was he telling the truth? And if not, what was he planning to do?

“The cops think it’s a guy doing these, you know?” he asked. “I was sure of it, too, until you talked. Funny how much a bulky sweatshirt and a scarf can hide, huh?” He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the doorjamb, still blocking me inside the room, but looking a lot more relaxed. “They never even thought it could be a woman.”

“Well. I’m not built in an especially girly way, maybe,” I said.

He shrugged. “Or maybe they just assume it has to be a guy doing this type of thing.”

“Maybe.”

Where the hell was he going with this? What was he going to do? I didn’t plan to stick around to find out.

“I didn’t get anything,” I said.

“I know. I was watching you on the security feed.”

I took a breath. All I could do was blame how crappy I was feeling. How antsy I’d become, sitting around doing nothing in my new, crappy apartment. Either way, I’d been stupid to come out and try to do a job when I felt so off. What was wrong with me?

“Look… I’m really sorry. And I didn’t get anything, and—“

“So you think you can just break into my house and say ‘sorry’ and that’s it?” he asked, still with that calm, smooth voice, but with that unreadable look in his eyes.

“I was hoping,” I said. I started edging toward the window.

“Would you be okay with me breaking into your house?”

“I don’t have anything worth stealing,” I said.

It felt like my heart was about to pound right out of my chest. It was hard to breathe. It felt like I was going to pass out, which would be really bad with creepy rich guy standing right there. And creepy though he was, I still didn’t want to risk hurting him. He didn’t exactly look like the kind of guy who’d take a hit well, kind of pale and drawn-looking. I took another step toward the window overlooking the swimming pool.

“That window doesn’t open,” he said.

“I don’t care,” I answered.

And then I ran, fast, and leapt, taking the impact of hitting the window, knowing I’d pay for it later. My teeth clinked together, and my head ached immediately.

And then I was falling.

And I’d misjudged where the window was in relation to the swimming pool.

The patio stones seemed like they were leaping up to meet me. And there was a shout from the window above.

This was not the way I wanted to die, splattered on some millionaire’s bluestone patio.

And then, all of a sudden, I wasn’t falling.

I was flying toward the pool, which was where I’d hoped to land.

I screamed, despite myself. I almost fell into the pool, but at the last moment, I straightened my body and ended up soaring over it.

Confluence.

Was it even possible?

I was flying toward the trees that surrounded the guy’s property, and I thought of how it looked when things flew on TV. I pulled up, and I started rising.

I let out a whoop of relief and soared higher, higher, over the trees, over the neighborhood. Another shout came from behind me but I had no intention of turning back.

Not when I could fly instead.

I didn’t know how I was doing it. It’s like trying to explain how to breathe or how to make your heart beat. I just was. I could feel my body pushing forward through the sky. If I leaned left, I’d go left. If I leaned right, I’d go right.

All super interesting, but I mainly didn’t want to be seen. I had a feeling that would be a really, really stupid scene. And I’d had enough unplanned encounters for one day.

I got my bearings. Okay. I was over Detroit. There was Jefferson. I knew there was a bus stop nearby, because this wasn’t the first house I’d hit in Indian Village. They just didn’t get noticed quite as much, because Indian Village was in the Detroit city limits and for some reason, the media only seemed to think I robbed the suburbs. Apparently, even thieves are supposed to be afraid to cross Eight Mile.

To the left, there was a field, behind the Waldorf school I’d walked past a couple of times while casing the neighborhood.

I’d have to risk it. It was the emptiest place nearby, and I had to figure out how the hell to land now that I was, insane as it was, up in the air.

I got over the back part of the field, glanced around. It was well after school hours, and the sky was mercifully dark. I tried pulling back, and that resulted in slowing down. I tried standing straight up in the air, but it felt weird, wobbly. And I was just kind of… stuck there. Nothing happened. I definitely wasn’t getting any closer to the ground. I felt even more wobbly the longer I stood there, and ended up flailing in a blind panic before righting myself again.

I lifted my legs as if getting ready to jump, seeing if I could kind of force myself down with the help of gravity, but all that did was make me rise further into the air.

My stomach twisted, and the thought flitted through my mind, that what if I was stuck up here now? What if this was it?

It almost made me want to laugh, if I hadn’t been completely terrified. I tried the jumping thing again, and ended a couple feet higher in the air.

What the hell? I pictured every single video game or super hero movie I’ve ever seen. Freaking Superman just lands, all composed, on his feet. It was just my luck that though there were undoubtedly other supers who could fly, I’d never seen any videos of them, or, more specifically, how the fuck they got themselves out of the sky.

I took a breath. Someone was going to see me soon if I didn’t stop floating in midair.

I lunged, flying again, but this time, I maneuvered myself, angling my body down, the way an airplane looks when it lands. Hopefully, I could get my feet beneath me once I got down to the ground.

Hopefully, I’d be able to actually stay on the ground. What if I was stuck floating around all the time now?

I shoved the thought aside. I’d panic about that when the time came, if I had to.

As I neared the ground, as it almost felt like it was leaping up to bash me right in the face, I tried to pull back, hoping to land on my feet.

Instead, I faceplanted into the soccer field behind the school, plowing into the earth, hard. Dirt and grass filled my mouth, which I’d stupidly opened to scream again. The impact on my face just made the headache from smashing through Rich Guy’s window pound a little harder. I finally came to a stop and groaned and rolled over onto my back, spitting out clumps of dirt as I did.

At least I was on the ground, and not floating off into the sky, I thought as I lay there and looked up, up to where I’d just been.

And despite myself, despite how much I hurt, I couldn’t help smiling.

I’d just fucking flown. I had powers. Maybe a more sane response would have been to be afraid, freaked out. There had been a lot of that with the First Confluence, when powered people first appeared. Suicides, even. I could understand, I guess. It was terrifying, in its way.

Flying.

Then I looked beside where I was, at the long, deep furrow I’d left in the field. An impact like that probably should have killed me, but all I had to show for it was a headache and a mouth full of dirt.

Yeah. It should have scared me. New powers, new strength. It was freaky as hell.

But it also guaranteed that there was not a single thing that represented a physical threat to me now, and my life was never going to be the same.














Chapter Four

 

I spent the next few days alternately wondering whether I should tell my mother about what had happened to me and figuring out how to fly. I was still shit at landing, but I took off and flew well enough. Of course, that much had been true almost from the start, but it was better than admitting that I’d probably always fall, rather than land.

The other part of my new powers, the strength thing, was proving to be more of a pain in the ass than anything else. Getting back to my apartment that first night, I ended up pulling the knob out of my door, when I’d meant to give it a normal twist and pull. I attributed that to the crappy condition the building was in, but it became pretty clear, that, no, it was me. I was stumbling around, bumping into things, awkward, like I’d forgotten how all my parts are supposed to work together or something. Within a couple hours, two broken handles of things I’d been trying to open, and a severely bruised knee from bumping into things, I was about ready to lock myself in my room and not come out for a long time.

I almost would have done it, too. There was no chance of going back to class, not the way I was bumbling around, having no idea how my new powers even worked.

The news reports had been following up on the storms, which they’d quickly dubbed “Confluence 2.” We’d had twelve lightning strikes in Michigan, which, they hypothesized from what they’d learned after the first Confluence, equaled twelve new powered people. They tracked a lightning strike to Hamtramck. That was me, I guess. One in Grosse Pointe Shores, one in Traverse City, one in Detroit, four in the upper peninsula, three in the thumb area, and one somewhere around the middle of the state. Nineteen other strikes across the U.S. There was some debate about why Michigan had so many, and the theories were everything from all of the lakes around harnessing more energy to a higher proportion of the population having whatever it is in us that makes us turn. It had been true in the first Confluence, too, when six of the known thirty-one powered people were from Michigan. One of them had gone on to create StrikeForce. The other two became North America’s first super villains, Dr. Death and Daemon. No one knew their actual names, and I think that made people fear them even more.

My mind kept going to the guy I’d tried to rob. He’d seen me fly. I’d expected to see something in the newspapers or on the evening news about how the big bad burglar was not only a woman, but apparently a powered person as well. But there was nothing, and all I could do was wonder if maybe he’d forgotten. Maybe he’d written it off as a dream or something. Either way, I was glad to have my anonymity a while longer. I didn’t care so much for me, but I didn’t want Mama to hear about what I was up to. Not that I was ashamed, but because she wouldn’t understand and I didn’t need her stressing out over anything else. God knew she’d done enough of that in her lifetime already.

The worst thing about it all, other than the klutziness, was the restlessness. I wanted to be out, moving. I wanted to hit a few places I’d had under surveillance, sure now that I could get away with no problems at all. I wanted to check in with Luther and find out if she’d managed to pass off that stupid necklace I’d grabbed the last time around. But I couldn’t do any of it, not when it felt like I barely knew how to walk through a room anymore.

I Googled. I read through stories from the first Confluence, and it took a while, but I ended up digging up an old interview with Alpha, who was the leader of StrikeForce. His known powers, as far as I knew, were super strength and an indestructible exterior. Meaning he couldn’t be shot, stabbed, or punched in any way that would actually hurt him. It actually made me wonder a few things. First off, I wondered why he was rarely seen out in the field when the other StrikeForce members were fighting or arresting a powered person. I knew he funded the team and did lots of press conferences and photo ops. Maybe he went out on secret missions or something.

More to the point, I wondered, because I tend to be a bit morbid, maybe, how far they’d tested that whole “indestructible” idea. I shook my head and pulled my focus back to the video. Alpha sat in a room, a bank of large windows behind him. He wore the original version of the StrikeForce uniform, which was navy blue and yellow, instead of the dark gray and black ones they were wearing currently. A mask covered half his face, and he rested lazily in a large leather chair, as if he couldn’t be bothered to sit up straight while he was being interviewed.

What an absolute jackass, I thought as I turned the volume up.

“The worst thing was those first few weeks after, when I was adjusting to the new powers. I think the new strength was throwing me off, you know? I felt off. Awkward.”

“What made it better? Just time, or… ?”

“Time, maybe. But more, I think it was that I started forcing myself to use it. I went to the gym and lifted. I hit things—“

“Hit things?”

“Whatever I could hit, kind of testing my punch, but it also seemed to help me get a handle on things. I started to feel more in control of my movements again. It was like learning gross motor skills all over again.”

“What’s the biggest thing you’ve hit?”

Alpha laughs then, and he sounds kind of smug to me. “There was this old abandoned house. Two walls already down, thanks to fire. I took the rest of it down with one hit.”

I rolled my eyes. Destroyed by fire, and only partially standing in the first place. As if that was supposed to be impressive. “Puh-lease,” I muttered. I clicked the video off and got up. I couldn’t exactly go to my normal gym, not now. But I knew of a few big, open, abandoned places to try out.

 

 

 

I took the bus to Eight Mile, not too far from Mama’s trailer, but over on the Detroit side. There was this old abandoned motel there. I’d had to walk past it a lot when I was a teenager, because there was a bus stop not too far away from it, and it was the stop I’d had to use getting home from my after school job. My stomach twisted as I remembered the night I’d seen two guys stumbling out of it, drunk or high, maybe both. And I’d walked faster.

And they’d seen me.

I’d taken off at a run, but I tripped, and before I even knew what was happening, they were on me, pulling me up, toward the motel with its dark, gaping doors and windows, the brick walls wearing layers of graffiti. I’d seen them before, had ignored them and walked fast. This time, I hadn’t been so lucky.

Things could have been so much worse. But I saw red and started fighting, screaming like a woman possessed. All of my instincts had taken over, all of those little tips I’d learned during the time I spent sparring, from the self-defense classes I’d taken as soon as I was able to sign up for them, determined that nobody would ever knock me around the way I’d seen my father knock Mama around before he’d died.

As I approached the motel, I remembered that night. Remembered fighting my way out and running like hell.

I walked up to the motel and ducked into one of the open doorways. It had once been a guest room, I supposed. I knew there were likely a few people around, but it’s not like that mattered. If they were smart, they’d take off.

My hood was up, pulled low over my face. I pulled some hand wrap out of my jeans pocket and wrapped one hand, from my wrist up to my knuckles, making sure the tape was tight but not too tight, flexing my hand into a fist. Then I did the other. I could hear movement but I didn’t care. If anyone was thinking of trying anything, they’d think twice in a minute.

I finished wrapping up, and faced the wall. Stained, graffiti-covered wallpaper, trash everywhere. That weird energy ran through me, and it was almost like it was begging me to just freaking hit something.

So I did. I pulled my arm back, and then I planted my fist in the wall.

Drywall shattered and the building shook. I backed up, looked at the damage I’d caused, and did it again, right next to the first impact.

A third time, and I heard a male voice mutter something about crazy people, and then I hit it again and saw weak light coming through from the street lamps outside.

Again.

I moved to another wall and started punching, and it was a release. Relief. Like this was what my body was meant to do, hit shit and destroy. For the first time in days, I moved as if I knew how, my movements controlled, focused. Brick shattered around me, and another hole appeared, toward the alley this time. I punched my way through walls, one end of the building to the other, losing myself in the sensation of relief, the sensation of feeling right for the first time since the night of the Confluence.

Again.

Someone said something, and when I looked toward the direction of the voice, all I saw was a figure quickly turn and run away. I laughed, and punched, and it was like everything clicked into place.

I was unstoppable.

I didn’t even feel bad about the destruction. The place was a magnet for degenerates. Unlucky people had been grabbed by the sickos who stalked them from the empty motel. Not all of them had gotten away as lucky as I had. There had been more than a few bodies found there.

Another wall went down, and I heard the building start rumbling.

“I hope you’re all out,” I called, and my voice seemed amplified.

I delivered one more hard punch to the last pillar on the outer wall, watched concrete and brick shatter, and the rumbling increased. I zipped out of the building, into the air, and watched from about thirty feet up as the whole damn thing crashed to the ground in a pile of brick, concrete, and dust. Satisfied that the job was done and that I had control over my own body again, I rose higher into the sky and made my way toward home.

That was fun. I’d have to do something like it again soon.

 

 

 

The next morning, there were reports on the news about the person, undoubtedly a powered person, who’d pulled the Eastland Motel down with a few punches, and then flown off into the night.

I watched in amusement as they interviewed Alpha about the appearance of new powered people, and, more specifically, possible super villains.

“We don’t know that this person is a villain. They just may have trouble controlling their powers. It happens,” he said, and I smirked. “I encourage them to contact us. We are here to help.” He recited the StrikeForce toll free number, as well as the web address. I laughed outright, then. I would have to be more careful from now on, but I had to admit, this was even better than watching the reporters and victims of my burglaries gnash their teeth over who could possibly keep doing these things.

Ah, well. I’d just have to let them wonder. I had no intention of outing myself or of making shows like that a regular thing. The only thing that mattered now was that I mostly felt like I knew how to move right again, and I didn’t break every single thing I wanted to touch. It was something.

I glanced at the clock and stood up with a yawn. Sunday breakfast at Mama’s. And I was going to be late if I didn’t get my crap together. It kind of sucked having to make time to catch the bus, when flying there would have taken me maybe ten minutes, tops.

When I got to the trailer, I could smell bacon and pancakes, and it smelled like home. I let myself in, hugged Mama, and helped set the table. I poured coffee for both of us, and then Mama and I sat down to eat. It took everything in me not to blurt out that I had powers, especially when she started talking about the Confluence and how they had a man in the ER the previous night who’d suffered burns from some guy who shot flames at him.

“It wasn’t necessarily a powered person,” I said, taking another bite of bacon. “Could have been a guy with lighter fluid and a lighter or something, you know?”

“Still. This man swore there was nothing like that, that the guy just held his hands up, and flames came shooting out.”

“Where was the guy?” I asked.

“He was in his house, he said. Somewhere in Bloomfield, I think,” she said with a shrug. “He said he heard something downstairs, thought it might be the burglar who’s been in those neighborhoods.”

I ducked my head, nodding a little. “But it wasn’t?”

“No. Unless this firestarter guy is the burglar, and this was just the first time he’d been caught red-handed. Ha. Red-handed,” Mama said, and then she started laughing, waving her hand in front of her face as if she was ashamed to be laughing, which only ended up making me laugh along with her.

“I’m sorry. I’m coming off a twelve-hour shift,” she said breathlessly, still laughing a little. “Anyway. He said the firestarter guy took off with a bunch of stuff from his house.”

“What kind of stuff?”

“Art, mostly. Also cleaned out the safe after threatening to burn the house down if the guy didn’t open it for him.”

I was almost jealous. Wouldn’t that make my job easier, if I could just threaten them into handing their shit over?

“Anyway. Enough of that. What about you? How are your classes going?”

I bullshitted my way through it. I didn’t want to worry her. I wasn’t even sure I would finish now. What was the point? I could take anything I wanted, give it to anyone I wanted. I didn’t need to form some community organization anymore, or learn how to work with non-profits, or learn to write grant proposals. I could take what was needed, and give it to those in need. Easy.

Still. There was some level of “told you so” in having that piece of paper to shove into the faces of everyone who told me I’d never manage it.

I’d figure it all out later.

I spent most of the afternoon hanging out at Mama’s trailer, then finally convinced her to get some sleep and, once she was settled, I let myself out. I bounced down the wooden steps and made my way down the gravel road through the trailer park. I nodded to a few people I knew, stuffed my hands into my pockets. There was a guy standing near the driveway into the trailer park. Dark coat, baseball hat pulled low over his face. I didn’t pay him much mind as I walked past.

“Jolene,” he said, and my entire body went rigid. I recognized that voice immediately, that smooth, deep tenor.

Nah. It couldn’t be.

I turned around, and the guy in the dark coat was looking at me. One look at his dark eyes, and I knew I was screwed.

Rich Guy. The rich guy who’d seen me fly.

“I think you have the wrong person,” I told him, turning around again.

“Pretty sure I don’t. Can I talk to you please?”

I kept walking, and was relieved when he didn’t catch up with me.

Then again, it meant leaving him back there, near where my mother lived. I blew out a breath and turned around again. He was still in the same place, hands shoved into his coat pockets. I walked back to him.

“How do you know my name?” I asked.

“I do my homework. And we have the same fence,” he said, quietly, in a voice that I could hear only because I was standing right next to him.

I clamped my mouth shut. Maybe he was a cop. Maybe this was a set up.

“Luther said to tell you it’s okay. I’m okay. You can call her if you want. I’ve been working with her for a long time,” he said quietly. “We’re her only clients. What are the odds, huh?”

“You’re a…”

“A thief. Pretty good one, actually. Not as good as you, maybe.”

“If you bought that house with money you lifted, you’re a hell of a lot better than I am,” I muttered, and when I looked up at him again, he was watching me.

“Well, that was the result of a hefty inheritance,” he said.

“So, is this the part where you tell me that people don’t steal from you, you steal from them, and then threaten to break my legs or some shit?”

He smiled. “No. This is the part where I ask if you‘ve ever considered teaming up with anyone.”

I didn’t answer, and the silence grew between us.

“You can do things, Jolene. I know you can, because I saw it,” he said quietly, and then he started walking down Eight Mile. I had little choice, so I went with him. “And if I’m guessing right, it’s not just flying. You’re strong enough to knock buildings down with your bare hands.”

I glanced over at him, and our eyes met for an instant before I looked away.

“Did Luther really give you my name?” I asked.

“She did. She also promised to cut my balls off and feed them to her poodle if I even thought of threatening you.”

“Yet here you are.”

“I’m not threatening. I’m negotiating.”

We walked in silence for quite a while.

“I can do things, too,” he said, and I glanced over at him. “Not like you. My powers are mostly the kind nobody would notice.”

“What can you do?” I asked.

He shrugged. “You use a jammer or passcode decoder to get into houses, right?”

I didn’t answer.

“You broke into my house. I figured out how you did it. Anyway, I don’t need to do stuff like that. I just kind of…” he held his hands out, as if waiting for the right words to come. “I just kind of see how stuff like that works and communicate with it. I don’t get how it works. But pass codes, frequencies, computer code, electricity… it’s almost like a living thing, and I can interrupt it. I can see it, feel it. Or something.” He paused. “So I can be subtle. Or, I can make a point.” My mind went to news reports, stories about electrical fires, cars going haywire. It felt like a chill came up on me, out of nowhere.

“Well. That’s handy,” I said.

“It is. But sometimes, you need a little more muscle. And an easy getaway,” he said, still watching me. “Imagine what we could do together, Jolene. We’d own this city. As much damage as we’ve done individually, can you even imagine how much we could get if we worked together? We could have anything we wanted. Fifty-fifty. We share everything. We have each other’s backs.”

That last part made my stomach give a funny little twist. The idea of anyone other than Mama and maybe Luther having my back was an alien one.

“And what if I don’t want to?”

“What do you mean?”

“If I don’t agree to work with you? What then? You go to the police about me? You harass my mother? What?”

He glanced back toward the trailer park. “No.”

“No, what?”

“No. I wouldn’t do any of that. You say no, then that’s it. I walk away wishing I’d done a better job of convincing you. I’d never do any of that.”

“Why not?”

“Because there’s no benefit in it to me. All of it would end up pissing you off, and then you’d never work with me. Plus what does your mother have to do with it? What kind of jerk would bring her into it?”

“Are you for real?”

He took a breath. “I’m being honest here. I manage well enough on my own. But it could be so much better. It could be so much more, and I have plans. There are so many things I want to do, and it feels like nothing is happening fast enough. And that day I caught you in my house; it was like the answer was there, staring me right in the face. If it had been anyone else standing there, I would have ended them.”

“You could have tried,” I said, meeting his eyes.

“I might have succeeded.”

“Not likely.”

He smiled. “It’s a business proposition. I mean, there are enough rich bastards to go around, right? But it would be a lot easier on both of us to team up. Less… lonely, maybe.” He shrugged again.

“Aren’t you one of those rich bastards?” I asked.

He grinned then. “Only thanks to the generosity of all the rich bastards I’ve encountered over the years, including my father,” he said with a smirk. “I still want more.”

Damn it. He was saying all the right things. And he had Luther’s trust. He was appealing to my own desire to do more, though I had the feeling his “more” was a bit different from mine. It was probably stupid. He was probably planning on double-crossing me or something for all I knew, but I had to admit that he had a point. He was the first person I’d ever met who was like me. As in, a thief and a powered person. I could see the same feral, hungry look in his eyes that I saw every time I looked in the mirror.

But there was more. The sense that he wasn’t used to hearing the word “no.” The fact that he clearly knew my name, where my mother lived, and what I could do — the three things I’d been almost obsessive about keeping secret. He was saying he would never use those things against me. I’d have to be a moron to actually believe that. Everyone had a price. If someone ever named his, he’d spill faster than you could whisper “traitor.” The same was true of Luther.

I could not believe she’d given him my name.

“I’m not sure,” I finally said. “I don’t know you.”

“Yeah.”

“And it would be so easy for you to double-cross me, or mess with me.”

“You don’t trust so easy,” he said, and I shook my head. “That makes two of us.”

“So maybe it would be better for each of us to do our own thing, and just stay out of each other’s way. And I’ll promise not to hit your house again.”

He let out a short laugh. “You wouldn’t get inside again.”

“Is that a challenge, Richie Rich?” I glanced over at him, and caught a smile, a glint in his eyes.

“My name’s Damian Rutherford. It’s not something I share with many people.“ I didn’t answer. “So we’re even, Jolene Faraday. You want to turn that name over to somebody, tell them I’m a thief, you have the power to do it. You know where I live. It wouldn’t even be hard to make my life hell.”

“So why say anything?” I stopped, and he stopped with me. I’m not exactly a tiny thing, but even so, he stood a good few inches taller than me. Thin, though. The kind of person my Mama would try to fatten up immediately.

“Because I believe in taking risks sometimes, if the payoff seems worthwhile. You’re a risk I’m willing to take.” He backed up a step, eyes on mine. “You know where to find me if you change your mind. Until then, we’ll just keep doing our things, separately.”

“Take care,” I said.

“You too. Try not to knock down any more shitty motels.”

“That was fun, though,” I said, and he laughed. He turned, walked away, giving me a quick wave over his shoulder as he did. I stood there and watched him walk away until I couldn’t see him anymore.

“I am going to kill Luther,” I said, to no one in particular as I shoved my shaking hands into my pockets.














Chapter Five

 

“You gave him my name? My real, actual, legal freaking name?” I said to Luther as she waved me into her living room. “I knew I should have kept that to myself.” I sat down on the uncomfortable sofa near the windows, and tried to pretend I hadn’t seen Luther roll her eyes to the heavens, as if she was hoping God would deliver her from hysterical children, as she’d called me more than once. “Really, Luther?”

“Settle down. I wouldn’t give that to just anyone, kotka.”

Kotka. “Cat” in Polish. Cat burglar. Luther was just too damn cute sometimes, but I wasn’t in the mood.

“Why him, Luther?” I asked more quietly. She sat down with a bit of a wince.

“Because many hands make lighter work,” she said, speaking in her own weird code again. In other words, more profit to be made, by her, if Damian and I teamed up.

“I can’t believe you told him that.”

“He would have found it out anyway. He told you what he can do, yeah?” I nodded, still glaring at the floor. “He figured out enough to know that you come over and help me out from time to time. It probably wasn’t too hard from there. All I did was confirm it. Smart, that one.” She paused. “And he wouldn’t betray you. I know that, too.”

“How can you know that?” I asked.

“You’re around as long as me, live the kind of life I’ve lived, you get a good sense of people. I’m not wrong.”

I stood up and strolled over to the mantle, which was lined with little statues of cats. Cats, everywhere, in Luther’s place. Both the real and decorative variety. “I told him no.”

“Which is your choice. And he’ll honor it,” she said with a shrug. “I think it’s foolish, but what do I know? I’ve only lived three times as long as you have.”

“Don’t.”

“What?”

“Don’t pull the old lady thing on me, all right?”

She shrugged and lit a cigarette.

“If you’re wrong…”

“I’m not. I’ve known that one almost twenty years.”

“He’s not much older than I am,” I said.

She nodded, raised her eyebrows as if to say “yeah, and?”

“He’s in his early thirties. And yes, I’ve known him almost twenty years. Not many I work with for that long. Most aren’t smart enough to have that long of a career. Keep that in mind, kotka.”

“He doesn’t seem bad. I’m just…” I shrugged.

“Oh, he’s bad. As bad as you or me or anyone. Sinners, all. That’s why we go to church.”

I studied her for a few moments, then shook my head. “Whatever.”

“Speaking of church. Will you be driving me this week?” Would I have merchandise for her this week, she meant.

“Maybe. I need to look at my schedule.”

She pursed her lips in that way she did when she was annoyed with me. “Well. Let’s hope so. I’m not getting any younger, and there’s still plenty of saving I need.” She wanted an influx of cash. Or, her sisters did, maybe.

“We’ll see what I can work out,” I said, glancing toward the window. I had a couple of places under surveillance. “You know, beggars can’t be choosers,” I said.

She smiled, and there wasn’t a whole lot of warmth in it. “No. No, they most certainly cannot.”

I let myself out. Great. Now I had Luther on my back. My relationship with her was mutually profitable, but a lot of getting the best prices on things relied on how happy Luther happened to be with me at the time. And a Luther who got regular kickbacks for her services was a happy Luther.

The last thing I wanted to do was pull off a job just then. It took focus I didn’t have, and I had enough excitement in my life without the adrenaline rush that came with cleaning out rich people’s houses.

Still. How hard could it be when all I had to do was fly out?

One job. In, and out.

 

 

 

As it was, the job itself wasn’t hard. Jam the security system, in and out in under three minutes, grab some nice jewelry and some coins. Luther liked coins, but I didn’t know anything about them. I even got out without any problem, opening a window and flying out. Easy.

I was flying over West Bloomfield when I saw the line of squad cars, lights flashing, heading toward the place where I’d just been, and I let out a loud laugh as I flew away. I got home, stashed my loot, and grabbed the tub of rocky road out of the freezer. I sat on the ugly sofa in my living room, shoveled ice cream into my face and got ready to watch the news. I was still surrounded by unpacked boxes. My stuff just didn’t seem to belong there, and I wasn’t in a hurry to unpack everything. So, for the moment, I was living out of boxes. I’d have to at least shuffle them elsewhere before my mother came to visit, or she’d insist on helping me and if there was one thing I definitely didn’t want, it was Mama rooting around in my stuff.

I’d get around to it. Eventually. I turned my attention back to the news. When the top story was “Relentless burglar strikes again,” I laughed.

My laughter froze and died when my image flashed onto the screen. Not anything most people would recognize. Me, face covered by a black scarf, only my eyes exposed. Nobody could tell anything from that. It wasn’t the first time security cameras had captured my image, and it probably wouldn’t be the last, either. As I sat watching the black and white video of myself, my stomach started twisting, worse when I realized that the window I’d flown out of was right in view of the camera.

Shit.

I leaned forward and watched as I opened the window and flew out into the night.

There was a voiceover, and I listened as I watched. “As you can see, we have exclusive video of the burglar who has plagued the suburbs in recent years, exiting via a second story window. Exterior cameras showed another view.”

“No,” I groaned, eyes glued to the screen.

And there I was, flying over the back yard. Grainy, dark, but it was very clearly a person, flying. The video looped again, and then the anchor went to an interview with the West Bloomfield chief of police.

“So, chief. Is this what I think it is? Is our burglar a powered person?” the anchor in the studio asked.

“That is what it appears to be. Which may very well explain why he was so hard to apprehend.”

I let out a little breath. They still thought they were dealing with a dude. This was a good thing.

“And will StrikeForce be involved in the investigation as a result?” the anchor asked.

On screen, the chief nodded. “I met with Alpha right before coming on the air with you. He has promised StrikeForce’s assistance, as well as their partnership in trying to get an identity. There aren’t that many powered people around. It won’t be hard to narrow it down.”

“Do we believe this is the same being who destroyed the vacant Eight Mile Motel?” the anchor asked, and they cut to video of the pile of rubble I’d left in my wake.

“Right now, that is the assumption we have to go with. Eyewitness reports indicate someone flying away from that scene. It’s not all that common of an ability.”

“This being seems dangerous.”

“Indeed. The public should consider this person to be extremely dangerous. Any indication of someone flying, someone with a ridiculous amount of strength, should be called in to either local law enforcement or the StrikeForce hotline. Do not attempt to approach the suspect. Stay safe, stay in your home or vehicle, and let the professionals deal with him.”

The news went to commercial and I sat there numbly. I was getting sloppy. Stupid. I should have taken off on foot, and then flown away later. I knew better. I’d always valued my anonymity. A figure in black, skulking into houses and emptying them. That had always been all I was. Now that they’d connected the two sides of my identity, now that there was that super powered angle… shit.

My life was about to get more complicated. StrikeForce wasn’t the most active organization, but they had some hard hitters. They’d taken in a few super powered troublemakers in the past few years. It wasn’t all about photo ops for Alpha and, if nothing else, they could prove to be a definite pain in the ass.

I tried to soothe myself with the fact that they were still sure I was a guy. So they weren’t all that close, and as long as I laid low for a while, it would blow over. Or at least the immediate heat would.

And the next thought I had was that I could be used as a bargaining chip. Damian lived the same life I did. What if he got caught? What if he decided to use me, turn me over in exchange for lighter punishment? What if he blabbed?

“You’re being paranoid,” I muttered, snapping the television off. I paced. What I really wanted to do was put my fist through something, but that would be an even dumber idea now than it had been the first time I’d done it.

Luther would be pissed. I could look forward to a lecture from her, no matter how good the loot was. Any heat on me was potential heat on her, and Luther was all about Luther. Luther wouldn’t hurt me. Couldn’t now, actually. But she knew who I was. She likely knew who my mother was and where she lived and worked.

You wouldn’t think she’d be worth worrying about. Geriatric Polish lady, right? Here’s the thing, though: you don’t stay in this business for very long without being able to make damn sure that your secrets stay secrets.

Her sisters, her nieces… there was a whole family empire built on fencing stolen goods and sharing the profits. None of them would be happy with the petty thief who ended up blowing the whole thing wide open.

I couldn’t fuck up again. Which meant no jobs, no matter how bitchy Luther got about it.

I’d get by, but it would be tight. With what I had stuffed in my dresser, I would be able to pay Mama’s crazy medical bills, but I wouldn’t be able to help anyone else. And the holidays were coming up and that was always one of those times when people who were down felt even more down, when a little help made a world of difference.

I couldn’t do it all. Mama came first. I’d help whoever I could. It would just have to be okay, while I laid low and tried to figure out what to do next.

The problem was that I couldn’t stop going back to the fact that there were two people now who knew my name, and that the public knew about my powers. It all added up to a little too much stress, too many chances for my identity to be blown wide open. I tried to tell myself that that was my main concern.

But I was fooling myself, and I knew it. I could try to act all sensible, but I knew. Along with the fear of being found out, the idea of giving up the rush of the job, of not doing my Robin Hood thing, left me feeling empty inside. I knew better.

I paced, and let the argument play out in my head. I needed a sure thing. I needed to keep working. I needed to get ahead, in case the worst happened.

More than anything, I needed to make sure that, like Luther, I kept a tight rein on those who knew too much about me. Why not kill two birds with one stone?


















Chapter Six

 

I landed in the back yard, not far from the pool I’d tried to throw myself into the night I’d tried to rob Damian’s house. I didn’t bother trying to be sneaky. I knew he had surveillance cameras around. He’d likely gotten some kind of alert the second I’d shown up on the property. I walked, taking halting steps to the back door, and before I could even knock, I could see him walking through the kitchen, toward me. I straightened, shoved my hands back in my pockets. I was wearing my face scarf and my hooded sweatshirt again, but I knew he recognized me.

He opened the door and silently gestured for me to come in. I ducked past him into the warmth of the kitchen and tried to remind myself that this had been my decision. Kind of.

The door closing behind me, that click of the lock falling into place, seemed much too loud, and my stomach twisted. This was a mistake. Everything in me screamed that this was a stupid idea, that this guy, this weird guy who stockpiled pillows and bed sheets, would end up being my downfall.

For his part, he stood there, leaning against the enormous island in his kitchen, watching me. He wore jeans, a dark blue v-neck sweater. A watch glinted on his wrist, and for some reason, that made me feel better. Sensible, responsible people wear watches, right?

I never claimed to be sane.

“Um,” I began. He went to the back door and closed the blinds, and I started unwrapping my scarf. I shrugged out of my jacket.

“It’s nice to see you again,” he said, and something in his tone, the warmth there, the sense that he really actually meant it, just made me feel more uncomfortable.

“That thing we talked about last time you saw me?”

He nodded.

“Is that still on the table?”

“You know it is.”

“I didn’t, actually. I thought maybe you’d change your mind.” I crossed my arms over my chest, which made me feel a little more calm while concealing my trembling hands.

“What, because of that video of you?”

I nodded again.

He grinned, a slow smile that revealed rows of perfect, straight teeth. “That was supposed to scare me off?”

“The heat is on,” I said. “Luther is probably so pissed at me right now.”

He crossed his arms, and now that smile was at full force. “You realize we don’t need to make Luther happy anymore, right?”

“Of course we do. Who else is going to sell our stuff?”

“Come on, Jolene. You think we’re gonna keep robbing houses and trying to fence stolen goods?”

I studied him. “What are you talking about? What else would we do?”

He leaned toward me, eyes locked onto mine. “We go straight for the money. Banks, baby. Armored cars. No fences. We don’t need anybody but you and me.”

“Luther…”

“We’ll still give Luther her tribute,” he said, waving his hand as if it was of no consequence. “Neither of us would be shit without her. I know that better than anyone. She deserves it. Plus we’ll need someone who knows how to make sure none of it is traced back to us, and she knows how to handle all that shit. We’re about to get very, very rich, Jolene. Your strength, my ability to get into places where people don’t want me. Built-in getaway. We’re unstoppable.”

“If we decide to go through with it,” I said quietly, eyes glued to his.

He smiled again. “We both know you wouldn’t be here unless your mind was already made up.”

“And StrikeForce?”

He laughed. “They’re scared of you. Everyone is. The best thing you ever did was knock down that motel. Put the fear of god in everyone who saw it. That’s where we want them. Afraid. Knowing damn well that they’re out-powered.”

“Are they?”

“The strongest one they have is Alpha. Pretty sure you could take him, if it came to that.”

“It doesn’t bother you, that I’m the muscle here?”

He shook his head. “I’m very equal opportunity that way. And I’m not without my own strengths.” He met my eyes again. “So. Partners?” He held out his hand.

I stared at it for a few long moments.

And then I put my hand in his, hoping I hadn’t just sealed my own doom.

“Good. Come on in and sit down. We have a lot to talk about.”

“It’s safe to talk here?” I asked, looking around.

He nodded. “I sweep it every couple of days. I’m a little paranoid about it,” he added with a shrug.

“Paranoid is good,” I said, and he grinned at me.

“I knew you’d get me,” he said. I followed him up the stairs and to the opposite side of the second floor from the rooms I’d tried to rob. He walked into a wood-paneled library, and I was met with the sight of dark, shining wood shelves, books lining every wall, and I think, maybe, that was the moment I fell a little in love. Not with him, of course, but definitely with his library.

“Nice,” I said, looking around. He shrugged. “Where did you get all this?”

“Jobs. It’s one of my things. You ever look in these people’s libraries? First editions, signed books. Antique books. It pisses ‘em off when you take shit like that. Even more so than jewelry, sometimes.”

I nodded. I knew it would piss me off. You can take someone’s wedding ring. Diamonds can be replaced. But you do not mess with someone’s books. He was, maybe, a little more evil than I was.

“Plus, I had to fill the shelves,” he added.

“Yes, I noticed you have a thing about being well-stocked.”

“Long story,” he said.

“I don’t doubt it. Seems a little obsessive, though.”

He nodded, a ghost of a smile on his lips. “Well, it started as one thing, and then it ballooned to all the things, because I could afford it.” He met my eyes. “It’s not that weird.”

“If you say so,” I answered.

I turned and walked along one wall, looking at the spines of the books without really seeing them. “I want my mother kept out of this. At all costs. No matter what happens between us, no matter whether something happens to me or not. She’s not involved.”

He nodded. “I never would have involved her. I already told you that.”

“I find it hard to believe.”

“What? That I’d know the one thing in this world that really means something to you, and I wouldn’t use it?” He studied me. “That’s not me.”

I glanced away. “That, and we don’t hurt anybody. I’ve gotten this far without hurting anyone, without even coming close to killing anyone. I’m not going to start now.”

He didn’t respond, and turned toward him.

“Right?” I pressed.

“If someone comes after me, guns blazing or something, I’m going to use what I have, and I’m not going to feel bad about it.”

I crossed my arms. “You don’t need to fight back. You have your built-in getaway car.” I paused. “Was that Dearborn thing at the hotel you?” I’d seen a news report the day before about a robbery at one of the nicer hotels in Dearborn. Someone had broken into the main safe, the one the concierge kept for high-profile guests to keep their belongings safe. The burglar had been caught in the act, and, somehow or another, all of the lights in the building shattered, and then about a dozen small electrical fires sparked. The burglar had gotten out and away, thanks to the chaos.

He didn’t answer for a moment, and then he sighed. “It doesn’t happen very often,” he said.

“Starting now, it doesn’t happen at all.”

He crossed his arms, mirroring my posture.

“I’m not kidding. Hurting anyone, for any reason, is off the table. They’re defending their homes or whatever against us. We have powers and they don’t. We’re not going to hurt people. It’s one thing to steal from them. Things can be replaced. I won’t hurt anyone.”

He took a breath, then shook his head. “So, what? Is that an ultimatum?”

“Yeah.”

He threw his hands up in the air. “Fine. But you also understand that I use my powers to make a point? To get them to do what I want?”

“And I’m totally fine with that. Threaten them with it all you want, but don’t freaking hurt anyone.”

“Fine. Deal. Stay away from your mother and don’t hurt anyone. Anything else?”

“We avoid each other in public. We meet up here, and we work. Other than that, you don’t know me, and no one has any idea that we even know the other exists.”

He nodded. “People start seeing us together without masks, they might somehow put two and two together. Heights, builds.”

“Exactly.”

“All right. So let’s get started. I’ve been doing recon on a few places for a while now, and I have some possible targets we could hit pretty quickly.”

I sat down at the long wooden table in the center of the room, and he sat across from me, and we spent the next few hours planning how we’d pull off our first job together. Along with the rush of adrenaline that came from knowing I’d be making another hit was the heavy feeling in my stomach, the certainty that this had been a really, really stupid idea.

As long as Mama’s bills got paid and I was able to help a few people out, it would all be okay. I’d get used to it, and I’d make sure he didn’t hurt anybody.

I was doing a public service, really.

I am so good at lying, sometimes I even manage to lie to myself.

















Chapter Seven

 

Three weeks later…



“This should be an easy one tonight,” Damian said in greeting when I walked into the library. Three weeks working together. Three jobs. We’d hit two banks and one armored car, and in three weeks’ time, I’d had more money pass through my hands than I’d ever imagined. It was almost too easy.

“They’re all easy ones,” I said as I settled onto one of the mahogany chairs that ringed the large round table.

“I promised you they would be,” he said with a small smile. I looked away. In some ways, working with Damian was a dream. Plenty of money, no close calls. That was nice. Having someone to share the victory after the fact was nice, too.

And he was generous. He’d given me a key to the house so I could let myself in easily whenever I wanted. Offered me a room so I could stay on those nights when the job required late hours or an extra bit of work on my part. I’d declined that offer.

He walked across the room and sat in the chair beside mine. “I promised I’d make sure you never had to worry about money again,” he said, and a chill went up my spine. My mind shot back to one of the few memories I have of my father. I was four. He was drunk, breaking vases, candle holders, picture frames in our living room, just out of stupid drunken spite, shouting at my mother over and over again about how good she had it, that she didn’t appreciate any of it… that he was a good provider and she didn’t know how lucky she was.

That she never had to worry about money.

“Jolene,” Damian said, and I shook myself out of it, rubbed my arms, trying to warm myself. This was different. I could walk away any time I wanted. And when I was ready, I would.

“I was thinking, after this job is over, maybe we can come back here and watch a movie or something? We can hang out. I’d like to know more about you,” he said, and I got up and went over to the window. “Or not,” he added, an edge to his voice that I hadn’t heard there before.

“I think that the less we know about one another, the better,” I said, looking at the window, watching his reflection. He shook his head, leaned his elbows on the table.

“When are you going to trust me?” he asked.

“I don’t do the trust thing. We’ve established that already, I thought.”

“We’re partners. You really need to get over this.”

I took a breath. “About that…”

“Don’t,” he said, and I turned around to look at him.

“Don’t, what?” I asked, aware now of the tightening in my stomach, the adrenaline rush, the immediate “fight or flight” thing that had been my response for most of my life. Usually, it came to “fight,” and I was fine with that. Mostly.

“Don’t start talking about splitting up the team already. We’re just getting started.”

“We’re doing too many jobs. I never did this many. I did one a month, maybe two—“

“Yes, but it’s not just you anymore. You have your goals, and I have mine.”

“Yeah, and your goals are a hell of a lot more expensive than mine, I think,” I said, voice raised a little when he started to interrupt me. I crossed my arms over my chest. Three weeks, and we’d already had this discussion twice, about the rate of our jobs, about the concept of “enough.”

He was quiet for a moment, and I knew he was thinking. Trying to find a way to finesse me into his point of view, most likely. After a few moments, he blew out a breath and looked at me. “You’re not thinking big enough. Whatever it is you’re doing with the money, and I think I know what it is, you could go bigger. You could do more.”

“And risk someone starting to ask questions,” I argued. “The whole reason this has worked for me so well, for so long, is that I’m not stupid. Other than a few slip-ups, I’ve done my best not to be noticed. And that goes for the robberies themselves as well as what I do afterward. And you don’t get that. You were raised with money, you’ve got this house… you go throwing money around, and no one will give it a second thought. Me? All anyone would wonder is ‘where the hell did she get that kind of money?’ And I don’t want anyone wondering about me.”

“You are so damn scared of everything,” he said. He shook his head as if he was deeply disappointed in me.

“Because I am. Fear makes me careful.”

“Or it holds you back,” he argued.

I was sick of the conversation already. We were delving too far into sharing our goals and dreams for my liking and he was starting to piss me off. I looked away, out the window.

He cursed under his breath, then ran his hands through his hair. “I’m sorry. I know you didn’t want to get into all this shit,” he said. I didn’t answer. “Yes, my goals are more expensive than yours, maybe. But you benefit, too. The people you want to help benefit. Your mother benefits—“

“Leave my mother out of this,” I said quietly, slowly. I turned my head and looked him straight in the eye, and he was the first one to look away.

“I didn’t mean it in any way other than to say, you’re doing it. You’re helping her. What we do together is helping.”

I turned back to the window. “Don’t pretend to care about that.”

I heard him sigh, and then I heard footsteps as he started pacing across the library. He did that a lot, and I was finding it more annoying with each passing day. “You’re right. I don’t care about it, but you do. And you’re doing it.” Then he laughed. “What are the odds I’d finally take on a partner, and it’s one who has the screwiest sense of honor I’ve ever heard of?”

I bit my lip. Took a breath.

“After this one tonight, I want to cut back some. You did this before on your own. You want to do more jobs, do them without me. Save the big or tricky ones for the ones we do together. But little shit like last week? That armored car? You could have done that on your own.”

“Yeah, but then you wouldn’t have gotten a cut of it,” he said. After a moment, he shrugged. “It’s convenient having your help. It makes my life simpler. But if it’s cut back or lose you as a partner completely, then I’ll cut back on our team jobs. Okay? I know a guy who’s looking to partner up. Maybe I’ll start doing some side jobs with him.”

I nodded. Took a breath. “If you ever rat me out, so help me I will kill you myself,” I told him, meeting his eyes. “And we both know I can.”

He didn’t look away. “I know you can, and I don’t doubt that you would try it. I don’t know how many times I can tell you that you can trust me. Yeah, my plans are different from yours, and I’m a little annoyed that I thought I was all set and now I’m not, but—“

“What are your plans?” I asked.

He shook his head. “We don’t have a sharing type of partnership, Jolene.”

“Is it something I’m going to hate having had a hand in?”

“I don’t think so.”

I watched him, and he shook his head again. “You know I was raised rich, and I’m sure you’re already thinking ‘oh, boo-hoo, poor little rich boy’s gonna tell me about his struggles.’”

He wasn’t wrong. It was almost exactly what was going through my head. I just shrugged.

“And I didn’t struggle. Not the way you likely did. But I spent a lot of time alone, and then, as soon as my mom left, my dad shipped me off to boarding school.” He laughed. “I loved it there. Freedom. Nobody watching me every second. For the first time in my life, I didn’t feel like I had to tiptoe around and try not to be noticed, try not to bother anyone. I could be whatever I wanted.”

I nodded.

“There’s nothing like that for kids with powers,” he said.

“Are there many?” I asked. It wasn’t something I’d given much thought to.

“There are some. Do you have any idea how easy it is to open up an educational center in this state? And the laws are even more lax when it comes to powered people. Honestly, it’s like they just want to pretend we don’t exist.” I could tell that he was warming up to talking about it. He started talking faster, moving his hands around, making more animated gestures. “I read about these girls in Wisconsin who got expelled from their public school because they were supposedly a danger to the other kids. And then they got kicked out of their homes.”

“That’s rough,” I said.

“Yeah. They lived on the streets for years, begging for food and money. Took to robbing places, pickpocketing.”

“What happened to them?”

“StrikeForce arrested them. Last I was able to find out about them. StrikeForce says that they served their time and are living new lives, with new names.”

“Well. At least StrikeForce managed to do something for them,” I said. “Unlike the usual, you know?”

He nodded. “Maybe. But how much better would it have been if they’d had a place to come to when they were kids? Or if there had been a place for their parents to ship them off to, the way my father shipped me off?”

“So… that’s your plan? Open up a boarding school for powered kids?”

He nodded.

“That’s surprisingly altruistic of you. Didn’t know you had it in you.”

“Well, I don’t. They’ll all be well versed in the art of thievery.”

I scrunched up my face. “Please tell me you’re joking.”

He shrugged.

I closed my eyes. “You know what? I don’t want to know. Let’s go back to our ‘no sharing’ rule now.”

He shuffled through some newspapers on the table. “If you say so. You ready? There’s money sitting out there with my name on it.”

A few minutes later, we left the house in silence, then split up. I flew away once I was a few blocks from his house, out of the sight of any nosy neighbors who may have been watching, and then walked to a corner store where we’d planned to meet up. We’d walk together from there, then fly to our target, which was another bank in the northern suburbs.

It took us a little over fifteen minutes to get there, and, light though Damian was, my arms were grateful when I was finally able to put him down. Flying and carrying him was convenient, but not exactly the most elegant way to go. We landed a few blocks away, behind a grocery store that was closed for the night.

“Jolene,” he whispered when we landed.

“Yeah?”

“I was kind of an asshole earlier. I know you hate it when I bring your personal life up. I’m sorry.”

I stopped and looked up at him. “And I’m sorry I can’t be the kind of partner you want,” I said. “I’m just not made that way.”

“I know,” he said, glancing down. “We’ll work it out.“

“Yes, we will. Meaning that when I say ‘nope,’ that’s it. Right?” I asked, and he rolled his eyes. We finished donning our disguises as we hid near the dumpsters behind the grocery store. I wrapped my face and pulled up my hood, and he pulled on a black ski mask and gloves. “Let’s go. You have a closet that isn’t filled with stuff somewhere in that big house, don’t you?”

He let out a short laugh, and I felt myself relax a little, felt that edge of excitement that came from the thrill of planning a heist. I can only imagine that it’s how athletes feel before a big game, or, maybe how it feels right before you’re about to kiss the love of your life. Crazy, exhilarating, out of control. The world both seems to slow down and speed up, all at the same time. It’s beautiful. It was life, and even with all of the stress Damian brought into my life, I still loved this part.

We took to the air again once we got close to the bank. “After you,” he murmured, and I shoved the doors open, breaking the metal grates and the multiple locks as easily as if I’d been pushing open a screen door. Alarms started going off, lights flashing, and Damian strode past me, calmly speaking in a low voice that sounded more like a series of clicks and weird buzzing noises than actual words. The first time he’d done it, it had freaked me out because I wondered if he was having some kind of fit or something. But this was his thing. This was him, “talking” to the electronics and other devices in the building, breaking in to the safe and other systems, making it easy for us and, hopefully, buying us time.

“Here we go,” he said. He pulled the door to the safe open, and we rushed in and started grabbing whatever we could. Bags, stacks of money, whatever. I filled my pockets but mostly focused on watching for our friendly local police officers. Or StrikeForce, who we expected to show up all the time, but hadn’t managed to put a damper on one of our jobs yet.

They managed to show up after the fact, talking about what a menace we were. They knew about Damian from before, I guess, because when they talked on the news, they lamented the fact that the two super villains doing the most damage currently in Detroit had teamed up together. Him, they’d started referring to as “Virus” after they started piecing together how he’d committed his crimes over the years.

Me? I was still “the burglar.”

Ah, well. I was the one who’d wanted anonymity.

“Twenty-seven seconds,” I said to Damian. We tried to get in and out of any building within a half a minute, which was usually before we chanced any run-ins with law enforcement. Not that Damian especially cared, but I didn’t want to risk having a physical confrontation with anyone.

“Let’s go,” he said, grabbing one more bag from the sturdy metal shelves. We ran out of the building, stepping out the front door just as the first few police cars pulled up, bright headlights and spotlights washing over the front facade of the bank, bathing both of us in white light.

“On the ground with your hands up,” one of them said through a megaphone.

I heard Damian let out a low laugh, and then I was grabbing him under the arms, hoisting him and his multiple bags of cash into the air. The officer shouted through the megaphone at us, and then I heard a bullet whiz past my head. I wasn’t surprised, exactly, that they were shooting at us. The rules of engagement for officers facing powered people were different than for non-powered people. The general gist of it was: use whatever force necessary to take us down, and if you do take us down, probably better if we end up dead. In that way, I guess StrikeForce was the lesser of two evils.

Another shot narrowly missed my thigh, and I ducked, hard, to the opposite side.

“Holy shit,” I shouted.

“Fly faster,” Damian said. “Higher.”

I did. Soon, the staccato sound of guns firing faded away. No more bullets whipped past me, and I flew higher into the cold night sky, relieved to get some cloud cover between them and us.

“This is exactly why we need to slow down. Too risky,” I said.

“Let’s not. Okay?” he grunted, and we flew for a while in silence. We had to dodge the occasional police helicopter out looking, almost surely, for us. It wasn’t hard to do. My main concern was that one of the flying StrikeForce members might track us down, but so far, we’d been lucky.

I didn’t like to keep pushing our chances.

I didn’t feel like doing it anymore.

The realization hit me out of nowhere. I’d always loved pulling these heists. The thrill of the job, the exhilaration during and afterward, the nice, fat payday after a job well done.

Maybe it was because of him. Maybe I just didn’t like being responsible for someone else. But as I flew, I wondered if it was more than that.

I shook it off, and worked on flying, fast, keeping a grip on Damian.

“Shit,” I heard him say.

“What?”

“We’re being followed. Nightbane,” Damian said, and I gritted my teeth, started flying faster, pushing myself. The only thing I knew about Nightbane is that he could fly. It was enough to make him a definite danger; the air was our safe harbor.

“He’s gaining.”

I pushed harder, holding Damian tightly. I maneuvered, cut hard, trying to shake Nightbane in the dark sky.

“Still on you,” Damian said, looking behind us. “Shit.”

I dodged, spun, changed direction.

“He’s almost here. Drop me,” Damian said, and I ignored him and flew faster, harder, putting all of my energy into flying forward.

“It’s you they want. Drop me and go. I’m weighing you down,” Damian said.

I kept flying. As if I was going to risk letting them grab him. They might have technically wanted me, but he would make a good prize, too. And he knew too damn much.

“Now. Do it and get yourself out of here,” Damian shouted up at me.

“Fuck this,” I snarled. I set Damian down on the roof of one of the stores below us and bulleted back up into the sky.

In the opposite direction of where I’d been heading.

I met Nightbane in midair, coming in fast, and he barely stopped in time to avoid crashing into me.

But my fist had no problem managing to crash into his face, and he went hurtling back through the sky. He shook it off, charged me, and I ducked under, hit him hard in the throat, then the face. Before he could get his bearings, I grabbed him, lifted his flailing form over my head, and hurtled him.

I didn’t wait around to see how or if he landed. I dove down, grabbed Damian, and took off, faster than I’ve ever flown in my life. I knew there were others around. It was past time to make ourselves scarce.

A while later, we landed in Eastpointe. I dropped Damian near a car he’d planted there earlier, on a dark dead-end side street behind a laundromat. He got in, keeping the bags with him.

“What the fuck was that?” he demanded when he turned back to me.

“What?”

“I told you to go. He’s made it clear on the news that it’s you he’s interested in. You’re the power behind the operation. You’re the one who has everyone afraid, oh, she-who-tears-down-motels.”

“And if they’d taken you, they would have had the one person who knows everything about me. No. I don’t trust you. We’ve been over this,” I added when I could tell he wanted to argue.

He stood there in silence for a minute, then gave a short, irritated shake of his head and got into the car.

“See you around,” he muttered, and I nodded, watched him drive off. I took to the air and watched his car for several minutes, making sure nobody was tailing him. Once I was satisfied that he’d make it back to his house all right, I took off in the opposite direction. Time to unwrap my face, find a coffee shop or restaurant or something on the southwest side to rest up in and get some distance between myself and the scene of our crime. Then I’d make my way home.

And try not to piss anyone else off before then.

I landed a while later near Corktown and found a little coffee bar. Hipster areas were always good for that kind of thing. I went in, sat down for a while nursing an over-priced shitty coffee until I felt ready to move again. I made a point of talking to the barista, a few guys at a table next to mine. Being seen nowhere near the scene of a crime was a good thing. I mean, yeah, they knew I could fly, but they also still thought I was a guy, so… it couldn’t hurt to help Jolene Faraday’s identity stay as far away from the burglar’s as possible.

After a while, I left. I’d catch the bus back to my apartment, which would give me a chance to think a little, and ensure that more people saw me out and about on the complete opposite side of town. I walked down the street. It wasn’t crowded, exactly, but there were a decent number of people around, due to the bars, restaurants, and coffee shops. I figured I’d been seen enough for one night. There was a cemetery to my left, and I knew that the bus stop was on the other side of that. It was one of those old cemeteries, surrounded by a low stone wall. Paths wound through it, beneath tall oaks and the arching branches of weeping willows. Really, I just kind of had a thing for cemeteries. So peaceful. They were usually empty, and even if there was someone around, they rarely cared about what was going on with anyone else who happened to be visiting. At night, though, it was even better because I was the only one around.

I was almost out of the cemetery when a large figure stepped out from behind a gravestone with an old, kind of ridiculous-looking gargoyle on the top. I drew back, and then got ready to punch. Or fly.

He was enormous. Tall. Six four, six five, maybe. Muscular, but not in the way most people think of when they hear “muscular,” that kind of narrow-waisted muscle magazine look. He was just solid, shaped like a barrel, with muscles bulging at his shoulders, arms, and thighs.

He was dressed head to toe in black. It kind of looked, maybe, like body armor, but I couldn’t tell in the dim light. Black pants, black long-sleeved shirt, head and face completely covered in a black mask, not a single speck of flesh showing through. Black gloves on his hands.

Actually, his outfit wasn’t all that different from mine.

He held his hands out as if trying to calm me.

And I could admit that I didn’t scare often, but his sudden appearance freaked me out, but I didn’t want him to see that.

“Go ahead. Say it. You know you want to,” I said, running my mouth, which was my standard nervous reaction. It was better than standing there feeling unnerved.

He tilted his head as if asking me what the hell I was talking about.

“Go ahead. ‘I’m Batman.’” I said in my best deep, husky voice. “It’ll be our little secret.”

He shook his head, and a small sound came from him. A sigh. Maybe a laugh. It was impossible to say.

“You could do so much better,” he said, and his voice was low, raspy, like something from a nightmare, maybe. Way scarier than any version of Batman I’d ever heard.

“What?” I asked, still ready to react.

“The shit you’re doing. Who you’re doing it with,” he said. I thought I could maybe detect a slight accent, but I wasn’t sure.

“I think you’ve got the wrong girl,” I said.

“I think I’ve got just the right one.”

I took a step back, and he stayed still.

“You’ve got crazy amounts of power. Don’t you think you could be doing something more with it?”

“I—“

“Don’t bullshit a bullshitter, darling,” he said, and there was that sense of an accent again. Irish. Or Scottish? Not strong, barely there, but it flavored his words, and that plus its raspiness had me wondering what the man looked like under the mask.

Which was totally stupid. I didn’t need to know. Jesus.

“Word to the wise. You want to stay away from the guy you’re working with. Don’t make me have to take you in next time.”

“What, are you with StrikeForce?”

He laughed, a low, rough laugh that sent shivers down my spine. “Not likely. But I recognize that it may be the only place for guys like your partner. You… I think you can do better.”

“What do you know about me?” I asked, annoyed and thrown off by his words, the sound of his voice.

“Your neighbors think you’re a saint. Your mother is proud of you. You’re the perfect daughter, the kind of woman who gives to charity and never turns her back on someone who needs her. Where does this shit fit in with that, Jolene?”

I froze, and he held his hands up again.

“Secrets are safe with me. You are safe with me.”

“Not feeling so safe just now,” I said.

“Because you’re smart. Think about what I said, smart girl,” he said, and then he moved into the shadows. When I looked behind the gravestone, there was no sign of him, and there wasn’t a single sound to give away which way he’d gone. It was as if he’d never been there at all.

I stood there, feeling my heart pounding, my palms sweating. I hadn’t been that unnerved in maybe forever. He knew me. Knew even more than Damian knew about me.

I shook myself out of it, and sped up so I could catch the bus in time. Once I was on, I felt like I could breathe again. I debated with myself whether I should tell Damian about whatever the hell it was that had just happened, but I ended up deciding against it. I’d keep my little convo with the masked stranger who knew too much to myself, at least for now. For some reason, it was something I didn’t feel like sharing.
















Chapter Eight

 

I looked for a place to land, glad that my meetings with Damian always took place at night. It was a lot easier to find a place to land inconspicuously, and his house wasn’t located in the sort of area where people wandered around outside a lot at night. His immediate neighborhood was nice, and it was monitored by a security patrol, but the area around it was not that great, other than the Waldorf school I’d landed near that first night and the Detroit Archdiocese headquarters. In between, there were neighborhoods of old houses, in varying states of habitation or decay. It was weird. One block would look perfect, neat, welcoming. And the next might look like the set from some post-apocalyptic movie or something. Either way, it made it easier for me to land and then walk to Damian’s house. I always used the back door now, and the key he’d given me just made it that much more straightforward. I always knew I could find him in his library.

We hadn’t done any jobs in the two weeks since our little confrontation with the police. Whether it had finally been too close for him, or he was respecting my wish to be involved less, I was glad for it. It gave me a chance to think.

My thoughts were a mess, unfortunately. My situation with Damian just kind of kept going in circles. I could trust him. No, I couldn’t. Yes, I could. I could stop any time I wanted. No, I couldn’t… it was stupid.

But it was nowhere near as stupid as the other subject that filled my thoughts at odd moments, haunted my dreams, and made me wake up with my heart pounding.

Him.

The guy in the cemetery hadn’t been far from my thoughts since that night. It was ridiculous. I had no idea what he looked like, who he was. All I had was that impression of ridiculous strength, along with that low, deep, raspy voice.

It wasn’t just that, though. It was his repeated assertion that I could do so much better. It stuck with me, made me start questioning my life and where it was going. The thing was, I had no idea what I was supposed to do with that. What? Go back to school, get a job, go the community organizer route, the way I’d once planned? I couldn’t see doing that now.

I didn’t know how to be anything but a thief and a liar. And I liked it that way, damn it. I was caught between being angry with him for planting whatever doubts he had in my mind, and fantasizing about what was under the mask at odd moments.

It was seriously screwing me up.

I tried not to think about it as I walked up to the back door at Damian’s house. I wondered if he’d start nagging me to start doing more jobs again. He’d been good about respecting what I’d asked of him so far, but he wasn’t exactly the most patient person I knew.

In the kitchen, the small television that was mounted over one end of the counter was on, and I stopped and watched it as I pulled my gloves off. Not as part of a disguise, this time, but because Michigan in November can go from sixty to thirty in a matter of hours. The news was on, and they were covering a powered person who I guess had been causing trouble near the Michigan-Illinois border for a while. Not anyone I knew. Alpha was on screen, standing, once again, outside of StrikeForce Command.

“Alpha, John Jalen from Channel Seven. I was wondering if you could tell us what happened? Does the vigilante known as Killjoy work for StirkeForce?”

“No, he does not,” Alpha said icily, and I had to smile at the pissy look on his face.

“So Killjoy is not a member of your team?”

“That’s what I just said, isn’t it?” Alpha growled at the middle-aged reporter, who merely held his microphone out and patiently waited through it.

“Can you tell us then, Alpha sir, why it is that he continues to get to these super powered troublemakers before you and your team, what with all of your top of the line equipment and—“

Before he could finish the question, Alpha turned and stalked away and two guards dressed in dark gray and black uniforms stepped forward to block him from view. I let out a short laugh, shook my head, then started to make my way upstairs.

I took the stairs two at a time. I was ready for this job. I was convinced that the thrill of pulling off another heist, the money I’d bring home, would banish all of my stupid questions and doubts from my mind. All I needed was to get back in the game, but on my own terms. It wasn’t until I had already opened the door to the library that I realized I’d heard other voices, focused as I’d been on my own thoughts. By the time it registered, I already had the door to the library open.

Damian sat at one end of the table. Three other men sat with him, and all four of them stopped and looked at me when I walked in.

I took a step back, catching Damian’s eye.

“Hey. I forgot you were coming over. Uh. Well, you’re here now,” he said, standing up. He looked tense, but he was also trying to look like he wasn’t. I knew his moods well enough by now to see that much. “There are some people I want you to meet.”

I didn’t answer, stood where I was.

“You might already know these guys by their code names. That’s Daemon,” he said, pointing to a pale, acetic looking man wearing all gray, right down to the gray leather shoes on his feet. He just nodded his head at me.

“You probably know him as Dr. Death,” Damian went on, pointing to a short, almost comical looking man with a bad haircut and blotchy skin. I honestly would have been laughing if those two particular people’s reputations hadn’t already been right out in the open. Instead, I felt my palms sweating, my heart pounding.

What in the hell was he doing?

My fist ached to hit something. Particularly Damian.

“And you might not know Maddoc,” Damian said, clearly unaware of how close he was to getting clobbered. Maddoc just sat there, looking like he was sizing me up. The way he looked at me made my skin crawl even more than it already was.

“Can I speak to you for a moment? Downstairs?” I asked Damian.

“Sure. Excuse me, gentlemen,” he said, and they all nodded. I spun and stalked back downstairs and into the kitchen. I could hear Damian behind me, and the second he was in the kitchen, I spun on him, grabbed him by the front of the shirt, and shoved him, harder than I probably should have, back into the kitchen wall. Cracks appeared in the plaster over his head.

“Hey—“ he managed, before I pulled him forward and then shoved him hard into the wall again.

“What the hell are they doing here?” I hissed at him, finally releasing him before I seriously hurt him. Because I wanted to. God, I wanted to. Two vile, psychotic assholes, one jerk I didn’t know, and all three of them had seen my face. Probably knew I was the person who robbed houses. Fuck.

“I’m looking to bring on some help,” he said, rubbing the back of his head. “We talked about this before. And these guys have been lobbying to join up for a while now.”

“Why?”

He rolled his eyes. “Why, Jolene? Seriously?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“Because you have a really screwed up set of priorities for a thief. I wanted this to be so much bigger. I want to make sure we never have to answer to anyone, ever again. And you keep telling me no on certain jobs, and if I show the slightest sign of getting ready to hurt someone, you get all nuts. Are you a thief, or aren’t you?”

I stared at him. “How much do you need?”

“Christ. This again,” he muttered, turning and pacing toward the stove. The lights in the kitchen fizzled, affected by his energy. “Do you not get what thieves do? Or did your fancy Catholic school education not teach you that much?”

“Oh, fuck off. You should have told me. They saw my face, Damian. How much more did you tell them?”

He glared at me. “I didn’t tell them anything. I’d never do that.”

“Right. I’m just some chick who shows up.”

“I’ll tell them you’re my neighbor or something. They don’t give a shit.”

I fisted my hands at my sides to keep from hitting him.

“They saw my face. You don’t think they’ve already figured out who I am, seeing us together there?”

“They’re here to work with me. For me. They know an easy payday when they see it. You’re being paranoid.”

I took a few deep breaths, and, proving that he was intelligent if nothing else, Damian kept quiet. “You should have told me not to come,” I finally said.

“I forgot we planned to meet today,” he said. “I’ve been hammering this out with them for the past three days.” He paused. “I’d ask if you want in, but I kind of know better.”

I nodded. “It was a short-lived partnership,” I said.

“Probably for the best. I would have been the one to make you break your ‘no violence’ rule,” he said with a grin, and I shook my head. I didn’t know what to say for a few moments. In the back of my mind, I wondered if this mess was the universe’s way of sending a message. I was free and clear of my partnership with Damian, a partnership I’d never wanted in the first place. I could do whatever I wanted. Go back to robbing houses solo. Or quit completely.

“Make sure you keep what you know about me to yourself,” I said quietly. “And don’t trust them.”

“I promised you that you didn’t have to worry about me talking, and it’s still true,” he said. “And I don’t. But I need some muscle in my operation. Didn’t work out with you, so…” he trailed off, shrugging.

I felt unsettled, unsure. Unsure of everything except the fact that the best thing I could do was walk out the door and be grateful that this stupid arrangement was coming to an end. I gave Damian a nod, told him to take care, and left, tossing his house key on the counter before I left.

I walked a few blocks, and then rose into the sky. Childish though it was, I went to my mother’s house. I told her the water was off in my apartment, and she was more than happy to let me stay with her.

Part of me didn’t trust that Damian would keep my secrets. For the right price, I was pretty sure Damian would spill just about any secret. Not because he’s evil, exactly, but because money is the thing he lives and breathes for. I wanted to make sure Mama was okay.

And, maybe, I just wanted to hear my mother tell me that everything was going to work out okay, even if she didn’t know exactly how much of a mess I’d managed to make of my life.















Chapter Nine

 

Two months later…



It wasn’t even hard anymore. I could do this crap in my sleep.



Land near a bank. Bash though a wall. Smash my way into a safe. Grab shit. Fly away.



Turn the cash over to Luther, who exchanged the bills, took her really, really healthy cut for her “services.”



All of the doubts I had about whether I even still wanted to be doing this whole burglar thing or not still managed, somehow, to fade away in the thrill of going out and pulling off jobs. I was richer than I’d ever imagined, and I wondered, in my more reflective moments, if I was doing it just to spite the man in the black mask for putting doubts in my mind in the first place.

I’d added a third drawer with a false bottom. I’d paid all of my mother’s medical bills. Bought myself a bachelor’s degree, and walked across the stage in a cap and gown, giving my mother that moment of feeling like she’d done all right by me if I’d managed to make it this far in life.

I had everything I could have wanted. Drawers and closets that bulged with both cash and clothing. Enough money to throw at anyone who asked for help. Weekly donations of supplies and clothing to area women’s shelters. Still Jolene from the trailer park. Sweet Jolene, who never turned down anyone who asked for help.

And every week or so, there was video. Outrage. Demands for StrikeForce to finally get it together and do something about the burglar, the menace. And when I watched that, I didn’t want to do it anymore. I had enough. I had enough to help anyone who needed it for a very, very long time. It was empty.

And still, I couldn’t stop. It made me feel alive. It gave me something to do besides wondering what I was supposed to do with my life.

I kept tabs on Damian, of course. His activities had slowed, but they hadn’t stopped. He was nowhere near my pace. He also hadn’t said a word to me, hadn’t tried to contact me, since that night in his kitchen. I wondered if he kept tabs on me, watching for my next move, wondering if I was a threat or not the way I wondered about him. When there was a mention of him on the news, it was always bad. While they’d noted that Virus seemed to have parted ways with “the burglar” (I still couldn’t get a decent code name. Lame.), they also noted that neither of us seemed any weaker for it.

Damian’s team had garnered its share of attention. The media called them supervillains, and I had to agree. Compared to the others, Damian looked like an amateur. His partners were criminals; infamous ones, villains who had been around since the First Confluence. Of course, the media considered me one of them, due to past associations.

But I wasn’t. And I wouldn’t be. His new crew, who the media had named “Mayhem,” was full of the kinds of people I detested. He had one guy on his team who was suspected of murder. Two more who had no issues with hurting people. Of course, they hadn’t yet hurt anyone while working with Damian, but I still hated it, that he was associating with actual super villains.

I mean, we’d done shit. The public considered both of us villains. But we were never that level of evil. Ours were victimless crimes. Money and things that could be replaced, paid for.

I mulled it all over as I drove Luther’s Buick through Hamtramck. We were on our way back from church, and I had yet another heavy wad of bills in my jeans pocket.

“Have you heard from him at all?” I asked her.

She didn’t answer at first. “No.” There was so much in that one syllable. Disappointment. Anger. Maybe a touch of worry. She would be concerned about the same things I was, that he knew too much, and who knew what he’d do with that knowledge now that he didn’t need either one of us anymore. And, I think, maybe some concern for Damian himself, though that might have been me reading too much emotion into Luther’s personality.

“I don’t like his friends,” I said as I turned a corner onto one of the residential streets. I tried to keep my tone light and remember to speak in some form of code. I was getting better at it all the time.

“That makes two of us,” she said, lighting a cigarette. “He’s running with the wrong type of crowd. Thought I taught him better than that.” And there it was, for sure. She was disappointed in him but also worried. “I hope he knows what he’s doing,” she added.

“Well. He’s smart. We just have to believe that he’s smart enough to not do something stupid.”

“Unless he’s already done it,” she said darkly, and I had nothing to say to that, because it was the same thing I’d been thinking.

And really, there was nothing I could do about it anyway. It was none of my concern, and I needed to remember that. Keep my focus on what mattered.

All I wanted to do was live my life, take care of my mother, help my neighbors, and figure out what the hell it was that I was supposed to be doing. And it would have been a hell of a lot easier if a certain masked stranger hadn’t made me start wondering if I’d already gone too far to ever be redeemed.












Chapter Ten

 

I was just getting in after visiting Mama. I’d taken the bus, not wanting to risk flying. I’d found myself, more often in the past couple of weeks after my initial burst of robberies, trying to keep a low profile. All I wanted now was for everyone to forget I’d ever existed so I could maybe move on and figure out what the “so much more” was that I was supposed to be.

I hated the masked guy for the doubts I was starting to have about myself, my life. When I was being sensible, I knew better. I knew this had been a long time coming, that even someone as good at lying as I am eventually has a moment of truth.

I got off the bus near the church and preschool that was a few blocks from my apartment. It was a little community Christian church, a small white building with stained glass near the front door. In the fenced yard behind it, I could see plastic toys for climbing on and sliding down.

I wasn’t quite ready to go home yet, so I decided to walk off some of my nervous energy. I turned the corner, taking the long way around, past the large park with its sledding hill. The only sound I could hear was the traffic going by on the road I’d just turned off of.

Past the park was a vacant home. Big two-story house, probably divided up into flats. The porch railings sat at awkward angles, and the front door was wide open. From inside the house, I heard a crashing sound. I stopped and looked to see if I could see anyone. Most likely it was some dumbasses trying to steal the pipes or furnace or something to sell as scrap. There was a lot of that going around.

I saw a figure come toward the door, and I stopped short.

He was there. My masked nightmare in black.

He had a guy by the scruff of his neck, holding him while putting handcuffs on the guy’s wrists. I must have made a sound, because he turned, quickly, and I froze.

He took the guy’s arm and set him down on the porch.

“Stay quiet,” I heard him rasp to the guy, who just nodded, wide-eyed, looking terrified.

“Um. What’s going on?” I asked him as he walked up to me.

“That kidnapping that was on the news earlier this week? The two teenage girls?” he said in a low voice, and I nodded.

“The girls were returned home safely,” I said. Then it dawned on me. They’d mentioned the name on the news, in derisive tones. “Killjoy?” I asked as I finally put two and two together.

He didn’t answer. I wondered if it was because he likely knew the rumors about him, if he was even Killjoy. That he was insane. Reckless. He hadn’t seemed crazy to me. Maybe he wasn’t Killjoy.

Or maybe I was crazier than I realized.

I looked over at the guy. “He was the one who took the girls?”

“Yeah. But he got away before I could grab him. He’s their stepdad, and he got into a fight with their mom, decided to use them to hurt her. Real asshole,” he added.

“Is he…?”

“Powered. Yeah.” He paused, and it seemed like maybe he was looking at me. “You staying out of trouble?” he finally asked, resting his large hand on the fence next to where I was standing.

“For the moment,” I said. “Why did you say that crap to me?” I blurted out.

“Because it’s true. That’s the thing about living in the shadows. You see all the shit people are trying to hide. You’re trying to hide the wrong side of yourself.” We stood in awkward silence for a few moments, and the guy in the cuffs made a noise. Killjoy (or whoever he was) made a sharp motion with his hand, and the guy went silent again. “You live around here? Or are you robbing someone? Doesn’t seem like your kind of target,” he asked after a moment.

“I live sort of near here.”

“This is what I mean. I don’t get you. Why live in a shithole like this when you undoubtedly can afford better?”

“I’m nuts, probably,” I said, and there was a short huff from him that might have been a laugh.

“Can I come back and see you once I finish with this asshole?” he asked.

“Why?”

“I don’t know. Trying to figure you out, maybe,” he said, and my stomach twisted, my body warmed.

“Well, that’s mutual,” I said.

“So?”

“How about the park down the block?”

“Don’t trust me enough to invite me over?” he asked, and I pieced up a hint of amusement in his voice.

“Are you surprised?”

“Not at all.” He went and hauled the guy up again. “See you in a bit. You’re not gonna stand me up, are you?”

“Nope,” I said, feeling a smile pulling at the sides of my mouth. He nodded, and then he moved, almost too quickly than seemed possible, down the street, into the dark night. I wondered how he planned to get around, hauling a cuffed guy along with him, but eventually I just made my way toward the park again. Here was my chance to figure out whether I even needed to worry about the stuff he’d said to me. If he was crazy, then what the hell did he know about anything? I could ignore him and move on, and chalk up all of my insecurity over my heists to the way he’d surprised me that night, along with my messed up partnership with Damian. I’d see he wasn’t worth taking any advice from, and my life would go back to normal.

An hour later, I was sitting on one of the benches in the small park when I saw his dark form emerge from behind a stand of trees. I’d chosen a bench set out of the way, mostly because he would only draw attention, dressed the way he was. If he was Killjoy, I doubted he would take the mask off. Which was majorly disappointing.

He sat on the bench beside me. “Did you take him to StrikeForce?” I asked him.

“Hell, no,” he said. He leaned back and rested his arm across the back of the bench, behind my back. Warmth emanated from him, and I felt a little shiver go up my spine.

“Why not? Isn’t that their thing?”

“StrikeForce is the last place I’d put anybody,” he said.

I looked at him, wishing I could see his eyes. “Why?”

“That place is a mess. Trust me.”

“Trust you?” I asked, raising my eyebrows.

“Yeah. Trust me. You already kind of do, or you wouldn’t be sitting here.”

“I wouldn’t go that far. I could fly away at any second. Punch you and knock you out,” I shrugged. “There’s not a whole lot of danger here for me.”

“No?” he asked, and there was that tiny accent, that hint of amusement. I wondered if he was smirking under the mask. I bet he was.

“Nope.”

“Why not?”

“You won’t show me your face and you have yet to tell me who you are, despite seeming to know everything about me,” I said.

“Ah. Well. My face is nothing special and I’m not entirely sure I trust you yet, darling.”

“I’m totally trustworthy,” I said with a grin, and there it was: an actual laugh. Deep, rough. I felt warmth shoot through me at the sound of it. It was a good laugh.

He shook his head. “Says the thief. The super villain,” he added.

“I’m not a super villain.”

“Well, you’re definitely not a run-of-the-mill villain. Give yourself a little credit,” he said, and I laughed. “Quite the opposite, actually,” he added.

“So you took that guy… where? You didn’t take him to StrikeForce, so what does that leave?”

“I have a few friends in low places. Handed him over to have him taken to another facility.”

“Can I ask you something?”

“You just did.”

“Annoying,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Will you answer?”

“Depends on what it is.”

I took a breath. “Why haven’t you just taken me in, then?”

He was quiet for a moment. “I already answered that. I think you’re worth more. You can be more. I don’t think you’re too far gone yet.”

I didn’t know what to say to that.

“Now it’s your turn to answer something for me,” he said.

“Depends on what it is,” I said, parroting his own words back to him, and was rewarded with a low chuckle.

“Fair enough. Tell me how this shit started with you. I can guess enough. You grew up poor. You and your mother struggled. I know she has health problems. I’m guessing you saw it as a way to help her.”

I nodded, wondering why I was ready to kill Damian at the barest mention of my mother, yet this guy who wouldn’t even give me his name elicited some kind of trust. I really did need to maybe try to figure out what was wrong with me. My sense of judgment sucked.

Maybe this was what happened when you spent too much of your life not letting anyone get to know you. Maybe you ended up spilling your guts to weird guys on park benches because you’d spent the past few weeks remembering a few quiet, unsettling words.

“That was pretty much it,” I said, wanting to tell him, stupid as it was, wanting someone to understand. “We lost our house, and my Mama worked her ass off trying to keep us fed and happy. It wasn’t easy. And then she started getting sicker, and the insulin and dialysis weren’t cheap… this was before everyone had health care,” I added, and he nodded. “And then she got hit by a drunk driver on her way home from work one night. It was shortly after the first Confluence. I was fourteen. She needed all of these surgeries, medicines, therapy. It was insane. So the bills started piling up. They took our car. I just remember her coming home from her second job when she should have still been in bed, and trying to sell stuff on eBay to scrape together a few dollars.” I paused. “I stared shoplifting when I was maybe ten. Out of spite, really. After her accident, I started picking pockets. Only problem with that is that not everyone carries cash, and it’s too easy to get caught.”

“Were you ever?” he asked.

I shook my head. “I was always good at being sneaky.”

“When did the house robbing start?”

I took a breath. “I was in high school. Dating this jock from Grosse Pointe. I heard him say the wrong thing about my Mama when he thought I wasn’t listening,” I felt heat creep up my neck, my face. It was a mixture of remembered anger and talking to him, this person who could have been anybody. “He and his family went on a trip to Hawaii for spring break, and I cleaned their house out while they were gone,” I finished.

“Did they ever suspect you?”

I shook my head. “We kept dating for a few months afterward. I let him break up with me, rather than breaking up with him. Nobody even looked at me twice.” I leaned forward, rested my forearms on my knees. “It was so easy. And I got so much, and I was able to pay some of Mama’s bills on the sly. It just seemed stupid not to do it again.”

“You got really good at it.”

I nodded. And then I laughed. “You’re probably wearing a wire or something, and I just confessed everything to you.”

“No wire. If the situation was different, I’d be more than happy to let you search me for one.”

I blushed and looked away.

A few awkward moments crawled by, and then he cleared his throat. “I’ve been there. Never went the stealing route, but my grandma didn’t have a lot. To this day, an empty cabinet stresses me out.” He paused, and I nodded. “It’s weird, the shit you start to do when you’ve been poor. Do you keep ketchup packets from fast food places?”

“Oh, hell yeah. Ketchup can make even the worst thing taste better,” I said, and he nodded.

“Right. Salt, too. And you can’t buy shit like that when you’re wondering if you can even afford bread or flour or whatever that week.” He paused again. “You start hoarding other bizarre shit, stuff any normal person doesn’t even think about.”

“What do you hoard?” I asked him, sitting up and looking at where I imagined his eyes to be.

“Canned goods and bandages. My grandma cut herself once, and we didn’t have a bandaid in the house. I remember her wrapping toilet paper around the cut, and the paper stuck to the sore and she had to pick it out later… I don’t know why. That stayed with me.”

We sat in silence a few moments.

“Socks,” I said after a moment.

He glanced at me and raised his eyebrows. “Socks?”

I nodded. He sat back, head turned toward me like he was listening. “Most of my clothes when I was a kid came from Goodwill, and I had nice stuff, because Mama was really good at grabbing stuff that was like new. Shoes, she bought me new, because she has a foot thing… they kind of gross her out, so she didn’t like the idea of used shoes,” I added, and he nodded again, and it felt completely alien to me to be talking about this to someone. Anyone, let alone this stranger in his mask. Once I started, though, it came out in a flood, as if I’d been dying for someone to ask me about it. I was almost giddy, just from the act of letting go of things that I’d held close for so long. “Shoes, even the cheap ones, were a strain on the budget. I spent a lot of time in shoes I outgrew, because I didn’t want Mama to know I needed new ones.”

“Socks, though. Nobody sees socks. I mean, nobody sees underwear either, but you have to have at least a few clean pairs around. Socks, not so much. I can remember for a long time, I had two pairs of socks. And they’d get holy and threadbare over time, and Mama would sew them, but it got to the point where the fabric was so thin on the bottoms from being worn so often that there was nothing to sew. It was winter, and we were this close to having our power turned off. We’ve been shut off before, but during the winter, in a trailer… not something you want. So I had the same two pairs of socks, and I’d wash that day’s pair in the sink, let it dry, and wear my other pair to school the next day. The toes got so holy, so thin, I just started folding them under so my toes wouldn’t poke through them inside my shoes. I hate the way that feels.”

He nodded. “Me too.”

“My second robbery, right after I paid off these medical bills that were stressing Mama out, I went to Target and I bought all these different socks. Packs of them. I still do it. I have all different colors, weights, lengths. If you were to open my dresser, my sock drawer looks like a sock store went out of business or something, all of these socks, lined up in perfect little rows. And I feel a little nuts every time I open that drawer, but only for a second because right after, I just feel relief. I have socks. How bad can life really be?”

He leaned over and bumped my arm with his, and then we sat in silence for a few moments. Then he stood up, and I looked up at him in surprise.

“I should go,” he said.

“Oh.”

“I mean… I don’t want to, especially.” He looked down at me.

“Okay.”

“But I have this thing I have to do.”

I nodded. “Does it involve bringing a team to come and take me in now that I’ve confessed my crimes?” I asked.

“Not even close,” he said. His tone was serious, even though I’d been joking.

We stood in awkward silence for a while, and he didn’t seem like he wanted to go.

“I’m glad you told me that,” he said in a low voice, and I nodded, face flushed. I felt like a moron for opening up to him like that. “Hey,” he said.

I looked up at him.

“I’m glad to know you better. I want to know more.”

I didn’t know what to say again, which was new to me. I’m the one who’s always ready with a wisecrack.

He stepped closer, and my heart started beating wildly in my chest.

“I’ll see you around, Jolene,” he said, and my body warmed. The way he said my name… unf.

I realized that I was nuts. In that moment, I just couldn’t seem to care.

“Okay,” I managed.

“Well. Let’s go,” he said.

“Where?”

“I’ll walk you home.”

I let out a small laugh. “I’m the super villain here. I don’t think I need an escort.”

“Well. Then humor me. Let me feel useful for a minute,” he said, and it sounded like he was smiling.

“You just want to know where I live so you can keep tabs on me.”

“Is that what you think?” he asked as we walked.

I shrugged. “Though I guess that based on everything you already know about me, you probably know exactly where I live and what apartment I’m in.”

“No,” he said.

I glanced over at him.

“I stopped tracking you well before that night. It was luck that I ran into you that night. Saw you leave the coffee shop,” he added.

“And this was luck, tonight?”

“I’d call it lucky, yeah. Unless you’re regretting talking to me?” His accent was more pronounced, somehow, when he asked questions. Maybe that was why I’d answered so easily.

Yes, that’s it. Blame anything other than my own stupidity and the way I’d fantasized about what was under the mask. Perfect.

“I’m not sure yet,” I said quietly, and we walked in silence until we reached my apartment building.

“This place is almost as pathetic looking as my apartment,” he said.

“Rent’s cheap,” I answered with a shrug. “Um. Take care. Don’t suppose you want to tell me your name, or anything like that?”

He shook his head. “Not likely. It’s no fun telling you everything up front. Besides, it’ll give you a reason to want to talk to me again,” he said, and I could tell from his voice that he was likely smiling. Stupidly, I found myself smiling back.

“Really? You think that’s enough to keep a girl interested?” I asked, raising my eyebrow.

He laughed and started walking away. “It seems to be working so far,” he said. I watched him walk away from me, taking in the sight of his broad shoulders and the way his pants hung. I’d had no idea how mesmerizing male asses could be until that moment. I shook my head and walked into my building, throwing one last glance toward where he’d been walking. He was already long gone, and I wondered what his powers were, exactly.

I climbed the stairs to my apartment and flopped onto the couch, aware that I had a stupid smile on my face. I flipped on the television. They’d have no news about me, but I always watched to see what Damian was up to. With his new super villain team, there was always some kind of news.

And lately, a lot of it was centered on wondering why we even have something like StrikeForce, if they can’t even manage to catch petty criminals like the burglar.

Well, that kind of hurts when they said it like that. I mean, petty? Really?

I waited through the commercials and then the eleven o’clock news started.

“Our top story tonight, the super villain known as Virus has been apprehended, according to StrikeForce representatives.”

I sat up, turned the volume up.

“Early reports indicate that the super villain known as Virus was captured perhaps an hour ago outside of a bank in Birmingham, where police and StrikeForce both assume he was planning his next heist. He was immediately taken to StrikeForce Command, which, as we know by now, is the most advanced containment center in the U.S. for those with powers.”

There were few interviews about how glad people were that he was off the streets. Some questions about why nobody was with him, but I knew he often did site appraisals on his own.

I stood up and paced.

I wasn’t leaving him there. He knew too much, and I still didn’t quite trust that he would keep it to himself.

Damn it. This was what I got for accepting a partner. Despite just spilling my guts to the guy in the mask, I had this sense that he’d never breathe a word of it to anyone. Damian, though? Damian was unpredictable. And he was, ultimately, all about saving his own ass.

Shit.

How hard could it be? Just another heist, really.

By all reports, the southwest tower of Command was the detention facility. Bust in, bust him out, fly away.

I put the scarf and gloves on. It was maybe a ten-minute flight from where I was. I forced myself to be careful. To take a bus, to chat with people on the bus, to play the part of the nice young woman. I wore a navy coat over my hoodie and scarf, gloves shoved in my pockets. When I got off the bus near Wayne State University’s downtown campus, I could have been any college girl, going to classes.

I ducked behind one of the libraries, near the loading dock, and I shrugged the coat off, pulled up my hood, wrapped my face. I pulled my gloves on, dropped my coat on the roof, and flew toward the river.

Toward the building known as StrikeForce Command. Or, more generally, Command.

I flew, and it came into sight in what felt like seconds. I got my bearings, focused on the layout of the buildings. The structure was basically five towers, one large main tower that was about thirty stories tall, four smaller, maybe fifteen story towers surrounding that one.

He was in the southwest tower, one of the smaller ones, which was where the detention facility was. Of course, I had no idea which floor, but it wouldn’t be hard to find him.

I’d just break shit until I managed it.

I knew I was being stupid, but I’d also seen StrikeForce in action. They were chaos. They could get the jump on me, maybe, but I knew I out-powered them when it came down to sheer strength. It would just have to be enough.

All that kept going through my mind was that he could be telling them everything about me, right then. About my mother. Luther. If it would save his ass, Damian likely would rat out his own mother if he had one.

All I really wanted was to get him out, away from them, where he couldn't blab any of my secrets in exchange for his freedom. Part of me wanted to believe he wouldn’t, but I couldn’t rely on hopes. I’d hope, after I had him away from StrikeForce.

I flew, and veered in, down toward the base of the detention tower. I heard my phone ringing in my pocket, and I ignored it. Probably Mama.

This tower, which had once been glass, had been reinforced with steel.

As if that could stop me.

I plowed into the side of the tower, heard it snapping, creaking, crashing around me as my fists met the wall. And then I was in, and everything was steel and glass. Sirens and alarms screamed.

“Got her,” I heard a female voice call out, and before I could even spin, there was a soft hand on my neck, and the next thing I knew, everything was black.














Chapter Eleven

 

Bright lights. An antiseptic smell.

I couldn’t move.

I blinked my eyes, trying to clear my vision. Eventually, everything came into view.

And I remembered.

StrikeForce. I was in a tiny room. Slick metal walls, maybe six feet square. I was strapped into a chair, my wrists secured to the armrests with thick steel cuffs. My ankles were secured the same way. I started moving, seeing if I could shake my way free. Even the steel shouldn’t have been enough to keep me there. I struggled harder, feeling panic creeping up on me.

The door made a whooshing sound, and I stopped struggling, refusing to let them see me panic. I watched as the StrikeForce leader, Alpha, walked in. The door whooshed shut behind him, and he stood there, in his full dark gray and black uniform, and crossed his arms. I’d only ever seen him in his mask, but he had it pulled down.

He looked like an overgrown Ken doll.

I clamped my mouth shut, looked away as if I was bored.

“Well. I didn’t expect quite that much damage to my building when we lured you here. You’re freakishly strong. I mean, I knew that already, but really. I’ve never seen anyone Hulk out like that.”

I keep looking at the wall. The door whooshed opened again, and another guy walked in, this one with dark hair.

“This is Nightbane,” Alpha said. “He runs the team for me. My interests fall elsewhere, and he’s better at it than I am. I’ll leave you two to get acquainted now.” And with that, he walked out and the door closed behind him, leaving me with Nightbane.

“You should have answered your phone,” Nightbane said in an unpleasant tone. “I guess this must be him. We found the phone he called from, crushed and tossed into a sewer grate in Detroit. He figured it out, though,” he said. He held up my phone and hit a button.

“Hey, it’s me. They’re lying. They don’t have me. Okay? Damn it, pick up, Jolene. They don’t have me. I’m gonna lay low until whatever this is dies down, but don’t do anything stupid, okay?”

My gut twisted with the realization that I’d walked right the hell into a trap. Nightbane set the phone down on the narrow ledge that ran along the door side of the cell. He looked back at me, a smug look on his face.

“I have to confess, I wasn’t sure it would work. The two of you seemed to have parted ways. Loyalty, huh?”

I closed my eyes for a second, then opened them.

“It’ll make a lot of people sleep better at night, knowing you’re off the street. It’ll make our job easier.”

I knew he was trying to get me to talk, to argue.

Nightbane sighed. “I’m all for locking you up and throwing away the key. You’re trash, Jolene Faraday. Always have been, always will be. “

I didn’t give him the satisfaction of a response.

“That was a dirty little trick you played that night, Faraday,” he said, leaning over me, looming. Big man now that I couldn’t get to him.

“Did you see how many hits that video got on Youtube?” I asked, forcing myself to give him a smirk. “I bet you heard about that for a while. Of course, you all still thought I was a dude back then. How does it feel to know a woman whupped you?”

He glared at me, and I laughed again.

“You—“ he began, pointing at me, voice raised. The door whooshed again, and another uniformed person walked in. Woman, this time. She had dark brown skin, a thick rope of long braids pulled over her shoulder. Tall and thin.

“I got it, Nightbane. Take a break,” she said in a calm voice that, I had a feeling, was meant to calm him.

“Thanks, Portia,” he snarled. He nodded at her, threw another dirty look over his shoulder at me, and I made a kissy face at him, laughed as he stormed out.

“Well, it’s lovely that you’ve retained your sense of humor,” the woman, Portia, said after the doors closed behind Nightbane.

I just watched her, and, after a moment, she shook her head. “You should know that everyone on this team, except me, maybe, wants to throw you in a cell somewhere and forget you ever existed. The only reason Alpha isn’t going along with Nightbane’s plan to lock you up is because I pushed hard for this.”

She paced a little. “Thing is, I’ve been doing some poking around about you since we brought you in and verified your identity, Jolene. You have your own code of honor, messed up though it is. You’ve never caused an injury. You give to charity, and every single one of your neighbors adores you and swears that you’re the kindest person they know. Your mother is proud of the woman you’ve become. She also clearly knows nothing about your powers,” she added, watching me. I kept my face blank. How had they moved so fast? How long had I been out? And what would they do to Mama now?

“You’ve been here for a little over sixteen hours now,” she said. “We printed you, did a DNA and facial recognition scan. Jolene Marie Faraday, resident of Warren, Michigan, born February 12th, 1991. Salutatorian, Warren Fitzgerald High School, BA in sociology , University of Detroit Mercy, last year. Former part-time library assistant, though you were recently left that position. Full-time thief.”

I didn’t respond, even though I was beginning to panic. They knew every fucking thing.

“Our team didn’t think you’d come. Didn’t think you’d fall for the ruse. But that night you fought Nightbane a few months back… I watched the footage of that over and over again. One thing became clear: you cared more about protecting Virus than you did about yourself. Is it love, I wonder?” she asked, watching me. “Or are you just that loyal to those you let in? If it’s loyalty, it’s another trait to be proud of. There’s not much of that in the world, really.”

How little she knew. And how ironic that the only reason I’d been so intent on saving him was to protect myself from this exact thing. My life was just one laugh after another.

We stayed in silence for what felt like an eternity. She leaned against the wall, crossed her arms over her chest. After it became clear that I had nothing to say, she crouched down, resting her forearms on her knees.

“Faraday,” she said, and I looked at her. “Like I said. They all want to make you disappear. Everyone. There are precisely two people in your corner right now. One isn’t on this team, so his word doesn’t mean anything. The other is me. I think you can do a hell of a lot of good. I think you can be redeemed. It’s not too late.”

I tried not to react, tried not to let her see how her words hit awfully close to my own recent identity crisis.

I studied her, and then I let out a short laugh. “You all are tired of getting overpowered, huh?”

She stood up. “Pretty much. And your former partner’s team is a much bigger concern than even you ever were. We realized pretty quickly that you weren’t hurting anyone. Them, though?” she shook her head. “He’s not as careful about picking his associates as you are.”

I didn’t want to talk about Damian.

“Don’t you even want to know who the other person was who recommended another option for you?” she asked. I gave her a look and shrugged.

“You’ve run into Killjoy,” she said, and, after a moment, I nodded. She’d just verified what I already kind of knew about my masked stranger. I tried to pretend that just the sound of his name wasn’t enough to make me blush. “He believes in you. More than I do. I don’t know everything he sees in you, and if my team knew I was agreeing with him on anything, they’d have my head examined. But I agree with him, and he’s never come to me for a favor until he heard we had you. There’s good in you. You’ve been given a gift. Don’t waste it making the world a worse place. Or waste it rotting away for the rest of your life in a cell here.”

“You’re recruiting me?” I asked. And then I laughed, closed my eyes and shook my head.

“I’m giving you a choice. Imprisonment, or service. It’s all I can offer.”

“So no shot at freedom, huh?”

“You should have thought about how much you loved freedom before you started using your powers to rob banks,” she said, her voice still cool, calm. “Right now, all I can offer you are those two choices: a cell here, or join up.”

I was silent, and eventually, she left, and I was left alone in the surgical-feeling room. Join up? Was she freaking kidding me? Join up with assholes like Nightbane? Join up with people who pretty much hated me?

But…

Serving them would give me a chance to start planning an escape. I had no chance of escaping if they kept me locked up. Whatever the manacles they had on my wrists and ankles were made of, they were standing up really well to how hard I was struggling against them. Or was it me? How had they knocked me out in the first place?

Shady bitches.

No honor at all. What kind of losers bait someone, knock them out, strap them down, and then have the nerve to act like they have the upper hand? I mean, they did. Technically. I bit the inside of my cheek, working through it all in my mind. They’d be watching me, obviously. But I knew from the news reports and eyewitness videos that they were hopelessly unorganized. When they did catch someone, it was almost by accident. No, if I got myself free, I’d have a good chance at actually getting away. It was likely the only chance I would have.

I’d have to put up with endless amounts of bullshit and cracks from people who think they’re funny or clever. I’d have to pretend to be humble while despising every single one of them.

So, basically, it would be like middle school all over again.

What doesn’t kill me makes me stronger, I thought to myself. And then I closed my eyes and waited until someone decided to come back and talk at me again.

It was quite a while. I almost laughed at the ridiculousness of it all. Trying to make me panicky and worried, leaving me locked up and alone. Instead, I just kept my eyes closed, forced myself to go over how I’d say all the right things. My mind kept going back to one thing: Killjoy.

I didn’t know what to think of him. True, he’d said on more than one occasion that I was better, that I could do great things. But what did he know? He didn’t know me from any other super-powered being. Making the assumption that I even wanted to do what he considered to be “great things” was stupid beyond belief. How he tied into StrikeForce, or at least Portia, was something to think about. I didn’t know whether I was thankful or annoyed that he’d decided to intercede on my behalf. Everyone referred to him as a vigilante. It seemed pretty evenly split between those who admired him and those who thought he had a few screws loose. Personally, I fell on the “more than a few screws loose” side of the debate, but maybe that was what I liked about him. That, and he’d been nice enough to me, and he hadn’t even tried to capture me.

If it ended up that the word he’d put in with Portia ended up being the key to my eventual escape, then I owed the man a fruit basket or something.

After what felt like an eternity, I heard the doors whoosh open again, and I opened my eyes. Portia was there, and she held her hands up as if waiting for an answer. “So?” she said.

“It’s not like there’s much of a choice. I’m in. Thank you for the opportunity,” I said, trying to look at least a little humble.

She gave me a look that suggested she wasn’t buying any of it. “Sure thing.” She pulled a small device that looked like a phone or remote or something out of her pocket, and the manacles around my wrists and ankles opened. I stood up, took a second to get my bearings. I felt more wobbly than I should have. Weak.

My gaze shot up to Portia. “What did you do to me?”

“Calm down. We just dampened your powers. Necessary for all our safety until we all get used to one another.”

“How?”

“Your neck,” she said, nodding toward me. I put a hand up, and felt a thin metal band around my throat. Not tight. Not heavy. It felt barely there, really. “It interferes with your biochemistry, disrupts your powers. I don’t understand it all, only that it works. It dampens your powers, and tracks you—“

“Does it give you my temperature and pulse rate too?” I asked sarcastically.

“No, that would be stupid,” she said impatiently. “I can turn it off when we need you to do your thing, but for the most part, you’ll be wearing your new jewelry indefinitely.” She paused. “And this isn’t my call. Nightbane and Alpha decide who’s dampened and who’s not, and as soon as we’re done here, I have to give this back to them. So you may as well get used to it.”

We’ll see about that, I thought to myself.

“You can try getting it off, but I don’t think you’ll have much luck. Last person who tried that nearly killed himself trying to get out of it.”

I kept my face blank. I’d keep that in mind, but it also wouldn’t keep me from trying it. She waved me out of my cell. “Let’s get you to central tower.” She walked out of the containment cell and I followed her, through more stainless steel hallways, to a small lobby. “Out there. Central is just ahead. You will be watched, closely, so don’t bother trying to run. Now is the time to start proving to us that you intend to make good on this. Right?”

I nodded, and walked out the doors, toward the largest of the towers. The fresh air, the breeze blowing the strands of hair in my face as I walked toward it were little symbols of freedom, cruel in how close, yet how far away it truly was.

Nothing to do but move forward.

 

 

 

I approached the central tower, trying not to stare up at the sky, which was where I really wanted to be. Two burly security guards, wearing uniforms in the same dark gray and black as StrikeForce’s uniforms, stood guard outside the entrance, right in front of the door. I approached, and they looked me over. Both wore glasses. Same style.

Weird.

They both looked me over, as if trying to gauge my threat level or something. Their gazes swept me from head to toe, and I waited for one of them to say something.

“She’s clean,” the first said to the second, and the second nodded.

“State your business, ma’am,” the second said.

“I’m here because Portia told me to come here.”

“Name?”

“Don’t you all have secret identities?” I asked.

The first gave me a bored look.

“If you have one, then that’ll do, ma’am, but since I’ve never seen you around here before, I’ll need a name to log. And yes, I already know who you are, but I still need to hear you say it. Rules,” he added.

“Jolene Faraday,” I said.

“Thank you, ma’am,” guard number one said. He pressed what looked like a tiny earbud in his left ear. “Jolene Faraday, for Nightbane,” he said in a low voice. A moment later, he nodded and he and the other guard stepped aside, each pulling one of the enormous glass and steel doors open for me. I nodded at them and walked through.

The space I walked into made me feel like I was in some kind of futuristic sci-fi movie. The central area of the tower was open, from the floor to the dome of the shining steel roof. Thirty stories of open space, and around the edges, shining steel railings enclosed walkways. Doors into what I guessed were offices were spaced equally around the walls of each floor. I looked up, turning a little so I could see it all. It’s not often that I feel tiny, but I felt small just then. It was the height, the reflective surfaces everywhere, the overwhelming shininess of the space.

I looked around some more. The only piece of furniture in the open atrium area was a long sleek steel counter, behind which sat a serious woman who I pegged immediately as former military or law enforcement, probably. Something in her posture, in the neutrality of her expression when I faced her.

“Ms. Faraday,” she said in greeting once I finally stopped gawking and approached the desk. I nodded.

“I’m Jenson,” she said. “It’s nice to meet you. I need you to sign in, and then we need to scan you.”

“Scan me?”

“Typical procedure. Thumb print and retinal scan, quick DNA analysis.”

“I—“

“Hold still,” she said, and then she held up what looked like one of those wands they use in airport security, but smaller. She applied a sterile tip to one end. “Mouth swab,” she explained, and I opened my mouth and she quickly and efficiently swabbed my tongue. I clamped my mouth shut.

“Look here,” she said, holding up the other end of the wand. There was a round lens there, and I put my eye to it. After a few seconds she said. “Good. Thumb please.”

On the back of the wand was a little thumb pad, and I applied my thumb to it until she gave me another nod.

“Am I going to have to do this every time I come in here?” I asked.

“This is your first time in this part of the facility, so we do a complete scan to make sure you are who you say you are. I just matched it against data we already had in our system thanks to the folks over in containment.“

I looked at her in disbelief, then shook my head. “Okay, then. Portia told me to come over here.”

“I know. Take that elevator up to the top floor. Alpha’s office is the only one on that level. Portia handles a lot of the team relations stuff, but you’ll take orders from Alpha, or, more often, from Nightbane. Sorry,” she added, and I wondered if everyone knew how much Nightbane disliked me or if he just had a reputation for being an asshole. Probably both.

I nodded, thanked her, then headed for the elevator she’d indicated. Steel doors, which was not a surprise, exactly. I hit the “up” button and waited. I looked up at the other floors as I waited for the elevator, saw someone occasionally walk along the walkway on one of the floors, moving between the offices up there. “Do all of the superheroes have an office?” I asked Jenson.

“No. This building is central administration and storage. The team has a separate residence and meeting area.”

The elevator dinged, and the doors opened, and I nodded at Jenson again before stepping in. The elevator was round, mimicking the shape of the tower. It felt like I was enclosed in a very small rocket. I shook my head and hit the button for the top floor, waited as the elevator quickly rose again.

At the top floor, the doors opened, and I was standing at the top of the space I’d been gawking up at. There was a steel railing, black terrazzo floor, which matched what had been down at the lobby level. Where every other floor had an equal number of doors leading into offices, there was only one door here, and the rest was plain steel wall. I knocked on the door, and it buzzed, then opened automatically. I stepped into the office, and a woman who could have been Jenson’s twin sat at a small black desk just inside the door. I could see another door beyond, which I guessed was Alpha’s office.

“Good morning. Jolene Faraday,” I said, introducing myself.

“Jenson,” she said, nodding.

I looked at her in confusion, and Jenson smiled. “My power is projecting likenesses of myself wherever I want to be.”

I shook my head. “We’re all mad here…” I muttered, and she laughed. “Which one is the actual you?”

She smiled. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” Then she pressed a small black button on her desktop. “Alpha, Faraday has arrived.”

“Send her in please, Jenson,” Alpha’s deep voice said over the receiver. Jenson, or fake Jenson, or whoever the hell she was, waved me through, and I pushed another steel door open.

When I walked into the office, the first thing I noticed were the windows, which looked out at the courtyard below and one of the towers beyond. Instead of a desk, there was a long, black table with about twenty matching black chairs. More black terrazzo. One entire wall of the room was covered with monitors, TV screens, and other displays. I noticed views of the lobby below, outside the office, the local news stations, and a few other interiors that I didn’t recognize. Alpha stood near the windows, and he walked toward me as I entered. Nightbane was there as well, sitting at the table with another man.

“Faraday. You decided to join us,” Alpha said, and it was clear from his tone that he wasn’t exactly happy. I noticed that all three men had shed their masks and cowls, though they still wore the rest of the uniform. Nightbane looked like the type of guy who spent a lot of his time in front of the mirror. He was handsome enough, clean-shaven, with a strong jaw and blue eyes the same shade as toilet bowl cleaner. Short, dark hair. Immaculately groomed. Alpha’s blond hair was pulled back in a low tail, and he had a bit of scruffy facial hair, and grayish blue eyes. And the other man in the room looked like a younger, less assholish version of Alpha, but with short hair. He grinned at me as I looked at him. “We usually don’t bother with the masks here in Command unless we’re in some of the more public areas. You know Nightbane already. I’m Beta. Alpha is my cousin.” Ah. Well, that explained the resemblance.

“So, do you all know one another’s secret identities, then?”

“Oh, hell no,” Nightbane said from where he was sitting. “We keep those to ourselves.”

“Must be nice,” I said.

“Your identity is known because you’re a criminal. Maybe you should have thought of that ahead of time.”

“I don’t give a shit about that. All I care about in that regard is that you all know my name, which means my family is known. Which means, one wrong word, and the supervillains you all brought me on to help you fight will know where to find my mother.”

“Oh, please. Your little boyfriend probably knows where your mother lives. He’d be the one to tell the wrong people, not us,” Nightbane said.

Alpha nodded, then walked over to the wall of monitors. He pointed at one, and I realized with a start that it was the outside of my mother’s trailer. “We’ve been monitoring your mother’s… house,” he said with a derisive look, “since we took you into custody,” he said.

“Spying on her?” I asked, and he just looked bored.

“Can you blame us?” he asked in response. Beta stood up and walked over to the monitors, stepping between Alpha and me.

“But also because Portia insisted on trying to bring you in instead of locking you up. We protect the families of those of us on the team, just in case our identities ever become known to the wrong people. She’ll be monitored. We also installed some tech that I can deploy as soon as you want me to.”

“What kind of tech?”

“We installed four electro-shields around the property. Once I activate them, there will be an invisible force field around the trailer. No one in or out unless they share your DNA or they’re escorted by your mother. It’s not perfect, but it’s the best thing we have at this time.” He paused. “We also have people in the area, and will continue to do so.”

I felt a weight lift from my shoulders. Released a breath it felt like I’d been holding since I’d been taken. I didn’t trust them, but she also wouldn’t be messed with by Damian’s team if they started to worry that I’d spill the beans now that StrikeForce had me. “She’ll be safe,” Beta promised me. I kept my eyes on the monitor.

“Thank you,” I said quietly, and he nodded. Then he cleared his throat.

“The only other thing we need to do now is get your uniform fitted and made.”

“What is the point of me wearing a uniform, exactly? I can just cover my face.”

“Everyone knows your masked bandit look,” Alpha grunted. “We need to make you at least look the part of a hero.”

“Even if you’re nowhere near deserving of it,” Nightbane added.

“We wear the uniform so people can quickly identify us if they need help,” Beta said in a gentler tone.

“Uniform. Mask. Code name. End of discussion.” Alpha said, and I rolled my eyes. I looked at Alpha’s uniform, seeing it in detail for the first time. Mostly black, with areas of dark gray along the arms and shoulders. In the center of his chest, there was a symbol in dark gray. It was a Greek alpha, and, when I glanced at Beta, I saw his was the Greek letter beta.

“Not terribly original,” I said to Alpha, and he shrugged.

“Creativity is not our strong suit,” Beta said with a chuckle. I looked at Nightbane, who straightened so I could see his symbol. It was a crescent moon.

“So you’ll go to Outfitting to get measured for your suit when you leave here. We’re done discussing it.”

“You also need to come up with a code name,” Beta said. “It’s something for the media to hang on to. A good separation between you as a superhero and what you did in your former life. We’re keeping that to ourselves. I’m not sure how well the public would respond to knowing we have someone like you on the team,” he added, looking uncomfortable.

I stood, thinking, then shrugged. “I don’t know. You guys are the superhero name experts. Well, maybe not you two,” I said to Alpha and Beta, and Beta laughed. He was studying me.

“Daystar,” he said.

“Uh. That would be ‘the sun,’ and no.”

“Whatever. It’ll do,” Alpha said.

“It fits. ‘Day’ is a little bit of a play on your real name.“

“Ugh,” I said, as he kept talking.

“And yes, sun. For your sunny disposition,” he finished.

“Don’t be a smartass,” I said, and he laughed. “I can’t be, like, ‘The Shadow’ or something?”

“There’s already a Shadow on the French superpowered force,” Beta said.

I stood thinking for a moment, then shrugged. It wasn’t like I’d be using the name for long, anyway. “I really don’t care. I’ll take the damn name. It’s not any worse than Alpha or Beta.”

Alpha shook his head and gestured toward the table. “Now that that’s all done, we have a few other things to go over, then you can get settled.”

Beta picked up the discussion again. “You’ll have a suite of rooms here. Residences are in Tower Four. We all live there, and there’s a full kitchen and dining hall, gym, sparring area, indoor track.”

“What’s in the other towers?” I asked.

“R&D is in Tower Two and Equipment is in Tower Three. Prison is tower one.”

“Yeah, I’ve been there. We keep many prisoners here?”

“In the most secure prison in the world. Yes we do.”

I didn’t answer, just trying to take it all in.

“All four outer towers are connected, and connected to this tower as well, via a series of underground tunnels. There’s also an exit bay in each tower, for those of us who fly, if we need to move quickly. All towers except for the prison have that. There’s also an underground garage for employee parking. Very secure. We keep our vehicles there, as well.” Beta paused. “I’m not going to lie to you. In many ways, this is a job like any other. You do the work, you have co-workers, and some you’ll grow to like, and others… not so much. But in other ways, there’s nothing like it. In time, you may find that this feels like home. I hope you do,” he added.

I didn’t really know what to say to that. I sat at the table in awkward silence, and then Alpha dismissed me and turned around as if I was already forgotten. He and Nightbane started talking, and Beta walked over to me and ushered me out of the office.

“Jenson will show you to your rooms when you’re ready,” he said, and I nodded, feeling more than a little shaky, which wasn’t something I’d felt since gaining my powers. I wasn’t sure whether to blame it on the way my life was suddenly upside down, or the effects of the stupid dampener, or what. I walked out of the office, and was met by a Jenson, who took me back down the elevator, to the sub level, below where I’d started out.

“You’ll be assigned a comm. If you ever need anything, just say my name, which will route your comm activity to me, and then tell me what you need. Anything from directions to clean towels, to research questions. I’m here to help,” she finished, and I nodded.

“So you know everyone on the team?”

“Yes ma’am.”

“What’re they like?”

She gave a short laugh. “They’re… interesting. It’s never boring.”

“That could be taken a variety of ways,” I pointed out.

She smiled. “It could, couldn’t it?” The elevator dinged, and the doors opened, leading us into a bright corridor. People in uniforms rushed through it, and a few ran through so quickly I barely saw them. There was a woman who levitated, looking as if she was floating down the hallway. The corridor was essentially one giant round area, and there were four tunnels off of it, each with a number above it. I barely noticed that, staring as I was at the people. A janitor swept one area and, nearby, a cloth seemed to polish the steel walls of its own volition. If I hadn’t seen the janitor’s arm moving in the same motion, over a hundred feet away, I would have thought it was magic. One woman, trying to get through the crowds in a very businesslike way, thinned herself to almost nothing to squeeze between people and make her way through the crowd faster. Two women in white lab coats walked past, talking rapidly, as a third seemed to appear and disappear as she walked with them. All I could do was stare, not sure where to look first, feeling like Alice falling into Wonderland.

“I thought only a handful of us ended up with powers,” I said.

“A handful of you ended up with crazy powers. Something’s screwy in this area of the country, though. Many, many more of us ended up with lower-level abilities. So far, we’ve decided to keep this under wraps until we know more,” Jenson explained, watching me take it all in.

She patted my shoulder. “Welcome home, Daystar.”
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Chapter Twelve

 

Once I felt ready to start moving again, Jenson and I started walking toward the archway marked with a four. “Tower four, residences,” Jenson said. “The top five floors are suites for the team, though we have several empty ones at present.”

I nodded.

“This sub-level contains the indoor track and weight room,” she continued as we walked down the well lit tunnel that took us to the tower. When we exited the tunnel, I was greeted with the sight of more steel and glass. The entire right-hand side was plate glass, and I could see a track there, surrounding an Olympic size swimming pool. In an area beyond, there was a weight room, with a bank of television monitors along one wall. There was no one in it.

“It’s near lunch time, so they’re probably all in the dining hall,” Jenson said. “The weight room gets a lot of use, the pool, not so much. Data suggests you might appreciate the weight room though.” I shoved down my irritation at how much they seemed to know. I just nodded.

“The next floor up is the kitchen and dining hall. Second floor is a team lounge. Third floor is laundry and maintenance. Four, Five, and Six will eventually have more suites for team members but they’re not finished yet.”

I nodded. We stepped onto the elevator, and Jenson hit the button for the tenth floor. “You’re on a floor with three of our other female team members. I’m sure you’ll meet Crystal and Chance quite soon. Crystal likely won’t warm up to you. Don’t take it personally. She’s not a people person, exactly.”

I nodded.

“She’s also engaged to Alpha,” Jenson added.

“Such a gossip, Jenson,” I said in mock admonishment, and she laughed.

“I’m just trying to save you any awkwardness should you have something to say about your esteemed leader. You might not want to say them to Crystal, whether they’re complimentary or not.”

“Thanks for the tip,” I said, and she gave a short nod of acknowledgment.

“So I’ll show you to your suite, and then we’ll head over to Outfitting to have you fitted for a suit.”

“How long does it usually take for them to make one?” I asked, hopeful that I wouldn’t be stuck with one too quickly.

“Don’t get too excited. You’ll be suited up by tomorrow morning, at the latest,” she said, and I groaned.

On the tenth floor, Jenson told me to head to the left, and at the last door of the curving hallway, she instructed me to put my eye to the lens. “I calibrated this door to your biometrics,” she explained, and I nodded before waiting for the retinal scan. A small green light lit over the door, and something clicked. I turned the steel knob, and pushed the door open.

I glanced around. It was a clean, open space. A gray sofa and chair in the living room, looking toward a curving stretch of glass that looked out over part of downtown. There was a doorway to one side that I guess led to the bedroom. To the other, there was a small kitchenette and a square dining table. A desk with a computer sat in one corner of the living room.

“You can rearrange it however you want, of course, and we can arrange for your things from your current home to be shipped here. Feel free to swap out anything you want.”

I really didn’t want my stuff there. I didn’t plan on staying and getting comfortable, but that wasn’t exactly the kind of thing I could say just then.

“No, that’s okay. I don’t have anything worth bringing.” Other than the cash stuffed into my dresser. Shit. I clamped my mouth shut.

Jenson gave me a questioning look, then shrugged. She gestured toward the wall of windows. “The glass is one-way. You can see out, but no one is able to see in,” Jenson said, and I nodded again. “Bedroom and bath are at that end. You’re sure you don’t want your stuff?” she asked again.

“It’s not important.”

“We could have your things here by this evening.” Jenson nudged me with her elbow. “I would oversee it personally,” she said.

“Or some version of you would,” I said, and she grinned.

“What can I say? I excel at multi-tasking,” she said. “If you change your mind, let me know and I’ll take care of it. Let’s get you to Outfitting.”

I followed her out the door, back down the elevator, through the tunnel to the central hub, then down the tunnel that led to Tower Two.

“Anything you’d need in Tower Two is at the sub-ground level. The floors above are all manufacturing areas.”

“What do they make?”

“Everything and anything we need. Uniforms, communications equipment, vehicles, weapons… you name it, we make it here.”

“That seems efficient.”

She gave me a smile. “Also helps us keep our secrets close. What good is it to have a great new weapon if the secret can be leaked to the villains?”

Once we exited the tunnel into Tower Two, my first impression was that it looked like a hotel lobby. Another version of Jenson sat behind the desk, and I looked between the two of them. They both grinned at me, and to be honest it was more than a little creepy.

“You can head back to room three,” the one behind the desk said. “They’re expecting you.”

“Can you find you way back to your suite?” Jenson, the Jenson standing beside me, asked. I nodded. “Okay. Well, should you get turned around, just head to the central lobby of whichever tower you’re in. You’ll find me there.”

“Thanks,” I said. I shook tour-guide Jenson’s hand, then headed to the room with a three above the door, and closed the door behind me. This looked like a really large combination of doctor’s examination room and department store dressing room.

There was a knock, and I expected it to be another version of Jenson. Outfitter Jenson.

“Come in,” I said.

The woman who walked through was definitely not Jenson. She was maybe in her fifties, with pure white hair piled fashionably in a loose bun. She wore the typical gray and black of the team, but in a more tailored, almost business suit type of cut. She smiled at me, her brown eyes crinkling at the edges behind a stylish pair of glasses.

“Daystar, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Jarvis.”

Ugh. My codename had started making the rounds. Great. “Jarvis?”

“I’m an Iron Man fan, and when the chance came up to pick a code name, I took the one I aspire to,” she explained.

I shook my head. What in the ever-loving hell had I gotten myself into here? Bunch of nutcases.

“Let’s get your measurements. Stand on the circle, please.”

I stood up and went to where there was a gray circle, about three feet across or so, on the black terrazzo floor.

“Stand straight, and hold your arms out. Legs spread to shoulder width,” Jarvis instructed, and I did as she told me. She hit a button on the small console in the room, and several lasery-looking lights appeared, zipping over and along my body.

“I’m currently mapping your measurements. The measurements are going directly into the computer, and our uniform creators will get right to work. Just stand still for a few more moments.” The lights made their way up to my head, measuring the length of my face, the circumference of my head.

“What kind of mask do you want, Daystar?” Jarvis asked as she input notes into a tablet. “You can pick from eye mask, half mask, full cowl and mask, or something that completely covers your face and head.”

“Full coverage, please,” I said, and she nodded, inputting the information.

“You can step down now.” I did, and I sat in the chair near hers. “We need an insignia for your uniform,” she said. “I’m guessing we’re going with some kind of star, here? Or the sun?”

“Star,” I said.

“Five pointed, eight pointed?”

“Five, I guess.”

“Very well.” She spent some time drawing on the tablet, and then turned it around to show me. It was exactly as I’d asked, a five-pointed star in dark gray, with occasional shading in black.

“Great.”

“I’ll send this along it your measurements and make preference. Your uniform will be delivered to your suite sometime this evening, most likely.”

I nodded, and then Jarvis showed me out. I made my way through the curving tunnel back to the central hub, back to Tower Four, and up to the tenth floor. I walked around my new living quarters a bit, peeked in at the bedroom (a full-size bed, nightstand, dresser, and chair) and the small bathroom. I went to check out the kitchenette, and realized I was starving. Since there was no food in my suite, I’d have to stock it later, I guessed. For now, I supposed it was time to find my way to the dining hall and see if I could grab something there.

And scope out as much of the place as I could in the meantime. The sooner I figured out my escape routes, the better.













Chapter Thirteen

 

I took the elevator down to the second floor, and when the doors opened, the smell of pizza that hit me had my stomach growling even more. Across from the elevators, there was a set of swinging doors. I walked through them into a small cafeteria. Twelve square, black tables were spaced around the room, the windows looking out on the city along one wall, the usual monitors on the opposite wall. Along one end was a cafeteria-style buffet line. I took it all in without really seeing it; my attention was on the people who had all turned to look at me when the doors opened. Nightbane was with them, and he gave me what I was beginning to think of as his prissy little old lady look, as if something smelled bad. I wondered if he looked like that all the time, or if it was a me thing.

I was betting on option number two.

There were five more people there, three women and two men. All of them wore the usual, black and gray body armor. No masks here, though. Still, I felt underdressed and out of place in my jeans and sweatshirt.

“Thanks to you, I just lost a sizable bet. Odds were about ninety-nine to 1 against you joining,” Nightbane said in greeting, and I didn’t bother replying. He nodded toward the table. “Come sit with us after you grab something. I’ll introduce you to everyone.”

I gave another small nod, keeping one eye on the group at the table as I grabbed a tray and pushed it along the counter of the serving area. I grabbed two slices of deep-dish pepperoni pizza, some garlic bread, and water, then I carried it all to the table and set it down as far away from where Nightbane was sitting as possible.

“Everyone, this is Daystar,” Nightbane said. “Though we know her as a thief,” he added, and I kind of wanted to punch him.

“Hey,” I said, feeling completely stupid.

“This is Crystal,” he said, gesturing to the trim brunette beside him. She looked to be in her late thirties, maybe early forties, and her hair was cut into a sleek bob. Brown, heavily-lashed eyes, and a narrow, pointed nose. She gave me a frigid nod, then focused her attention on her meal.

“That’s Chance,” Nightbane said, gesturing to the woman beside Crystal. She looked to be of middle-eastern descent, maybe. Golden skin, dark eyes, and long, thick black hair braided over her shoulder. She gave me a nod, and held her hand out. I shook it.

“And that’s Toxxin,” he said, pointing to the woman at the end of the table. She was petite, with dark hair streaked with blond, large eyes the shade of whiskey. She looked to be about my age, maybe younger. She reminded me of one of my neighbors, and remembering her gave me a little pang of emptiness, a momentary spike of panic as it hit me that I wasn’t going back anytime soon. I took a breath, trying to calm down.

Toxxin held out a gloved hand, and I shook it briefly.

“Sorry about knocking you out like that,” she said with a smile as we shook.

“That was you?”

She nodded. “Does it help to know that I was terrified you’d turn around and see me there?”

I shook my head and looked at the next person Nightbane was pointing to.

“That’s Forge,” Nightbane said, drawing my attention to the dark-haired, blue-eyed guy sitting across from Crystal. He flashed me a wide grin.

“Welcome aboard, Daystar,” he said, in a voice that was as smooth as honey. I smiled at him and shook his hand, then looked at the final member of the group. Another giant of a man, this one completely clean-shaven, including the shining dome of his head. Dark skin, dark eyes, a flash of white teeth.

“And this is Caine,” Nightbane said with some distaste, more similar to the tone I’d begun to associate with how he spoke to me, which made me like Caine immediately. Caine took my hand, shook it firmly, meeting my eyes for just an instant before looking away.

I settled into my seat and took a sip of water.

“You’re on the tenth floor, aren’t you?” Toxxin asked, and I nodded.

“If you need any help getting settled in, let me know. Is your stuff here yet?”

“I’m just going to make do with what I have here,” I said, thinking of my cash-stuffed dresser back at my apartment. It made me a little sick, thinking about how it could be cleaned out now that I wasn’t there.

Irony, eh?

“Well, if you need anything at all, let me know. I’m the first room to the right of the elevator on the ninth floor.”

“Thanks.”

“So, what’s your thing, other than Hulking out?” Toxxin asked. “I mean, we all have seen you on the news, but better to hear it from the source.” I was in the middle of taking a bite of pizza, so all I could do was look at her.

I chewed, swallowed. “Flight. Strength and stamina,” I said with a shrug. “What about you?”

“I secrete a poison in my skin that can kill on contact, and a lower level one that can knock out unsuspecting super villains,” she said with a grin, and I stared.

“Wow.”

“Yeah. It pretty much sucks, for the most part,” she said. “They think there’s probably a way to control it, but I haven’t figured it out yet. So, gloves, full body armor,” she said.

I didn’t even want to think about how she found out she had powers. It couldn’t have been a pretty situation.

“Crystal can turn invisible,” Toxxin said, and Crystal gave her an icy glare.

I glanced at Chance.

“My powers are still kind of jaggy. I can influence the outcome of random events,” Chance said.

“What do you mean?” I asked, then took another bite of pizza.

“Like, say there’s a car driving down a street, and they have to turn in one direction or the other. I can influence which way they go. Or, if someone’s about to fall, and they’ll either fall on the street or the grass, I can influence which way they fall. I honestly have no idea what I’m doing here instead of downstairs with the rest of the low-level abilities,” she confessed.

“Nightbane and Alpha think you belong here,” Crystal said, and Chance shrugged.

“Forge manipulates fire,” Chance said, gesturing toward him. “That’s a superhero power. Mine? Useless.”

I glanced at Forge, who shrugged. “But I can’t actually make fire. I can only manipulate what’s already there,” he said, and I could tell he was trying to make Chance feel better. “So if we’re in a wet environment, or there’s no fire, not even a spark, then I may as well have no powers at all.”

“Yeah, except you’re built like a goddamn tank, so I think you’ll manage somehow. And if you keep like, a match or a lighter around, you’re good,” Chance said with a roll of her eyes. I transferred my gaze to Caine, who seemed to be studying me.

“Stealth, super hearing, x-ray vision, keen sense of smell… basically I’m hypersensitive,” he said.

“That… was not at all what I was expecting you to say,” I said, and he smiled.

“Well, he’s also a trained assassin, so…” Chance said, and I raised my eyebrows.

“It’s a long story,” Caine said.

“I’m sure.”

“I’ll have to tell you about it sometime,” he said.

I shook my head and took a few more bites as they continued talking around me.

“And you’ve met Alpha and Portia, I guess,” Toxxin said.

“And Beta,” I said. “I know Beta’s thing is speed. What’s Portia’s?”

“Teleporting,” Caine said. “We need to go somewhere, she gets us there in an instant. Very handy power.”

I made myself finish my pizza and bread, even though it had somehow pretty much turned to sawdust in my mouth. It was all hitting me, that I wasn’t going home for a while, that I was locked in here with a bunch of superhero types, that Damian and his team were out there and they knew things. That Killjoy, for some reason, had stepped in on my behalf. My mind went over it all as I sat and chewed, and none of it got any better. I was well and truly stuck, and I had no one to blame but myself.

I hate it when that happens.

“Are you patrolling today?” Chance asked, pulling me out of my thoughts.

“I think I’m waiting for my uniform,” I said with a grimace.

“She thinks the uniforms are dumb,” Nightbane said.

“She’s not the first to think the uniforms are a stupid idea,” Caine said, and I glanced at him.

“Oh, that’s right. Caine fought the uniform idea too,” Nightbane said.

“I still think it’s stupid, for the record. The only reason I finally gave into that shit was because it was wear the uniform or leave, but leave with the dampener on,” he said, and I noticed a thin metal band around his throat, just a glimpse of it. It was the same as the one I was wearing. I wondered why a team member would still be wearing a dampener, filed it away for later. “I feel like I could do more good here than on my own, anyway,” he added.

“Well thank god you didn’t become another Killjoy, then,” Crystal said with a sniff. I looked down. Even the sound of his name was enough to make me flustered and stupid. I’d have to get over that at some point, right?

“Killjoy’s all right,” Caine said, taking a gulp of water from his water bottle. The rest of the team erupted in protests. I heard the phrase “insane” thrown around more than once, both in regard to Caine and Killjoy. “You guys want to hate the guy because he didn’t join up. Point to one thing he’s actually done wrong,” he said, raising his voice to be heard above the din. “Other than make us look like idiots, I mean.”

“How does he make you look like idiots?” I asked.

“He gets to the bad guys first, a lot of the time. Beats them up all on his own before our little super team can arrive. Takes them somewhere else,” he added, and I nodded, remembering what Killjoy had told me, that he wouldn’t work with StrikeForce. “Pisses them all off,” he said, nodding his head toward the rest of the team. Crystal got up and walked out, and Chance followed her.

“And, when we asked, multiple times, for help, he refused to try to go after you, and I’m wondering why that is,” Nightbane said.

That made two of us.

“Doesn’t piss me off. He can deal with them all he wants,” Forge said.

“He makes us look like morons,” Nightbane said, glaring at Caine. “And he does it on purpose. He loves throwing it in our faces, that he gets them first. The more publicly he can do it, the better.”

“Maybe you all should have recruited him,” I said.

“They did try. Dude told them to fuck off,” Caine said, and I bit back a smile, imagining how that conversation must have gone now that I’d met Alpha and Nightbane. I leaned back in my chair and looked around, taking in more steel, more glass.

“I should go check out my apartment, I guess,” I said, thinking of my sterile-looking apartment. I stood up, and Caine stood up as well. The rest of the team murmured “see you laters” and I walked out of the cafeteria, Caine at my heels. I glanced at him questioningly and he shrugged.

“I’m heading up there, too.”

“You’re not on my floor,” I said. I tried to remember whether the elevators were to the left of right, and ended up following Caine’s lead. To the right. He hit the “up” button, and we waited.

“No. I’m on nine. You’re supposed to have an escort as often as possible. I figured I’d volunteer before Nightbane did. Unless you wanted to hang out with him?”

I gave a mock shudder, and he laughed.

The elevator dinged and the doors opened, and he gestured for me to go on. Once we were on, Caine hit the button for nine, and I hit the one for ten.

“Nightbane seems to like you almost as much as he likes me,” I said after the doors closed.

“He’s a prick.”

I laughed. Then I glanced at his neck. “What’s with the jewelry?” I asked.

He took a breath. “Alpha’s not big on trust. And Nightbane would have us all dampened if he could. Insecure little shit.”

“Who else is dampened?”

He gave me a look. “Toxxin. You, me, Toxxin. The rest of them don’t have to wear them.”

“Let me guess. The rest of them are Alpha or Nightbane’s friends.”

“Bingo. They’re also no threat as far as overpowering anybody. I’m strong and fast. Toxxin could cause a hell of a lot of trouble if she decided to. And neither of us is especially happy to be here, but we kind of have to be.”

He looked uncomfortable.

“Are you criminals, too?”

“Not exactly.”

I could tell I wasn’t getting any more details on that, so I filed it away for later. “Well, you seem like a lot less of an asshole than Alpha or Nightbane. So thanks for escorting me.”

“Sure, but you’re wrong.”

“I am?”

“Yep. I’m an asshole. Ask anyone.”

“And you don’t hate Killjoy.” I wanted to know about that. I tried to tell myself I was trying to figure out all the angles, but I kew better. I wanted to know more about the man my mind kept straying to. I couldn’t trust him, but I wanted to. I didn’t like it.

“That seems to be part of my asshole persona,” he said in agreement. “Don’t believe everything you hear. I don’t know any more about Killjoy than they do, but I know what I’ve seen, and what I’ve seen, he’s not the maniac they say he is. Don’t get me wrong: dude’s got a death wish. Charges into situations our team would be running from, which isn’t something I’m proud to admit, by the way. But the reason they hate him is all based on pride, not on what’s actually happening.”

“Is he trying to make StrikeForce look stupid?” I asked.

He grinned again. “Oh, without a doubt.”

I let out a small laugh and shook my head.

“That not believing everything you hear extends to you, too,” he added.

“No, you should totally believe that. I’m a thief, and a villain, and I have absolutely no desire to be here. I hate it.”

“Duly noted. Except that we’ve all read the dossier on you, now that we know who you actually are. Turns out you’re not nearly the villain we thought you were.”

I didn’t want to talk about it.

The elevator dinged again, and the doors opened. “Looking forward to working with you,” Caine said as he stepped off of the elevator.

“Likewise. I’ll see you around.”

He nodded and walked away, and I finished the ride up to my floor.

The elevator doors opened and I stepped off. I was met with the sight of a Jenson overseeing moving men, who were carrying boxes and furniture into my apartment.

“Uh. I said not to do that,” I said.

“Yes. Well. Alpha decided otherwise. Especially since you won’t be returning there.”

My stomach sank.

“Nothing has been touched. Nothing has been taken. We did scan it for weapons of any kind, but you didn’t have any.” She raised an eyebrow at me. “Intriguing, for someone so villainous.”

“I am the weapon,” I said.

“Yes, I suppose so,” she said with a nod. I went back to watching the movers, hating the helpless feeling inside me. My stuff. My home, and they’d been in it.

Payback was a bitch.

“Well, you move fast,” I said to her, and she nodded.

“Efficiency is my job. And we want you to get settled in as quickly as possible.”

I watched the stream of movers for a few more moments.

“Jarvis says your uniform should be ready within the hour. If it all works out right, you should be able to patrol this evening,” she said.

I didn’t respond. It would be good to actually get to work so I could get working on a plan to get the hell out of there. I should probably also call my mother and tell her what was going on.

The last of the movers left, and then it was just Jenson and me.

“Do you need any help unpacking?” she asked.

I shook my head.

“Very well. Just set any empty boxes out in the hallway, and custodial will take them away. Call me if you require assistance.”

“Thanks,” I said. She nodded, then got on the elevator. I stepped into my suite and closed the door behind me. I was met with a wall of identical cardboard boxes, helpfully labeled with the name of the rooms they’d taken them from in my tiny apartment. My furniture was strewn around wherever it would fit, drawers and cabinets sealed with clear cling wrap, I guess to keep the contents inside.

I grabbed two of the boxes labeled “bedroom” and moved them aside, so I could get to the dresser. I started peeling off the cello wrap, and when I finally had it clear, I opened the bottom drawer with my breath held.

I removed the false bottom.

Still there. I felt like I could breathe again. The money was there. I could send it to Mama. Tell her to keep it, pay for her medicine. She might not want it, not when I told her how I came by it all. She would probably be worried that I hadn’t called her the day before. We talked almost every day on the phone, usually just going over our day. Mostly, I made up whatever it was I told her I was doing. I’d expected her to ask for help with things, or to tell me how much she hated having an empty house. Instead, Mama had done what Mama has always done: made the best of it. From what she’d said in a few of our conversations, I got the sense that she was actually thinking about going on a date. That was a huge step for my Mama, and I wondered, somewhat guiltily, if the fact that I’d lived there so long, “helping” her, had kept her from doing so sooner.

I saw that my phone had been placed on the kitchen table, and I went over to it, picked it up and hit my mother’s number. She should be off today, I thought. Friday.

I stared at the number for a while. This so was not a conversation I wanted to have.

I set the phone down. I couldn’t deal with it yet.

I spied a couple more bedroom boxes and carried them into the small room with its view of downtown. An entire wall looked out on the city. I noted that there was a small touchpad on the bedside table, and I picked it up. Controls for raising and lowering window shades, climate control, television controls, lighting. There was also a stereo button. I hit it, and, after a few moments of scrolling, found the 90s rock station. I hit it, turned the volume up, and then got busy unpacking boxes. I bobbed my head to the music.

After my clothes were in my dresser and my sterile bed was made with my bed linens from home, including the blue coverlet I’d had since I was about twelve, it felt a little less sterile. I turned the stereo off when I went into the living room and turned the news on. CNN had been all over the super-powered people thing from the very beginning, and they’d pretty much become the primary source for news about powered people. They had people all over the country, just waiting for a glimpse of super activity. They’d reported on my own heists more than a few times. I half listened as I went through a box of photos and other little decorative crap from my apartment. It was only when I heard “Detroit” that I glanced up.

“Our top story is from Detroit this morning, where StrikeForce officials have confirmed that they have captured the super villain known simply as ‘the burglar.’ The burglar is responsible for dozens of heists over the past four plus years, and most recently worked with the villain known as Virus on a series of bank heists. Reports that Virus was in custody have proven to be false. StrikeForce leader Alpha explained that earlier.”

They went to video of Alpha, standing in front of StrikeForce Command. “It was a ploy to draw our target in, and it worked.”

“Of the two, wouldn’t you consider Virus to be the bigger threat? We know that he’s the ringleader of the super villain team Mayhem. He seems like the more important target—“

“The burglar has more dangerous powers,” Alpha said in an irritated tone.

“But we have no reports of him having injured anyone, when, in fact, three members of Mayhem are accused of assault and possibly murder.”

“Just because we have no reports doesn’t mean something didn’t happen,” Alpha said shortly.

There was a pause.

“Is it true that perhaps you are afraid to go after Mayhem, Alpha?” the reporter asked, and I laughed as Alpha turned and walked back into Command.

The story went on for a few minutes longer, going over my known history, and I was kind of glad that they were still calling me a guy. It went over my partnership with Damian, theories about our split, and, finally, a panel in the studio discussing whether StrikeForce was doing enough against the super villain threats. The consensus seemed to be “no.”

I pondered that for a bit. They had powerful people on this team. Caine. Toxxin. Nightbane. Even Alpha himself wasn’t exactly a lightweight. They should have been able to take down Mayhem without many problems. But, of course, Caine and Toxxin were dampened, and Alpha didn’t especially seem like he liked actually doing any crime fighting.

And then, here I was. I didn’t understand any of it. The best guess I had was that Portia was stubborn about trying to do what StrikeForce was meant to do, but it wasn’t her team, so things didn’t happen the way she wanted. Maybe.

It was like living in a soap opera or something.

There was a light knock at my door, and I got up and opened it. A small woman wearing a work apron and a baseball hat held a package out to me.

“Uniform, Daystar,” she said. “If there are any issues, call for Jarvis.”

I took the package from her, and she walked away.

“Thanks,” I called after her, and then closed the door.

I carried the package into my room and set it on the bed, unwrapping the brown paper. On top was my mask, a full one that covered my entire head, with small mesh areas for the eyes. It would make my eyes impossible to see, but I could still see out. I noted that the mesh was reinforced, some type of thin metal. I set the mask aside, and the next thing was the uniform itself. All one piece, a weird stretchy body armor. It was so stretchable that it didn't even have or need a zipper; I could pull the neckline open wide, and it sprung back to its original shape. It felt like leather, but with the stretch of nylon, maybe. Dark gray and black, with my requested insignia on the chest. Dark gray gloves. At the bottom of the package was a pair of dark gray boots. They were soft and pliable, and looked like they’d go up to just below my knees. The bottoms were well textured, like good running shoes. No stupid spike heels here, I thought with relief. I’d been imagining the worst from every comic book I’d ever read.

I blew out a breath, then pulled off my top and pants. I put a pair of socks on, along with some simple cotton underclothes they’d included in the package, and pulled on the uniform. It was surprisingly comfortable. I could move freely, and, while it was form fitting, I didn't feel exposed. I slid my feet into the boots, then fitted the cowl over my face and head. Finally, I pulled the gloves on and faced the large mirror in the corner my room.

Well. I definitely didn’t look like the girl who robbed houses. There was nothing left of me, when I looked at the person in the mirror. It was like playing dress up. Playing a part, until I figured out something better. Wouldn’t be the first time.

I shook my head and glanced at the bed. There was a tiny black thing I’d missed at the bottom of the package. I picked it up and noted that it was some kind of ear bud. My comm, I realized. I worked it under my cowl and into my right ear.

“Testing,” I said, not knowing if there was something else to do.

“Jenson to Daystar. If you want to speak, lightly press the comm, and it will pick up your voice.”

I pressed my ear. “Hey. Do you hear me?” I said.

“Loud and clear. Do you require any changes to the uniform?” Jenson asked, her voice crystal clear in my ear.

I pressed the comm again. “No, it’s fine.”

“Lovely. Then you are on patrol in precisely twenty-two minutes. Meet with the rest of your squad in the team meeting room on five.”

“Right,” I said, feeling like I was in one of those nightmares where you’re running, but you don’t know from what, and you keep running slower despite knowing that whatever it is you’re running from is catching up… yeah. It was just like that, and for the first time in a long time, I was reminded of what it was to be at the mercy of anyone other than myself. Not that I didn’t cause a fair bit of damage on my own, but at least it was of my own choosing. This? I shook my head, glanced at myself in the mirror again, and then pulled the mask off.

I picked up my phone from where I’d set it on the dresser, and hit Mama’s number.

She answered after the second ring.

“Jolene Marie Faraday! I called you three times last night and this morning after I didn’t hear from you yesterday,” she said in greeting, and I winced. “Are you sick? Do you need me?”

My stomach twisted. I wasn’t the daughter she thought I was.

“Mama, there is something I need to tell you,” I said.

“Okay. What is it? Are you knocked up? Because if you are, you know I’ll help—“

“No! Definitely not that,” I said, though I wished, hilariously, that it was something so run of the mill. “I just… I took this new job, and it’s long hours, and yesterday was my first day and it really tired me out,” I said. Lying was so much easier than telling her everything, and I hated myself a little more for it, even though I also knew it would make her life easier. Happier.

“Why didn’t you tell me you had a new job?”

“I came in yesterday for an interview, and they hired me on the spot and I ended up working… anyway. You know how it is when you’re the new person,” I added, sitting down on my bed.

“Oh, yeah. For sure. What kind of work are you doing? Something that uses your degree?”

I scrunched up my face. “Yeah, kind of. It’s a community safety-related thing.”

“Oh, wonderful!”

“Yeah. It’s great,” I said, and I don’t know how well I pulled it off. “And I’m sorry I didn’t call you yesterday, but I was beat.”

“No problem. I was just worried, but now I know better. I am so proud of you, Jolene,” she said, and I felt like just about the world’s biggest piece of shit. Proud of me. A career thief, a fool who thought nothing would ever catch up with her. Yeah, I was a real prize.

And, someday, a fugitive. How I’d spin that one when the time came, I didn’t even want to think about. Because I had every intention of getting out, first chance I got. But I also knew it would mean leaving Detroit, my mother, and everything else, at least until the heat died down.

“Thanks, Mama. I gotta go. There’s a meeting I have to be at in a few.”

“Okay. I love you. Call when you can, but don’t worry about it. Right?”

“Right. I love you, too.”

I hung up and looked blankly at my phone for a while.

Could this day possibly get any worse?














Chapter Fourteen

 

I took a breath, then left my apartment and took the elevator down to five. To the right was a large meeting room with a round table in the center. Caine, Toxxin, and Nightbane were already there.

“Looking good, Daystar,” Toxxin said, and I shrugged.

“It’s like wearing pajamas. Did not expect that,” I said, and she laughed. I glanced at Caine, who was sitting across the table, arms crossed over his chest, watching me. “So is this it?” I asked Toxxin, and she nodded.

“Yeah this is our squad. Two teams of four people, now that you’re on board,” Toxxin explained. “People from the other squad used to fill in to make it four for us, but now we have a regular crew, thanks to you.”

I nodded. “So what’s the drill?”

“On slow nights, we patrol. If there’s a case we’re working on, we track clues. And if there’s an incident, we respond,” Nightbane said. “Pretty straightforward.”

“Tonight’s quiet so far,” Toxxin said.

“You may have spoken too soon, Toxxin,” Jenson said over the comm, and I knew that the others were hearing it, too. “We have a home invasion in Grosse Pointe. Law enforcement has IDed Maddoc on the premises, but no one else,” she finished.

“We should send Daystar out on this one,” Portia said, and I glanced back. I hadn’t even noticed her enter the room.

“Yeah, right. We’re going to send her out on her own. Brilliant,” Nightbane said.

“Are you strong enough to take Maddoc?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. “Or will it be your usual, let him go because you know you’re not a match for him?”

Nightbane gave her a dirty look, and then Alpha walked into the room. “What’s going on?” he asked.

“She wants to send Daystar out on this one,” Nightbane spat.

“Seems like a good idea. If she can bag Maddoc, it’ll get the media off my back for a while.”

“Alone? Seriously?” Nightbane asked.

“I don’t like it,” Caine said. “I’ll go with her.”

“I don’t need a babysitter,” I said. “And I know I can’t actually go anywhere. You guys are tracking me via this thing, right?”

“We’d have to undampen her to let her fly and fight,” Nightbane pressed. “It’s a bad idea. The second she can, she’s gone.”

Alpha seemed to be thinking, then he looked at me. I didn’t like the look in his eyes.

“You called your mother earlier,” he said quietly, and my stomach twisted. “Lied to her.”

I just watched him.

“You’ll do this. You’ll go out. You’ll apprehend Maddoc for me. And then you’ll come back. If you fail to do that, well. I might have to leak the identity of the burglar to the news media. Break your poor mother’s heart. Not to mention how angry people will be with her for raising something like you.”

My mouth went dry.

“That’s shitty, man,” Caine growled.

“It’s the way the game is played. I don’t trust you, but this is a chance I can’t pass up. I finally have someone capable of bringing him down. You do it, and you come back. Or you don’t, and we leak your identity and lift the protection your mother is currently receiving.” He shrugged. “Totally up to you.”

Caine was about to say something and I waved him off. The room was silent.

“Fine. I’ll do it. Okay?”

“Lovely,” he said with a smug smile, and I knew then that I’d tipped my hand. He had me by the proverbial nuts, and he knew it. Anytime he wanted me to do something, he could bring up my mother. I hated him already, though it was gratifying to know that he was every bit the buffoon I’d pegged him for based on the times I’d seen him on the news. Plus some.

“Head up to the top floor exit bay.” He took the same remote-control looking thing out of his pocket that Portia had had that first day, swiped it a few times. “You’re officially undampened now. Still being tracked.”

“Do you want to fit her with a body camera?” Portia asked.

Alpha shook his head. “No time. I don’t want to risk missing him. Go. Now.”

I stalked out of the room and took the elevator up to the top floor of the tower. Signs pointed toward the exit/entry bay, and I followed them. A guard stood duty near the doors, and he opened them when he saw me coming.

“Good luck, Daystar,” he said, and I nodded. Once the doors were open, I didn’t waste any time in lifting into the air and flying out into the clear night sky.

It was a bitter kind of sweetness. I’d missed flying, sitting around Command for the past couple of days. But it was a temporary thing, and I knew it. Maybe I could keep doing stuff like this, earn their trust eventually. That would require patience, and I’ve never been good at that.

But, it was play smart or live the rest of my life at Alpha and Nightbane’s whims.

I flew faster, heading toward the location Jenson relayed over my comm. Once I was nearby, it wasn’t hard to figure out where I needed to go. The flashing of lights along a driveway, search lights swaying back and forth behind the large brick house and its neighboring residences. A line of police officers stood in the driveway, weapons out, at the ready.

“StrikeForce, incoming,” I heard one of them call, and I took a breath and landed.

Thankfully, I managed not to fall on my face.

“Daystar?” the officer who had announced my arrival said. I nodded.

“Is he in there?” I asked, gesturing toward the house. “What do you know?”

“Yeah, he’s in there. That guy from Mayhem. Calls himself Maddoc?” he said.

“You’re sure?”

“Not positive, but we’re pretty sure it’s him. Neighbors saw him duck in. We think he’s in there robbing the place. The homeowners are away, but they have one of those security systems with the cameras and all that. Here, have a look.”

He held up a small monitor, and there were stills from the camera captured on it. I flipped through the captures until I came to a fairly clear one of the burglar. I recognized the face of the man I’d first encountered in Damian’s library. He wore an eyemask, but it was kind of hard to not be able to identify him.

“Yeah, that’s him. Stay back.”

The officer nodded, called the command to the rest of the officers there, then spoke into his communicator to tell whoever was on the back side of the house that I was going in.

I started jogging toward the house when I heard the sound of breaking glass and a huge body came hurtling out of the front picture window of the mansion. I vaguely recognized Maddoc as he fell to the ground, and I ran toward him.

In the next second, I saw a flash of something, another person, long blond hair billowing around her, and then both she and Maddoc were gone as if they’d never been there.

“Oh, what the fuck?” I shouted.

“You didn’t catch him?” a gravelly voice from behind me said. A voice I knew. I spun and there he was, jumping through the broken glass Maddoc had just come flying through. Enormous. Shadowy. Killjoy. My heart pounded a little harder when I realized who it was. “I was throwin’ him to you,” he continued.

“What?” I asked, holding my hands out in exasperation. “Why the hell would you throw him like that? He’s gone.”

“Well. You were supposed to catch him,” he said in that raspy voice again.

“I was supposed to catch him?”

“Daystar? Uh. Is the premises clear?” the officer I’d spoken to at the beginning asked behind me. I kept my eyes on Killjoy. He gave a short nod. I guessed he was looking at me. It’s not like I could actually tell or anything.

“It is clear. Suspect has fled,” I said, aware of my clipped tone.

“How?”

“He had help. I’m sorry,” I said, turning finally to the officer. He looked disappointed, and my stomach twisted. I’d failed. Not through any fault of my own. I could have blamed Killjoy for it, but the appearance of the blond woman made it clear that he had an escape plan already. And a good one. I wondered if she had the same powers as Portia. Teleporting.

This would be a lovely scene when I got back to Command.

I turned back to Killjoy. He was already moving away, toward the house, and I realized that the police hadn’t seen him. He’d stuck to the shadows the entire time, spoken so quietly only I could hear him. I took to the air, keeping an eye on him as he moved quickly, like a cat, through yards, over fences, sometimes over privacy fences. He knew I was there, I realized. He wasn’t trying to hide or shake me off.

“Daystar, report.”

“Suspect has fled the scene. I’m searching the immediate area,” I said.

“Copy,” Jenson said.

“You better find his ass, Daystar,” Nighbane said over my comm, and I rolled my eyes, keeping track of Killjoy.

One thing was clear. The guy was strong as hell. Maddoc is far from being a weakling, and Killjoy had just thrown him through a window like a toy. He was fast. Didn’t seem to be tiring, even though he’d been running and jumping for well over ten minutes. I followed him into Detroit. Alter Park, I realized. The area was empty, and he finally stopped running, just stopped near the edge of the water and looked up at the sky as if waiting for me to join him on the ground.

I brought myself in for a landing, touching down a few feet away from him. He stood there, and it bugged the hell out of me that I couldn’t see his face. Here, closer, with the lights from the street shining nearby, I could make out more.

Like the huge, bloody gash across his stomach.

“Hey! You’re cut. Shit. I can get you to the hospital. How are you even freaking standing?” I asked, going toward him. He held his hands up, and I stopped.

“It’s fine,” he said. “Closed up while you were following me.”

I stared.

“Healing factor,” he explained.

“Of course,” I said quietly. He made a little mock bow, then crossed his arms over his chest.

“Nice to see you again, Jolene. I was worried.”

I let that pass, and tried not to think about the way my body warmed. “Was I really supposed to catch him?”

“You were,” he said, “I saw you out there, figured you’d grab him and take him in. That’s what they wanted from you, right?”

“Yeah. He was teleported away, and I wasn’t exactly ready for that,” I added with a raised eyebrow, though I knew he couldn’t see it. For some reason, that made me feel like I was on more even footing.

“Gotta be ready for anything now,” he said. Then he walked toward the railing at the edge of the river. After a moment, I followed.

“You got yourself into a jam, Daystar,” he said finally.

“Don’t call me that,” I muttered.

“I have to admit, they played it perfectly. Baiting you like that.”

“I was so stupid,” I said, watching him out of the corner of my eye as I rested my forearms on the railing a few feet down from where he stood. “I didn’t have a whole lot of a choice.”

	“I’m just enough of a jerk to remind you that I told you so. I told you to stay away from Virus and his pals. And you can stop watching me like you’re waiting for some kind of sneak attack. None of that shit happens with me. Besides, you’d wipe the floor with me.”

“Somehow I doubt that,” I muttered. “I just saw you throw Maddoc, with all of his super-strength and gargantuan size, out of a window.”

“Maddoc is a moron. Surely you’ve heard about his reputation?”

I let out a small snort of a laugh. “Yes, I’ve heard that.”

“Okay. Not hard to make him leap at me. Used his own momentum against him, asshole went flying. Barely took any effort at all.”

“Mmhmm.”

“You’re the one with the power punch or whatever the fuck they’re calling it.”

“Ugh.”

He didn’t respond for a while. “This is bullshit,” he finally said. “We’ll figure out a way to get you out. Watch out for Nightbane. Guy has a whole cemetery worth of skeletons in his closet,” he said quietly.

“Do you know who he really is?” I asked, wondering just how much he knew, and how, and why.

He shook his head. “Don’t need to know. He’s done shit since putting that mask on.”

“What about Alpha?”

“Alpha is all about Alpha. He doesn’t care about this city, or the little super hero team, or anything. He plays dirty, as you well know. Think about it. You’re not the only one who isn’t there out of the goodness of her heart or because you felt a need to save the world.”

“I’m going to have to play along. He’s threatening to lift the protection around my mother, leak my identity--“

“Daystar, report,” Jenson said in my ear.

I held up a finger, telling Killjoy to wait. “I lost him,” I said into the comm. “Coming back in now.”

“Copy,” she said.

“I have to go back,” I said.

He took a breath. “Just be careful. All right?”

I nodded.

“I’ll try to keep an eye on your mom,” he added, and I could have kissed him.

I started stepping away. “They tried to recruit you, too,” I said, remembering what Nightbane had said.

“Yeah. I’d rather fuck a wasp’s nest than put any part of my life in their hands,” he said. “And I make sure I stay just out of their reach.” He bent over me, just a little. “It was good seeing you again, even if it was under shitty circumstances. You’ll figure something out, smart girl.”

“You keep calling me that,” I said.

“Because it’s true. Use your mind for something other than figuring out the best way to rob somebody blind,” he said.

Then he stepped back and took off at a steady jog. I stood there for a while longer, then I started flying toward Command.

I was so not looking forward to having to grovel to Alpha to not release my true identity, having to listen to him berate me for failing to bring Maddoc in.













Chapter Fifteen

 

In the end, Portia had been the voice of reason over Alpha and Nightbane’s desires to leak my identity and lock me up again. And the news cameras on the scene had, thankfully, captured a quick image of the blond who had taken Maddoc away from the scene, so they couldn’t really even blame me. They did ask about him crashing through the window, and I said he was stupid and maybe he just couldn’t find the door. It wasn’t exactly a lie; everyone knew he was about as dumb as a rock, and less pretty.

Seven days on the team, and it already felt like a lifetime. I hadn’t been allowed out of the towers or even out of view of one of the other team members since that night and it was starting to make me crazy. If this was the rest of my life, it was going to be long, boring, and irritating. Nightbane took every opportunity to remind me that he thought I was garbage, Alpha always looked like he smelled something bad when I was around, and Crystal enjoyed making the occasional comment about white trash when I was in hearing range. On the plus side, Caine, Toxxin, and Beta were all all right, so at least I wasn’t totally surrounded by assholes.

Still, they were technically the enemy, and I had to keep reminding myself not to trust any of them.

I missed my freedom, and being surrounded by assholes made me wish I could see Killjoy again. At least I felt alive when he was around. It was like the rush I used to get from robbing places, but better.

Ugh. Stupid.

I got called into a team meeting and made my way into the meeting room. Nightbane, Alpha, Caine, Toxxin, and Chance were already in the room when I arrived. I greeted Caine and Toxxin and settled in just as Jenson appeared on one of the comm screens in the room.

“We’re getting reports about a disturbance in Dearborn. Local law enforcement called for back up.”

“Okay. Get me the coordinates. And get Portia in here. You’re coming with us this time, Daystar.”

“Sure,” I said, standing up, practically giddy to be able to get out of the sterile building.

Nightbane seemed to be reading something. After a moment, he turned to us. “All right. This is an apartment complex not too far from the Henry Ford museum. Reports of a woman screaming, and it’s so loud it’s breaking things and causing injury to anyone in the vicinity. Local law enforcement can’t get close enough to stop her, and she’s evading any bullets they’ve fired—“

“They shot at her?” I interrupted.

“Yes. She won’t stop.”

“Screaming. I get it. They’re shooting at a woman for screaming. Really,” I said, shaking my head. “Bunch of wusses.”

“They’re doing the best they can,” Nightbane said. “Though of course a career criminal would know better than they do.”

Portia walked into the room at that moment. “Whatever. Let’s go,” she said, and Nightbane gave the okay, and then I felt a weird, buzzing feeling over my skin, and then a whipping motion, like I was being pulled, dragged, flung around like a rag doll, and then everything was solid again, and the first thing I knew was the loudest sound I’ve ever heard.

“Initiating ear protection now,” Jenson said in my comm, and I felt my mask seem to move, and then the screaming was nothing but a dull keening, buffered by whatever noise-canceling thing was in the sides of my mask.

We walked, Portia in the lead, to the courtyard that was surrounded on all four sides by the four-story apartment complex. It looked like a decent place to live; shade trees and a winding path led through the courtyard, nice wooden benches placed here and there. Standing on one of the benches was a thin, pale young woman, red hair covering half of her face as she leaned forward and let out another ear-splitting screech. Portia waved at the police to back away, and they did so, gratefully, falling all the way back to the exterior of the complex.

“Miss, can we help you? Are you hurt? We’re StrikeForce, and we—“ Portia’s little speech was interrupted by a louder, crazier scream from the woman. My ear protection hissed, popped, and died, and then I got the full force of her screams.

I had no idea that sound could hurt so much.

They all went down, even Caine, which, for some reason, I found disappointing.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake. Someone turn this stupid dampener off before she hurts more people,” I said, not sure who I was talking to.

“Alpha? Your call?” I heard Jenson, barely, in my comm.

“Negative,” Alpha’s voice came over the comm.

“Dipshit,” I muttered, glancing around, seeing the rest of the team, just like the citizens in the area, on the ground, writhing under the impact of the woman’s screams.

I could run now, I realized. Take off, figure out how to get the dampener off, eventually. But if they were dampening me, they were likely also tracking me with it.

So that was no good. I’d have to play along.

I glanced up, and the woman just kept screaming. My head was buzzing, aching, pounding. I forced myself up and took shaky steps toward her, holding my hands out, trying to let her see it was okay.

“Faraday, that’s not worth it. Get ready to leave as soon as Portia’s up. Law enforcement is enroute to take her down,” Nightbane said.

“Nope,” I said, and I took a few more steps toward her. She watched me, eyes wide, mouth wide. Terror. She looked terrified.

“Okay, babe. Come on now,” I said, loud, not sure if she could hear me over herself, but hoping she’d get my intention anyway. “Come on. Shhh.” She let me approach. “Call law enforcement off, Jenson,” I said quietly.

“Alpha?” Jenson’s voice.

“Negative. Fall back, Faraday.”

“Come on. Don’t make me have to fight a bunch of cops, because I will,” I said, as much for my dumbass leader’s benefit as my own. Because I would. She was terrified, not evil. “Unless you like watching that kind of thing,” I said, smiling a little trying to put her at ease.

“Faraday, fall back. Now,” Alpha said.

“Come on, kiddo,” I said. She was maybe eighteen or nineteen, so only a few years younger than me, but those wide, fearful eyes made her look so much younger. “Please.”

All of a sudden, the sound stopped, and she closed her mouth. Tears streamed down her face.

“Portia, get up and get us out of here before the police show up,” I said.

“You’re not in charge there, Faraday,” Alpha snarled in my ear.

“Portia?”

The girl started crying, and I held my arms out to her.

At that moment, I heard police cars screech up.

The first shot was fired.

I grabbed the girl and fell to the ground, keeping her under me.

“Are you hit?”

“N-no,” she said, still crying.

“Portia, are you going to stand there and let them kill her, or what?” I shouted.

In the next instant, I felt that buzzing, pulling feeling, and then my squad, plus the screamer girl, were all in the detention facility.

“Shh,” Toxxin said, touching her ungloved hand to the side of the screamer girl’s neck. Screamer instantly went limp, eyes closed. I glanced at Toxxin.

“Nice job,” I said.

“My ears could use a break!” She said, really loudly, and I nodded, wincing. The rest of the team gathered around, and then the doors opened, and Alpha stalked in with two guards. Nightbane grabbed my arm roughly from behind.

“One cell for the screamer. One for Faraday,” he said, glaring at me as one of the guards led me away. I blew a sarcastic kiss at him.

“Some fucking hero, willing to let a girl die because his weak ass team couldn’t handle her. Weak!” I shouted over my shoulder, and I glanced back just in time to see Caine and Toxxin giving Alpha less-than-pleasant looks. Portia stood, not looking at anyone or anything.











Chapter Sixteen

 

A Jenson met me at the entrance to the cell, and she, along with a female guard, relieved me of my uniform, mask, and comm. My dampener, of course, stayed, and the uniform was replaced with a lime green prison uniform. Jenson seemed like she was trying not to look at me.

“It might not be forever,” she said quietly, glancing around. “Just be good. Behave yourself.”

“You’ve been collecting data on me?”

She nodded.

I felt a smile cross my lips. “How likely you think it is that I’ll be good?”

“I think you’re smart. Get over that chip on your shoulder and be a grown up about this,” she muttered.

“Don’t talk about maturity to me. Not when the man you all answer to would have rather seen a girl die than have me in charge for a couple of minutes.”

“He doesn’t trust you.”

“And that excuses what he did back there?” I hissed. She looked away, and I shook my head.

“Sit, Faraday,” the guard said, gesturing toward the chair, just like the chair I’d woken in what felt like days, weeks, months ago. I did, and the manacles went around my wrists and ankles.

Jenson left without another word, and then the guard, and the door whooshed shut behind both of them. I closed my eyes, and leaned my head back.

Well, now I was screwed. I didn’t plan on just kissing Alpha’s ass, saying he was right. And yeah, he didn’t trust me, and wasn’t likely to now.

But I didn’t trust him either.

Typical rich asshole, I thought to myself. He’d bankrolled the team. Ran it. Badly. I’d wondered before why the team sucked so horribly. He was why. If he had sense at all, he’d put Portia in charge for real, not just have her doing the stuff both he and Nightbane felt was beneath them. She was sharp. And she knew right from wrong; I could tell that much from the way she’d handled herself with the screamer.

Really. How could a well-funded team of super heroes possibly be this bad? I thought with a laugh.

Not my problem.

My problem was finding a way out of the cell, figuring out how to disable my dampener, and getting my ass free. Hopefully before Alpha leaked my identity or someone got to my mother. The only thing that kept me from totally panicking, worrying about my mother, was the fact that Killjoy had promised me he’d keep an eye on her. I wasn’t entirely sure about Killjoy, but for some ridiculous reason, I trusted him to do what he’d said he would. It was one less thing to obsess over, and sitting in the chair as I was, all I could do anymore was think.

I dozed off, and when I woke up, everything looked the same. That would be the thing most likely to make me crazy, I realized — the constant sameness. Even the lights had been the same every second I’d spent in confinement. I wondered if they let us up for exercise, or if we just kind of atrophied, sitting like that.

“Not fucking likely,” I said aloud, more to hear a sound than for any other reason.

I kind of liked the way my voice sounded. I started humming. Whistling. I heard someone in the cell next to mine whistling back.

“These walls are thinner than I figured,” I said.

“No need for thick walls, probably. We’re strapped in while we’re in here,” the voice, a woman’s voice, said back. “All of which is so freaking illegal I can’t even believe it.”

“Seriously.”

“Hey! Aren’t you the one who saved me?” I heard a quiet voice say to my left.

“Are you the screamer?”

“Yeah. Dani,” she said.

“Pleasure. I’m Jolene.”

“Amy,” the first woman said.

“Is this the girl wing or something?” I asked. Getting an idea of the layout of this place wouldn’t be a bad idea.

“I think the whole floor is women inmates. Men are on another floor,” Amy said.

“And we’re on five,” I said, remembering watching the numbers on the elevator.

“Yeah.”

“So, what? You were on the team. What are you doing in here?” Dani asked.

“I was arrested, and they gave me a chance on the team. I think I’m fired,” I said with a laugh.

“They put you in here because you saved me?” Dani asked quietly, and I didn’t answer. “I’m sorry,” she said after a while.

“Don’t be. If that’s what they are, I’d rather be locked up here than working for them,” I said.

“All so completely illegal. No Miranda rights read, inadequate facilities for prisoners, no trial. It’s like we’re not even citizens or something,” Amy continued.

“What are you, a lawyer?” I asked.

“Actually, yes. Former public defender,” she said back. “And this is utter bullshit, the way they handle us.”

“What are you in for?” I asked.

“I kind of broke a… courthouse,” she said, embarrassment in her tone.

“Hey! I broke a building too,” I said.

“On purpose?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, you’re crazy. I did it on accident. And it was just my luck that some poor security guard was under me when I fell.”

“Um…”

“My body turns to steel, or something like it, when I’m mad. And I’m um… I’m not a small lady as it is, you know? And I lost a case, and I was ticked, and everything went nuts. And then when StrikeForce came to get me, I tried to reason with them and instead I ended up crushing Nightbane.”

I tried not to. I really, really tried, but after a few futile seconds, I couldn’t help the laugh that escaped. I heard Dani chuckling, too.

“It’s not funny!” Amy protested, which only made me laugh harder.

“I’m just picturing his superior ass trying to wriggle out from underneath you,” I said, and then I erupted, and then Dani and Amy were both laughing, too.

“Okay. Enough,” Amy said, though she sounded like she was in a decent mood. “Dani, you’re the screamer?”

“Yeah. I didn’t mean to hurt anybody, either. I just couldn’t stop.”

“What made you start?”

“My landlord kicked me out. I lost my job after the Confluence, mostly because my boss caught me screaming after I hurt myself at work… it seems like it happens when I’m in pain or afraid or whatever, and then I can’t make it stop. Anyway, I found the eviction notice on my door and I lost it. I tried to run out and get away from the complex, at least, but I only made it out to the courtyard before I couldn’t hold it in anymore.”

“See? See what I mean? Did anyone bother asking you that?” Amy asked.

“No. They knocked me out and I woke up here. That was it.”

“Uh huh,” Amy said, anger lacing those two syllables.

“So, do they let us get any exercise or anything?”

“A machine emerges from your chair that works your muscles. Twice a day. You’ll see. It’ll probably be time in a while. I think,” Amy said. “It’s easy to lose track of time in here.”

“What about eating?”

“It depends. Low risk prisoners get actual food, hands freed so they can use utensils. I get that,” she added. “High risk ones have a liquid fed to them by an orderly. No hands free.”

“Shit.”

“Totally illegal,” Amy said again.

“Yo, drop it, counselor,” I heard another woman’s voice call. “It’s not like anybody cares.”

“Who’s that?”

“That’s Monica,” Amy said. “She is a bitch, but I like her.”

“What are you in for, Monica?”

“Killed a man,” she said.

I didn’t answer.

“I was kidding. I’ve just always wanted to use that line.”

“‘kay.”

“I can move stuff with my mind.”

“Telekinesis?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s not a bad thing,” I said.

“It is when StrikeForce is chasing you down because you scared your ex-boyfriend and you decide to throw a bus at them to slow them down,” she said.

“Oh. Were there people on it?”

“Nah. It was parked.”

“They definitely don’t like being opposed,” Amy said.

“Alpha doesn’t like being opposed. Dictator asshole,” Monica muttered. “I hope he heard that, too. Motherfucker,” she shouted.

“Monica has anger issues,” Amy said.

“That makes two of us,” I answered.

A while later, the base of my chair opened, and it looked like the manacles that held my feet now held my feet on what seemed to be bicycle pedals. They started moving, and I had to move my legs to keep up with them or it was really uncomfortable. The handles of my chair started moving as well, moving my arms, shoulders, up and down, front and back. I went with it, paying attention to how it moved. I flexed my lower arms a couple of times, pushing against the manacles while looking like I wasn’t, like I was just trying to exercise.

Twice a day, maybe I could weaken them a little. Maybe. It was worth a shot.

My little workout ended, and a few minutes later, a guard entered with a large stainless steel cup with a wide straw.

“Dinner, Faraday.” Ah. So I was demoted. No more Daystar.

“Oh, hell no. I am not drinking my dinner. I want food,” I said.

“Alpha’s orders,” she said blandly.

“Then tell Alpha to fuck himself. I’m not having that.”

“You want to starve?” Amy asked.

“Why not? Better than living the rest of my life here,” I said.

“They won’t let you die. We’ve had people try that already,” the guard said.

I took a breath. “Look, I know this is your job. I’m sorry I was a bitch about it to you. I’m freaked out and I hate it here. But I’m still not eating that.”

The guard rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Next thing’ll be an injection, if you go a few days refusing to eat.”

“I want actual, real food. I’ll eat that just fine.”

The guard shook her head and walked out, and the door whooshed shut behind her. I could hear guards going into the other cells, serving dinner in whatever form the inmate had it coming. I could hear utensils clanking against plastic trays.

“Really, you’re lucky. This tastes horrible,” Amy said. “I don’t even know for sure what kind of meat this is supposed to be.”

 

 

 

I figured, by the number of meals served and how many times my body was exercised, that two days had passed.

The boring, unchanged surroundings were starting to get to me.

I started humming. Eminem songs, what I could remember. Not that I’d listened to a ton of his stuff, but the guys at the gym where I’d trained had been big fans of a lot of the pre-Confluence rap, and I had Eminem and training, which always made me feel more badass, connected in my mind.

I hummed what I knew, then started putting words to it.

“Bitch, you can’t rap worth a shit,” I heard Monica call when I was partway into my second song.

“Don’t care” I said, going back into it. I started another song and heard Amy join in. She was just as bad as I was.

“Oh, fuck it,” Monica said. And then she started badly rapping the words along with us, all three of us getting louder, worse, the longer the song went on. I couldn’t remember most of the lyrics, but Amy did, and I faux-rapped my way through it.

“Again,” Monica said. “You two are so bad,” she added, and Amy started up again. By the third time around, Dani was badly rapping along with us and I heard a few prisoners in the more distant cells babbling along with us.

Every round had us rapping louder, until we were almost shouting. I didn’t even know why we were doing it. I just knew that for the first time since I’d been locked up, I wasn’t staring at a blank wall and listening to my own breath.

“Hey! Hey, that’s enough,” I heard one of the guards shout, and then Dani started laughing, and so did Monica. And then Monica started rapping louder, totally off-beat, but it was like she’d been waiting to find a way to rebel, and even this small one was something.

“Let’s do this next,” she called, and she started singing Aretha Franklin’s RESPECT. Most of us knew that one, so we shouted it along with her.

We were halfway through the third time through it when my cell door whooshed open, and Alpha stood there with Portia.

His face was a red mask of rage, and I just kept singing, louder. Portia was doing her best not to look at anyone.

“Hey, how about this one?” I shouted. And then I started singing a happy little song I’d heard a few times called “Fuck You.” I was the only one who knew it, but my fellow lady inmates caught onto the chorus pretty fast.

“Enough!” Alpha said. And then he shouted it, and I laughed, and my ladies kept singing, shouting the “Fuck you” part of the lyrics.

“Stop,” he said, and this time, there was some danger to his tone. I ignored him, kept my eyes on him, daring him to do a single thing.

“Get Toxxin in here, knock them out for a while,” Alpha said.

“Toxxin is out on patrol right now,” Portia said.

“Well, hit her or something,” he said, pointing to me.

Portia looked at him in shock. “Hit her? I’m not going to hit someone who’s secured like that.”

“Fine. Go, then,” Alpha said. Portia met my gaze for a moment, then she left, unsure.

The doors closed behind her, and Alpha turned to look at me. “You’re going to learn how to behave.”

“Don’t hold your breath, dickless,” I said, and he moved like he was going to slap me, but he stopped, clenched his fists, then walked out. The singing had died down, but it started up again, not as loud, but it started just the same. My exercise machine started up again, and I worked against the manacles.

That night, I ate the stupid food milkshake thing the guard brought for me. It tasted like shit, but I ate it all.

Apparently, I’d started something. When it wasn’t the middle of the night, when we all seemed to agree we would sleep, there were always at least a couple of women singing, rapping, chanting, whatever. It was not the silent, dead place it once was. Every song, every note was like a protest.

Sometime the next day, my door whooshed open, and Portia walked in. She picked up the small stool near the door and brought it closer to my chair.

“Listen, Faraday. Please, just start behaving, all right? Jenson and I talked him down from just leaking your identity outright, and Jenson and Beta have ensured that your mom’s house is still protected, even if Alpha and Nightbane order the protection to be lifted. If you behave, you’ll get to be back on the team. That’s better than being down here, isn’t it?”

“Nope.”

She looked shocked. “Why on earth would you say that? At least up there, you have some autonomy, right? You can eat what and when you want. Move around. Call your mother,” she added.

“That was a shitty thing to do, bringing my mother into it,” I said.

“I’m sorry,” she said, and she actually did sound like she was. “But come on. Don’t do this just to spite Alpha.”

“You think that’s what this is?”

She nodded.

I met her eyes. “You were there. He was going to let them kill Dani… Screamer, rather than bring her in. I had it, and he was ordering me to stand down.”

“You’re not a hero,” she said quietly. “You never wanted to be.”

“I’m not. And I never will be. What kind of asshole actually calls herself a hero?”

She blushed a little.

“And here’s the thing. I’d rather rot down here, than work for a man who would let a woman die. Did they even ask why, or what caused her to scream like that?”

Portia shook her head.

“She was hurting. She was scared. She needed a friendly face, not a firing squad. It isn’t hard.”

Portia looked away.

“And what about Amy over there?” I said, moving my head toward Amy’s cell. “Anyone ask her if she meant to crush Nightbane? If she meant to turn to steel at that moment? Because that was an accident, and she was locked up before she had a chance to explain that.”

Portia looked uncomfortable, and she leaned closer to me.

“Look. Useful powers, Alpha doesn’t send them down here. Okay? Like you. You’re super strong. You can fly. You can take a hit and keep going. That’s useful. He’s willing to work with that. Toxxin was down here, too. So was Caine, and he let them on the team. They have powers he can use.”

“So not only are they imprisoned indefinitely, without any explanation, or trial or anything, but they’re useless as well?” I asked.

“As far as he’s concerned, yes. Toxxin and Caine both wear dampeners, but they’ve earned free rein when we’re out in the field. He trusts them somewhat. They’ve earned it.”

I closed my eyes and laid my head back. “I’d rather die.” A few minutes later, I heard my door whoosh, and when I opened my eyes, I was alone again.

The rapping/singing went on around me, and I smiled a little. They were rapping again, and I knew they were doing it to cheer me up a little.













Chapter Seventeen

 

A few days later, I’d just finished my daily exercise, and was pretty happy with myself. The manacles on my arm rests were getting very, very loose and nobody seemed to have noticed. I had to start working on my legs, so I could smash my way out of all of it soon.

What I’d do after that, I had no idea. But it was a step, something to work toward.

I was listening to my ladies. That day’s singing seemed to be Motown-themed, and I liked it. They sounded pretty good, actually. Or maybe I’d just been in so long that I didn’t know what was good anymore. We all seemed to be of a like mind that pre-Confluence music was much better than the crap that came after. Post-Confluence music was all mindless pop or angsty crap about feeling like you were nothing, because you knew a guy who could fly or some shit like that. Gag. Pre-Confluence music, though? They had real artists. All of Motown. Nirvana. Eminem. Michael Bolton.

My door whooshed open, and Portia and Toxxin walked in, a Jenson following close behind them.

“Suit up, Faraday,” Jenson said. She set a pile of fabric on the stool near the door, and I recognized it as my uniform. She hit a button, and my manacles opened, freeing me. The first thing I did was massage my wrists, which were sore, bruised from the way I was working against the manacles. I didn’t want them to see them.

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“Alpha wants you to suit up,” Portia said. “We need… we need help,” she added quietly.

“We’re not supposed to tell you that, though,” Toxxin said, and Portia nodded.

“Who are we going after?” I asked suspiciously.

“Not who you think,” Toxxin said. “There was another Confluence the day before yesterday. We’ve got a new batch of powered troublemakers to bring in.”

“Are they actually troublemakers, or are you just blindly following Alpha’s orders?”

Portia blew out an irritated breath. “What do you expect us to do, Faraday? Huh? He’s the boss. He pays for this place, he—“

“Why do you stay?” I asked, interrupting her. “She can’t leave,” I said, gesturing at Toxxin, who looked at me in surprise. “But you have every right to leave. And you could. So why stay, and listen to someone we all know can’t lead worth a damn and has no business being in charge of anyone, let alone a team of supposed heroes?”

Portia’s face went blank. “I have nothing else to do,” she said quietly. “This is all I have.”

I exchanged a look with Toxxin, who looked away quickly.

“Suit up, please, Faraday,” Jenson said.

I took a breath. If I didn’t go, he could end up leaving the new powered people to law enforcement, which, based on what I’d seen with Dani, would not go well. Or I could go, and maybe at least bring a few in alive.

Or, better yet, help them escape before StrikeForce got their hands on them.

Jenson left the room, having delivered my uniform.

“Fine. Keep Alpha and Nightbane away from me,” I said, standing up. I felt wobbly on my legs. Despite the exercise machine, I hadn’t stood in over a week, and it felt like it. I felt weak, wobbly, atrophied. The two of them stood off to the side, giving me room. I pulled off my prison clothes, changed into actual underwear (I’d never realized what a luxury that could be, after wearing the equivalent of adult diapers during my time in my cell) and then slid into the StrikeForce uniform, star emblazoned on my chest. When I pulled it on, my fingers brushed the thin band around my throat, my dampener.

I hated it.

“Who has the power to shut this thing off?” I asked as I slipped my feet into my boots.

“Just Alpha,” Toxxin said.

“He’s the only one with a control?”

“As far as I know,” Toxxin said.

“Hm. Seems like it wouldn’t be too hard to get it from him, if one wanted to,” I murmured. I pulled my gloves on, then my mask. My comm was on the counter, and I popped it into my right ear.

Toxxin and Portia were both watching me, looking uncomfortable.

“You’ve got to stop saying crap like that,” Portia said.

“No. I don’t have to stop saying anything. You have to stop trying so hard to make this all okay. Because you know damn well that it’s not,” I said. Then I pressed my comm.

“Daystar, reporting for duty. Let’s see if I can help you assholes actually do something right today.”

Toxxin and Portia groaned, and all I got on the comm was silence. Amy, Dani, and Monica cheered form their cells.

“Get ‘em, girl,” Amy called, and I grinned beneath my mask. Toxxin and Portia led the way out, up the elevator, across to Command. They both stuck close to me, as if trying to make sure I didn’t try anything. Guards, fully equipped with rifles, were stationed at regular intervals along our route. All of them stood, ready, tense. The awesome thing was that, other than acting loud and nuts, I hadn’t done a damn thing to make them so tense.

“Heroes,” I sneered.

“They’re hired guards. Normal people. Give them a break.”

“If they shoot at me, I don’t give a shit who they are,” I said, and we walked the rest of the way to the elevator in silence. We took it up to five, then walked into the meeting room. Nightbane, Alpha, and Crystal were already there.

“Oh, yay. My favorite assholes,” I said, and Crystal glared at me. Nightbane tried to affect a bored look, but he failed miserably. Alpha approached me, and I felt Portia stiffen beside me.

“You’re only up here because I’m feeling generous, Daystar,” he said, looming over me like a typical middle school bully.

“No. I’m here because you can barely wipe your ass by yourself, and everybody knows it. What’s wrong? Some kind of public uproar about how StrikeForce can’t catch anybody, and why is our government working with them anyway? Something like that?” His face turned a few shades of scarlet, and I laughed. “That’s it, huh? So let’s not pretend like you’re doing me a fucking favor, rich boy. I’m the one doing you a favor.”

“I can put you right back down there,” he snarled.

“Go ahead,” I shrugged. “But then nobody gets caught. I bet the public is starting to fear you, huh? Maybe they saw clips of the police shooting at the poor, pretty screamer girl.”

“Normal people are afraid of all of us,” he said, still glaring at me. “They don’t care of one of us gets killed.” His gaze shifted away from me, and just then, Caine walked into the room.

“In general, they don’t,” Caine agreed, apparently hearing what Alpha had said. “Except that there’s all kinds of video out there of you saving the screamer. Jumping in front of a firing squad to save one scared girl. Made for great news clips for a few days. And now they’re all wondering where you are, because, and I quote, ‘she might be an actual hero.’”

“All of which would end the second we told them who you really are,” Nightbane said with an unpleasant smile. “Them and your mother. That would greatly disappoint her, huh, Faraday?”

“Knock it off, man,” Caine said, and I glanced at him, at the hint of warning in his voice. Alpha gave him a bored look, then looked back at me. “Portia, Toxxin, Caine, Nightbane, take Daystar into the field. Bring in as many new supers as you can.”

I kept my eyes on his, refusing to give him the satisfaction of looking away.

And I sure the hell wouldn’t be bringing any new prisoners or soldiers for him.



A few seconds later, my assigned team and I were standing behind an old Tudor-stye house. The yard had a thick layer of snow covering it, piles of it at the edges of the driveway, and I looked at it numbly, realizing that the world had gone on while I’d been locked up.

“What’s the story here?” I asked quietly.

“Reportedly, the woman in this house can turn just about anything to stone with a touch,” Jenson’s voice said in my ear. I glanced around the yard, noting a porch railing leading into the house, the back door hanging open. Both looked like some kind of surreal statue or something.

“Go ahead, Faraday,” Nightbane said. “You’re our cannon fodder.”

I ignored him, heard Caine tell him to stop being an asshole. I walked up the back stairs and knocked on the side of the house, since the door was hanging open and made of stone.

“Hello?” I paused and pressed my comm. “What’s her name, Jenson?”

“Um. We haven’t gotten that far, Daystar.”

I rolled my eyes. “No fucking people skills,” I said.

“You’re one to talk,” she said, and she sounded amused.

“Hello,” I called again. “My name is Daystar. I’m here to see if you need any help.”

“You’re not here to help me,” a voice said from above. Second floor. I saw Nightbane move, realized he was going outside to fly in through one of the windows and grab her.

She’d definitely go to the detention facility if he got to her first.

I chased him out, and the rest of the team looked on. I reached him, and before he had a chance to respond, I punched him, hard, in the side of the head.

He dropped like a sack of potatoes.

“Sorry, Nightbane. Oh, wait. I’m actually not,” I said, then I walked back into the house. The rest of the team was staring at me, mouths agape.

“He was messing up the mission. He’ll be awake soon.”

“Daystar, you do anything like that again, and I’m calling your mother,” Alpha said in my ear.

“You call my mother, and I won’t be bailing your ass out again.” And then I pulled my comm out of my ear, put it into one of the pockets on my belt, and I heard Portia gasp in shock.

“What?”

“We’re not allowed to do that,” she said and I rolled my eyes.

“I’m not great with rules,” I said quietly. “Stay here.”

I took the stairs, slowly, letting the woman know I was coming up.

“Hey,” I said. She was standing in the hallway, and the wall next to her, as well as the floor beneath her, was pure stone. She was in her fifties, maybe. Short, dark hair, black yoga pants, and a t-shirt that had the Detroit Red Wings logo on it. “I’m Daystar.”

“Frances.” She nodded. “You saved that screamer girl.”

“Yeah. Do you need help?”

“I need to learn how to stop it. I don’t want to keep doing this,” she said, gesturing at the railing, the wall. “I don’t know how to make it stop.”

“Okay. All right. Listen to me,” I said, leaning toward her. She backed away.

“I don’t want you to turn to rock. I don’t know if it’ll happen.”

“Okay. Listen. There are members of my team downstairs who have been instructed to bring you in. If you come with us, you’ll be in confinement. Your powers will be dampened, but you’ll also be imprisoned. Not a great deal.”

“I haven’t done anything,” she said, sounding panicky and weepy.

“I know. I know you haven’t,” I said. “So I’m telling you something here. If you want to stay free, you need to find a way to get out of here, now, and lay low for a while. If that means going somewhere where no one else will see you if you happen to slip up, that’s what it’ll take. Can you do that?”

“I have a place up north. But how do I even get there? It’s not like I can drive like this!”

I held up my hand.

“Portia,” I called down the stairs. “Who’s wearing the body cam today?”

“Nightbane,” she said as she climbed the stairs.

Portia approached us, and I introduced the two of them. “I need you to get her to her place up north,” I said.

Portia stared at me. “Daystar, those aren’t my orders.”

“I know. I’m asking you to do the right thing here. Take us to her place up north, then once I see she’s settled there, bring me back here.”

“I—“

“Does she deserve to be imprisoned? This is hysteria. It’s wrong. Does she deserve it?”

She looked between us for a few moments. “Where is your place?” she asked in a resigned tone.

“Near Mackinac,” Frances said. She gave an address, a location. Portia nodded. “Okay. Are you ready now?”

“I’m ready,” Frances said.

Portia blew out a breath. Seconds later, we were standing in a cozy little cottage, and Frances was thanking us.

“I’ll check in on you when I can. And Portia’s lips are sealed about this place’s exact location.”

“They are,” she said. “But your tracker will give it away.”

“I don’t plan on staying,” Frances said. “Don’t worry,” she told me. “You’ve done more than I ever could have hoped.”

I nodded. Then I exchanged a glance with Portia, and we appeared back where we’d been. We walked down the stairs wordlessly.

“Nobody there,” I told the rest of the team, shrugging. “Just lots of stone.”

“I heard her. And you are in so much trouble, Faraday,” Nightbane said, rubbing the side of his head.

“You fell down. Clumsy,” I muttered. I put my comm back in my ear. “Who’s next, Jenson?”

I heard a sigh. “We have a shapeshifter over on Jefferson,” she said, sounding defeated.

I smiled. “Lovely.”

“Faraday,” I heard Alpha start talking. I took the comm out of my ear and dropped it back into my pocket. “Portia, if you would?” I asked. Toxxin smiled, and Caine seemed to be keeping a close eye on Nightbane as he stood.

“Don’t pull that shit again, Faraday,” Nightbane warned.

“Ooh. Scared. Totally. Really,” I said. “I’d say I wet my pants, but I’ve been doing that for about a week now in my special chair, so I’m not even all that bothered by it anymore,” I said, and I was pretty sure Portia either laughed or sobbed, and then we were being pulled to the next location.

It all went pretty smoothly, through two more confrontations. I got the shapeshifter to shift and fly away before there was even a chance for confrontation, and then we went to a house where there was a woman who kept making everyone around her feel sick. Portia and I suffered for it, but we got her to her mother’s house downstate.

Our next target was a new powered person who seemed to shoot lightning, or something like it. She’d accidentally, or maybe on purpose, killed her loser boyfriend with it.

“Bring this one in, Faraday. She’s a killer,” Alpha warned in my comm before I took it off again.

“Faraday,” Portia said. “We can’t ignore this one.”

“We won’t,” I said. An idea was starting to form. I wanted some time to think about it. “Let me go first.”

“My pleasure,” Nightbane said, and Caine flexed his fist like he wanted to hit him.

I knocked on the door, and a young woman answered. She had short hair, dyed a stunning shade of purple. She was dressed in jeans and a flowing white top. Not menacing looking, at all.

“Hey. I’m Daystar,” I said.

“I know. And I know who you work for. And there’s not a chance in hell I’m letting you all take me away,” she said, her voice calm. Measured.

And the next thing I knew, it felt like my entire body was burning, my teeth on edge, my body buzzing. I heard someone scream, a shout. After what felt like an eternity, the pain stopped, and I writhed a bit, trying to get my body under control. I rolled over and saw the rest of the squad doing the same. An engine started, and our shocker was speeding away.

I pulled at my dampener, seeing if the electric jolt had damaged it. Unfortunately, it still held tight and when I tried to fly up into the air, I stayed flat on the ground.

“Call it in,” Nightbane said.

“This never would have happened if I didn’t have this stupid dampener on,” I muttered.

“Daystar, what do you want to do?” Caine asked.

“She’s not in charge here!” Nightbane shouted. “I am so sick of this shit. Who do you think she is? She’s a criminal, a thief. Worthless white trash nothing. I’m in charge.”

We all sat, calmly listening to his outburst.

“So, Daystar?” Caine asked, as if we hadn’t been interrupted. I stood up. “If I could fly, I could totally bring her in. Shame I’m dampened.”

“Alpha says not a chance in hell, Daystar,” Nightbane sneered.

I shrugged. “Oh, well. She’ll fry a bunch of people then, and everyone will blame Alpha. Too bad about the innocent lives we’ll lose, but I’m sure Alpha will handle it.”

There were a few moments of quiet, during which Nightbane talked away to someone on his comm. Portia also walked away, talking in a low voice on hers. After a few moments, they came back, and Nightbane was actually pouting.

“He says you’re officially undampened right now. Get her, and don’t mess around,” he snarled.

I glanced at Portia. “Thank you,” I said, and she gave a small nod.

“Go. Or was that all talk?”

I smirked behind my mask and quickly put my comm back in so I could stay in touch with Portia or Jenson. With my other hand, I gave Nightbane a sarcastic salute, except that I had my middle finger extended as I raised my hand to my forehead. “Well, let’s see.” I kicked off, rose into the air, and it felt closer to heaven than I could ever hope to be.

I could take off, right then. I wouldn’t get far, of course. I knew they were tracking me, and the second I went off-course, the dampener would get turned back on and I’d plummet, and then they’d probably knock me out and lock me up again.

No, I’d need to plan better. I’d need to pretend, for a little while at least, to be a good little superhero. Because it wasn’t just me I planned on getting free now. I knew the ladies over in the prison tower wouldn’t begrudge me the chance to get out, just as I wouldn’t with them. But they deserved better than the bullshit they’d ended up with. And I kind of wanted to make Alpha and Nightbane cry. I was pretty sure if I caused enough chaos, I could do it.

I flew, fast, and the cold air whipping past me made me remember what it felt like to be free and alive. It didn’t take long to spot the little red Taurus, zipping in and out of traffic. I didn’t want to scare her. If she jolted up now, she’d end up frying out her car, and then there would be an accident, and then I’d have another mess to deal with. Plus, I wanted to make Nightbane eat his words.

White trash, criminal, thief. Whatever. Not even gonna argue it.

But I’ve never been worthless.

I kept my speed up, vaguely noted people on the sidewalks pointing up at me as I passed. Phones held high, following me.

She noticed it, too, I think. She made a hard right, through an alley, and I followed.

She drove faster, her engine rumbling as if it was in pain, and I sped up, flying past buildings so quickly they became nothing more than a blur, my heart pounding at the sensation of finally being able to use my body again for what it was meant to be used for.

Faster. I had to get her before she got out of the alley and back into traffic again.

I got ahead of her and landed hard on her hood. The metal crunched beneath me into the engine, the windshield broke, and the car careened into some dumpsters. I reached into the broken windshield and grabbed her by the front of the shirt, pulling her up, out of the car, and I flew her up into the sky.

“You try to fry me now, and you’ll die. Unless you think you can survive a fall from this height?”

She stared at me with wide, terrified eyes.

“You are fucking crazy!” she screamed. “Help! Somebody get this crazy bitch off me!”

I rolled my eyes. “Well, that wasn’t very nice.” I kept my grip on her shirt, using it almost like a sling as I carried her back to where I’d left StrikeForce. She screamed the entire time, but to her credit, she stayed still.

“You could have killed me!” she screeched up at me.

“But I didn’t. I mean, really. Where’s the gratitude?” I asked, and she screamed again.

Also, I may have been flying a little faster than I needed to be. And I might have pretended to lose my grip on her.

“Stop that!” she shouted.

“I’m sorry. I must still be woozy from the way you shocked me back there. Oops!” I said, and she fell a little way, screaming.

I dove down and grabbed her again, and she cussed me out again.

“Daystar, stop playing with the poor electric lady, please,” Jenson said in my comm.

“She so had it coming,” I said.

“I know. Still. I think you made your point.”

I didn’t answer, but a few seconds later, I landed in front of my StrikeForce teammates.

“I left a little bit of a mess in one of the alleys that way,” I said.

“Yeah, we know,” Nightbane said. “Dampen her again, Jenson.”

“Cram it, Nightbane,” Portia said. “She’s not getting dampened until we have this one in confinement. Any arguments, Alpha, sir?” she asked, a frosty tone to her voice.

“No arguments,” he said shortly. “Just bring both of them back in.”

I exchanged a glance with Portia, then she nodded toward my surly captive. Toxxin quickly touched her on the side of the neck, and she slumped, unconscious.

“You know we have to lock her up, right?” Portia asked me in a low voice. “She killed someone.”

“I know.” It might have been an accident. But it might not have, and she clearly had some issues. She deserved better than being locked away and forgotten, but she couldn’t just be left alone, hurting people.

Portia studied me, then she motioned for the rest of the team to join up, and moments later we were standing in the detention facility.

“Take Faraday back to her cell,” Alpha said in our comms.

“Don’t you think that’s unnecessary? She was a huge help—“ Portia began.

“She made it clear. She wants to be down there with the garbage. Lock her up. She’s already been dampened again.”

Portia looked like she wanted to say something else, and I shook my head. “No biggie. It’s fine.”

“But you did what he asked you to do. Well, sort of.”

I shrugged. I headed toward my cell, and the guard who let me in gave me a small nod when I walked past. She and Toxxin stood by as I changed out of my uniform and back into my prison greens. The guard shackled me back into the chair and left, and Toxxin stood there for a minute. She looked like she wanted to say something.

“What?”

“Um. It was cool of you not to turn the stone lady over. Or the shapeshifter or the other one. They didn’t do anything wrong.”

“They are likely listening right now, you know.”

“I know. I don’t care. I think you did the right thing. I’ll come back and visit when I can, okay?”

I nodded, and she turned and left.

“Back with us, eh Faraday?” I heard Monica call.

I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, laid my head back against the headrest. “Yeah. I’m back.”

But in my mind, I was flying. And I had every intention of getting back to it soon, on my own terms.













Chapter Eighteen

 

The changes were subtle, at first.

That evening at dinner, the guard came in, glanced around, and undid my manacles. I glanced at her in surprise, and another guard came in with a tray of actual food.

“It tastes like crap, but it has to be better than the liquid diet,” the first guard said. She handed me a spork.

I glanced at the food. Spaghetti. A slice of bread and a pat of margarine.

“Thanks. This was really solid of you,” I said.

“We were watching the news,” she said with a shrug. “Eat fast so I can take it back out of here, okay?”

I nodded, started shoveling the spaghetti into my mouth. It wasn’t anywhere near as good as my Mama’s spaghetti, but it was the first solid food I’d eaten in over a week, and I wasn’t about to let it go to waste. “What’s your name?” I asked the guard.

“Maria,” she said.

“Normal or powered?” I asked.

“Powered,” she said after a moment. “I ended up with some low-level powers during the first Confluence, and they brought me on after Command opened.”

I nodded. “What can you do?”

She glanced away, out the door, then back at my tray. There was a paper packet of salt there, and it kind of wiggled, then grew to about ten times its size. After a moment, it changed back.

“Wow,” I said.

“Yeah. But it’s useless for anything, really. Not like you can use that in battle or arresting people, you know?”

I studied the salt packet for a moment.

“Still. Pretty cool though,” I said, and she smiled. I finished my dinner, then let her reattach the manacles around my wrists. “Thanks again. Really appreciated it,” I said.

“Sure.” She took the tray and carried it out of my cell, and when the door closed behind her, I smiled.

My girls in the cells had kept up their singing/rapping thing, but the guards stopped bothering to tell them to stop. Every once in a while, I’d hear one of them start singing along as they patrolled past my cell.

“Is it true that Daystar’s locked up in here, too?” I heard a high voice call out.

“Yeah. She’s over by me,” Amy called out.

“I’m the electro you brought in, you crazy bitch,” she called.

“Hey. How’s it going?”

“I hate you. I just wanted you to know that. I swear, I will find a way to kill you. Painfully.”

“Aw. Thanks,” I said, and I heard her swear in response.

“Faraday, making friends,” Dani said in a low voice from her cell, and I laughed.

“I just can’t help myself,” I said back.

Later that day, sometime after the guard brought me a peanut butter and jelly sandwich for lunch, the door to my cell opened and Toxxin walked in. She had a box in her hand. Portia followed her in, and she told the guard to undo my manacles. She did, and then left.

“This came for you,” Toxxin said. “Portia swiped it off of Alpha’s desk.”

“I didn’t swipe. I assumed he just forgot to have it brought down to you. I was helping,” she clarified.

I smiled at her, then took the small box. It was roughly a cube shape. “You’re sure it’s not some dastardly weapon that’s going the help me get free, huh?”

“Nah. Jenson scanned it,” Portia said.

“What a shame,” I murmured. I tore open the brown paper on the outside. Addressed, typed, to Daystar, StrikeForce Command, Detroit, MI. No return address. Once I had the paper off, I pulled the box open.

They were wrapped in a bit of pale gray tissue paper. I pulled them out, ran my fingers along them. I just knew I had a stupid smile on my face. There was no note with it, but I knew who they were from.

“Socks?” Toxxin asked, and I bit my lip to keep from laughing. They were hideous. Bright blue, with neon yellow polka dots. Knee-highs, nice and thick.

“Socks,” I said softly, still running my fingers over them. I tried not to look too happy. I wondered what had prompted him to send them.

“Thanks for bringing these to me. Do you want to set them over there? I can see them from here,” I said, and Toxxin put them on the counter that ran along the front of my cell. “Thanks.”

She nodded. “I don’t suppose we’re getting the story behind those?” she asked.

“A little joke between friends. And I needed a bit of a laugh. Thanks again,” I said.

Portia sat down, taking a deep breath. “You shouldn’t be down here,” she said quietly.

“Sure I should. None of what Alpha or Nightbane says is a lie. I am a thief. I’m not sorry about it, and that isn’t likely to change.”

“But why not?”

“Why not what?”

“Why don’t you feel bad about it?” she asked, and I could tell from the way her eyes searched mine that she genuinely wanted to understand.

“This is the way the game is played,” I said quietly. “They were dealt a better hand than me. I’m supposed to roll over, stay in the trailer park, watch my mother get crushed by the debts she accumulated through no fault of her own. Screw that. I leveled the playing field a little, and I don’t regret it.”

“Through stealing,” Portia said.

“Yep.”

She shook her head. “You get how messed up that is. You can’t just do that. It’s not okay.”

“Says who?”

“Um, God, for one.”

I waved it off. “And money lenders are sinners, and left-handed people are of the devil, yet they’re all still walking around just fine. God can tell me how awful I was after I’m dead.”

She spluttered. “But it’s not right. Right, wrong. Morals? You’ve heard of those, yeah?”

“Morals? Like following the orders of a man who tells you to let innocent people die? Those kinds of morals?” I asked, and she clamped her mouth shut and looked away. Toxxin stayed silent, standing near the door. I knew I was edging toward bitch territory, but I kept going. “You believe in God? You think you ended up with these powers to imprison and/or kill people who are having trouble dealing with what they are? How moral is that?”

The cell was so silent you could hear a pin drop. Which meant that my fellow inmates were listening, too.

“Enjoy the socks, Faraday,” Portia said, abruptly getting up and walking out without looking back. Toxxin waited around until the guard came and reattached my manacles, then she gave me a quick wave and left.

Shortly after, my girls started singing some song about a bitch who better have my money or something like that. I wasn’t familiar with it, but I appreciated the intent. I let out a short laugh, and glanced at Killjoy’s gift, then I closed my eyes and worked at my manacles a little more.











Chapter Nineteen

 

At least two weeks went by, as far as I could tell. Toxxin, Jenson, and Portia all came to see me almost every day in my cell. Caine and Beta both visited a few times, and even Forge, who seemed really quiet for the most part, stopped by. Jenson sat with me for a long time a few times, talking about her life before StrikeForce. She’d been a cop (and I was rather pleased with myself that I’d pegged her so perfectly) until her powers manifested. It happened during a tense situation. She lost control and projected five versions of herself at the crime scene. She’d ended up shot as a result, and forced to leave the department.

She told me with a laugh that she’d been called to the scene of more than a few of my old jobs. I couldn’t help but reflect on how odd it was that one of the people whose company I enjoyed most would have pretty much been my nemesis in any other place.

When Jenson and Portia walked into my cell after dinner one day, I assumed they were there for another visit.

Until I saw my uniform in Portia’s hands.

“Are you kidding me?” I asked. Then I really looked at both of them. They looked stressed, upset. Freaked out. “What’s wrong?”

“Daystar…it’s not good,” Portia said.

“What happened?”

“Jenson overheard some chatter over the stuff she monitors about someone building a contraption that would simulate the Confluence, to give people powers. So we figured we should probably check it out, because that would be bad.”

“Those who were building it heard we were coming. And rather than face us, they turned their machine on near Wayne State.”

“What happened?” I whispered.

“It killed thirty-seven people.”

Dread settled into my body. “Who?”

Please don’t be—

“Mayhem. Virus was there, along with Maddoc, Dr. Death, and Daemon. And some blond chick, probably the one you came across that night.”

I wanted to puke.

“Virus wouldn’t hurt anyone,” I argued.

“Is that his code? Or yours?” Jenson asked. I didn’t answer.

“Daystar. I know you don’t want to do this. I know you don’t want to give him a reason to expose you. Okay? I get it. But this was bad.” Portia pleaded.

I closed my eyes, took a breath. “Give me the suit,” I said.

“We’ll all go in together. Everyone except Alpha and Crystal are suiting up, and Jenson will be our eyes and ears here,” Portia said.

“We know where they are?”

“Big house in Indian Village. I have a feeling you might know the place,” Jenson said.

Damn.



Twenty minutes later, we appeared in the back yard of the huge mansion I’d tried to rob what felt like a lifetime ago. The back door opened immediately, and Damian stalked out, followed closely by his team.

His eyes were narrowed, his complexion even paler than usual.

“You really want to do this, Daystar?” he shouted, saying my codename as if it was some kind of foul curse. “You want to do this now?” It was a subtle thing, but I knew him well enough from working with him that I knew the difference in his tone between stress and anger. Sure, he was angry. But a look at his eyes, at the way his hands shook, told me he was more freaked out than anything. And at least as angry at himself as he was at me.

Unless that was something I was reading into it in an effort to believe that someone I kind of, sort of, maybe considered to be a friend hadn’t officially gone to the dark side.

“You killed people,” I said calmly.

“I never would have partnered with them if it wasn’t for you,” he said. “They’re fucking psychotic.”

“I tried to tell you that. But, no, why listen to me about something like who to trust to come into your life. It’s not like I know a damn thing about that, right?” My stomach turned as it fully hit me, that whether he’d meant for any of it to happen or not, he’d done this thing, and there was no going back from that. It was a long leap from burglar to supervillain/murderer, and he’d crossed it. “And, at some point you have to stop blaming everyone else for every fucking problem in your life. You killed thirty-seven people. Do you even care?”

“Why should he?” a deep voice said, and I looked to Damian’s left, where Daemon stood. He was tall, with olive skin, dark hair and nearly-black eyes. “Does anyone truly care about any of us? They’d love to see every single one of us dead, and you know it,” he said, specifically to me. “We all know what we truly are. Super humans are a better, stronger, more advanced level of humanity. Why the hell should we cave to their every whim?”

“Because we have the advantage. We’re already better off. Why make their lives worse?”

“God, she’s even more naive than you,” Daemon said to Damian. Damian didn’t respond. StrikeForce was arrayed around me, and I heard Jenson in my ear.

“Now.”

We charged at them, and there were shouts, curses. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a flash of blond hair.

“They’re going to take off,” I shouted, just as Damian, Daemon, Dr. Death, and whoever the blond was disappeared. Nightbane started bitching about how incompetent everyone was when Maddoc came launching out of the house, picked up the iron patio table outside the back door, and hurled it at us.

“Come and get me, StupidForce,” he shouted, and took off running.

“Did he seriously just call us that?” Toxxin asked as we started running.

“He’s not the sharpest tool in the shed,” I muttered. “You know he’s probably leading us into a trap or something right?”

“Yep,” Portia said. “Just keep running, and we’ll get him before he gets to where he’s trying to lead us.”

“In pursuit on Mack,” I said into my comm. “Would really like to be undampened so I can actually catch this bastard.”

“Negative, Daystar. The rest of the squad is there to help you,” Alpha said over my comm.

“Stupid bastard,” I said.

“Your comm is still on,” he said, an ugly edge to his voice.

“I know it is.” I glanced back. Toxxin, Nightbane, and Caine were all within a few steps of me. Maddoc was big. Not fast, generally. We’d catch up with him soon.

“Our best hope is for Toxxin to touch him,” I gasped, keeping Maddoc in my sights. “Don’t screw around. The second you can get a hand on him, do it.”

“I can take him,” Nightbane said.

“Oh, fuck off,” I muttered. “If you could, you would have the last four times you had the chance to take him.”

I ran harder, faster, determined not to let Maddoc get the slip on us, or get to his teleporter friend or anyone else in his crew. We’d barely be able to subdue Maddoc, if we’d manage at all. There wasn’t a chance in hell we’d be able to take down all of them. Not with me dampened and the rest of the team tired from running. Except for Nightbane, who took to the air like the dickhead he is.

If I wasn’t dampened, it would be another story. But apparently, I was in the service of morons. I’d have to hope for the best. I was gaining on him, and he was shouting unintelligibly over his shoulder at me. It’s really a good thing he wasn’t very smart. Looking back is a sure way to slow yourself down.

I put on a final burst of speed, feeling like my lungs were about to burst. My legs ached, and I wasn’t the best runner to begin with, but all of the time spent in the chair in my cell had made me even slower. Nightbane flew past me, charging into Maddoc first. Maddoc spun, swung, and Nightbane fell, knocked out cold from Maddoc’s punch.

I guessed this was why Nightbane had never managed to catch up with Maddoc before. Self-preservation.

Then Maddoc laughed and charged at us. He hit Toxxin before I was able to reach him, and she fell to the ground. Portia teleported herself right behind him and wrapped her arms tightly around his throat from behind. He whipped, bucked, trying to get her off of him, but she held tight. I charged over to them, and he saw me coming and ducked the punch I aimed for his face, which gave me a chance to kick him square in the nuts.

When in doubt, always go for the nuts. It was like, a rule or something.

“Can you get him to Command?” I asked Portia as she desperately tried to keep her hold on him.

She shook her head. It was the first time I’d ever seen that look of resignation in her eyes. It went against the confident leader-type I knew her as, and it kind of pissed me off, that she’d been pushed to that point, all because Alpha wouldn’t swallow his pride and deactivate my stupid dampener.

She was just too tired. She’d made too many jumps already, between the original situation earlier that day and now this. All she could do was hold on and hope that, somehow, between the two of us, we could bring him down.

I did have to wonder where the hell Killjoy was. This would have been a great time for a strong, crazy, vigilante to show up. Because even I had to admit that Portia and I were severely outpowered the way things were. Still, she held on, and I kept punching and kicking.

Maddoc straightened once he’d gotten over the initial pain from my first kick, and hit out at me easily, as if he didn’t have a woman on his back. I ducked away, got ready to hit, and then he went charging toward a large brick building nearby. I realized what he was going to do before he did it.

“Portia, let go!” I shouted.

Too late. He spun at the last moment, and his momentum and size worked against Portia. He slammed her back into the brick wall, then stepped away, not bothering to look back as Portia slumped to the ground.

“Just you and me, Daystar,” he said. “Come on. I’ve been waiting for this since the first time I laid eyes on you.”

And then he struck out. I ducked, lunged, managed to jab him in the kidneys before dancing away. I ducked again, scrambled, and pressed my comm.

“Backup needed,” I said. “Or I need to be undampened. Team’s down,” I said.

Maddoc hit me, then, and I finally realized why cartoons show people seeing stars when they get hit. It was like a bright flash of pain lit up everything for an instant, and I tried to shake it off, ducking away just as he leveled another punch toward my face.

“Little help here, dickhead,” I muttered as I pressed my comm, then punched out at Maddoc’s face. He wasn’t fast enough to dodge it, and I heard his nose crunch under my fist.

It didn’t seem to faze him at all. I jumped back, and he came at me, nose gushing red, fists raised. I ducked away, and ended up getting clipped on the side of my head by one of his fists. Tried to fly.

Still dampened.

I dodged again, kicked out, and he grabbed my ankle. He lifted, making me fall back onto my back, and he lunged. I rolled out of the way, jumped up, spun as he got up and grabbed for me again.

“Virus told me to avoid you. You don’t seem so scary,” Maddoc said, a feral grin on his face.

I couldn’t do this. Not dampened. He just got stronger the more I hurt him, and I was getting weaker, slower.

I also couldn’t just leave them there. Could I?

I glanced around at my fallen squad mates. I didn’t give a shit about Nightbane, but Toxxin and Portia…

Would get rescued. Right?

I started to run away.

“Nah. I don’t feel like chasing you,” I heard him call. “I’ll just stay here and play with them.”

I stopped, turned, watched as he approached Toxxin’s prone form. He lifted his foot over her head, as if he was going to stomp her, and I ran back, barreling into him.

He laughed, and raised his fist, and before I could react or try to figure out how to move out from under him, I felt his fist connect with my face.

And then again.

And he laughed.

Toxxin was next to me, still unconscious on the ground. Her hand was near my shoulder. I wriggled away from Maddoc, and his next punch hit the ground where my head had been.

I could barely see. My face hurt.

I pulled Toxxin’s glove off, moved my head aside, struggling, took another punch to the face.

And then he put his hand around my throat. Tightened his grip. I lost hold of Toxxin’s arm for a second in my panic. I felt my vision going black.

I vaguely heard voices on my comm. It sounded like Jenson, telling someone off. Beta, Caine shouting.

All I wanted was to be able to breathe.

I felt around, got a hold of Toxxin’s arm again. I had no idea if it worked if she was unconscious.

I pressed her bare hand against Maddoc's arm.

For a moment, all I felt was his hand tightening on my throat, my body starting to fail due to loss of oxygen, a burning, excruciating pain in my chest and down my arms.

My vision went dark.

And I felt dead weight on top of me before everything went black.











Chapter Twenty

 

Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep.

Click. Click.

Whirring sounds. The sound of footsteps.

I wanted to open my eyes, but nothing got brighter. It was like I’d forgotten how to even do that much.

And it hurt. Jesus, it hurt.

I lay there, aware that I was somewhere soft.

It started coming back to me. Maddoc. Maddoc’s fists. Maddoc’s hands around my throat.

I swallowed, and it hurt. I started coughing, my throat spasming.

“Jolene, sweetie,” I heard my mother say, and then I finally did manage to force my eyes open before the coughing fit started again.

She lifted a cup of water to my lips, held my head up, urging me to drink, slowly. I did, and eventually the coughing subsided, even though my throat hurt so bad it brought tears to my eyes.

“Mama,” I said, and even to my ears, it sounded pathetic.

“I’m here, baby. I’m here,” she said, and I hated seeing the tears in her eyes. “Jolene, why didn’t you tell me?”

I reached my hand out, and she took it. “I’m sorry, Mama.”

“I’m proud of you, Jolene Faraday. I always have been.”

“I'm a--.”

She shook her head. “A hero. That’s what the new job was,” she said, shaking her head. “That fight was on the news. It wasn’t until the end of that fight… he hit you so hard your mask flew off.”

I hadn’t even noticed at the time. I blinked my eyes in response. Couldn’t even imagine nodding, not the way my head and throat ached.

“My heart stopped when it happened, when I realized what I was seeing. And I raced here, and I caused a fuss until the lady at the front desk let me in. I had to hear it from Jenson…” she trailed off, then clasped my hand in hers, lifted it to her face and held my hand against her cheek. Her eyes were bright with tears. “I wish you would have told me, Jolene. It’s amazing.”

“I was freaked out, and then things got… things got nuts,” I said. Was it possible that Jenson hadn’t told her the whole story? It seemed like it, maybe. If my mother knew about the burglary stuff, I would have been getting a lecture, no matter how beat up I was. “You would have wanted me to stop,” I added.

“Damn right I would have. Your life was in danger every time you went out to fight one of these villain types. Why in the world would you sign on for something like this?”

Why, indeed.

I sighed, and it hurt. I wondered if I had a few broken ribs or something, the way my chest ached. “I wanted to. It felt right. I know it doesn’t make sense. It made me feel alive,” I finished in a whisper, and I wasn’t sure anymore whether I was talking about thieving or fighting.

She kissed my hand, and then set my hand back on the mattress beside me. She was about to say something when a woman in a white coat walked in.

“And, she’s up. You gave us a few scary moments, Daystar,” she said.

“Where am I?”

“At Command. Hospital wing,” she said, and I blinked in acknowledgment. She put a stethoscope to my chest, shined a bright light in my eyes. It hurt.

“Do you remember what happened to you?” she asked quietly.

“Yes.” Yes, I sure the hell did. And Alpha better hope it took me a while to get up and around again.

“Okay. You suffered severe loss of oxygen from your altercation with Maddoc—“

“Did they take him in? At least tell me we got him.”

“They did. He’s in confinement now.”

I felt some of the tension go out of my body. “What about Toxxin and Portia? Are they okay?”

“They’ve fully recovered. They’re actually both outside waiting to see you, if you’re up to it. They’re fine.”

I blinked. “Good.”

“You are more of a concern, Daystar,” she said. “As I was saying, you suffered severe oxygen loss at Maddoc’s hand. You’ve been in a coma for five days. We weren’t sure when, or even if, you’d regain consciousness. We very nearly lost you.” She paused. “You also suffered a heart attack, due again to the oxygen loss and the stress on your system. The technical term for what you experienced is cerebral hypoxia. We will see, over the next few days, how much permanent damage you experienced.”

“Permanent damage?”

My mother shook her head, and she was blinking back tears.

“Usually, in cases like yours, we see brain damage. Loss of fine motor skills. You seem pretty cognitively aware right now, which is good.” She paused, then shook her head as if she was frustrated. “Why didn’t you just fly away from him?”

I stared. Nobody knew. Why didn’t she know that I couldn’t have?

“I… guess I just wanted to make sure he didn’t hurt my squad members who were already down,” I said quietly. “Um. Do I still have a metal band around my neck?”

She nodded. “Alpha said you’d want it left on.”

I had an entire deluge of curses in response to that, but my mother was sitting right there. “How considerate of him,” I said instead, gritting my teeth as a wave of shivers hit me.

“That might happen. Nerve damage,” the doctor said. “We’ll observe you for a few days here while you recuperate, and then we’ll begin any rehabilitation you need. For now, I want you to rest. I’ll be back in a little while to look you over gain. Are you up for visitors?”

“Yes. Thank you.”

My mother leaned down and pressed a kiss to my forehead. “I love you, ladybug,” she whispered.

“I love you too, Mama. I’m fine.”

She nodded.

“Really. I’m fine.”

“You heard her—“

“We’ll deal with it, and I’m fine.”

“You can come stay with me. Rest up and…” her eyes brightened again.

“Mom, I’m not quitting StrikeForce,” I said quietly. It was easier than getting into why I couldn’t actually leave at the moment.

She stared at me. “Jolene, you don’t even know if you’re able—“

“I’ll deal with it. I’m not quitting.” At least, not when there were still so, so many things I still needed to do. “I’ll figure it out,” I added gently. “You look exhausted. You should go home and rest. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Okay. Should I send those other StrikeForce women in?” she asked, and it was evidence of how exhausted she was that she’d actually agreed.

“Please. I love you.”

She bent and kissed my forehead again, rested her forehead against mine. “I am proud of you. Of everything. I want it to stop, now, but I know better than to try to talk you out of something once you’ve set your mind on something.”

“Wonder where I get my stubbornness from,” I murmured.

She shook her head. “You’re stubborn and reckless and you make me crazy. But I love you.”

I smiled. “Thanks, Mama.”

She kissed me again, then walked out of my room. A few moments later, Toxxin ducked into the room, followed by Portia. Toxxin took one of my hands, bent close to me. “You saved my life. I saw it on the news footage afterward. You could have gotten away okay, and you went back and saved me,” she teared up, then bent her head. “You crazy woman. You saved me.” She squeezed my hand harder. “Nobody’s ever done anything like that for me. I’ve never, ever been worth saving.”

“Bullshit,” I said, and she let out a low sob. When I looked up at Portia, she was like stone. I’d never seen her so angry. Her eyes were practically flashing. “He should have undampened you. We asked him, over and over again.”

“And Beta and Caine left without permission to come and help you, but they got there just after you knocked him out,” Toxxin said. “That was smart, to use my hand like that.”

“I wasn’t sure it would work. Hoped it would, or I was screwed,” I said.

“He’s an asshole. Dangerous. Worse than a rabid dog,” Portia hissed, and it took me a second to realize that she wasn’t talking about Maddoc, but Alpha. “He’s unfit to lead. He only does because he’s paying for it and he has this need to be worshipped and adored. And because he has us under control,” she added in a low voice.

“You’re not wearing a dampener,” I pointed out. “And you have just the kind of power that would let you get out easily.”

“No. I’m not. But he has someone I care about in the detention tower,” she said softly. “I leave, and things will get bad.” She paused, then went on. “He’s been in hiding, kind of, since it happened. He’s been in his office and won’t see anybody. He put Caine and Beta in detention. They’re out, but they’re fully dampened now, too.”

I took a breath and it hurt. I wanted the tubes in my nose and mouth to go away. Swallowing felt even weirder with the stupid tubes down my throat, and the tape holding the tubes to my face was making me itchy. Plus, I was afraid of moving in case I pulled something by mistake.

I closed my eyes. “Who isn’t dampened?”

“Just me, Crystal, Chance, and Nightbane,” she said.

I kept my eyes closed, thinking. No. They weren’t the only ones not wearing dampeners.

“We’ll figure something out,” I said, opening my eyes again. “He’s going to put me back in confinement when I recover enough.”

“And bring you out when we have to actually fight someone. Rather than fight himself, rather than train us to fight—“ Portia broke off, shaking her head, furious. “This is such bullshit. You were right all along. About all of it. And I’m sorry for not seeing it sooner.”

“You had your own concerns. You thought you were doing the right thing,” I added, and her shoulders slumped.

“I did. Until… well. I was a fool.”

“Nothing we can do about it right now. I guess I have therapy and rehab coming up, once they figure out how bad it was.”

They both looked uncomfortable, and I tried to pretend I couldn’t see it.

“You might not be able to fight,” Toxxin said.

“It would be better for her if she could. If she can’t fight, she’s not worth anything to him,” Portia said darkly, and I was inclined to agree with her.

It was better for everyone if I could still fight.

 

 

 

“See if you can catch it,” Dr. Ali said, tossing the soft, bright green ball to me. I brought my arm up, but it was like slow motion, and I watched the ball sail past me again, well before I’d even managed to get my hand in the air.

Every time I missed the ball, I wanted to puke. How was I supposed to punch things if I couldn’t get my hand moving? I could still walk, which we’d established a few days after I woke up. My balance wasn’t great and it felt like I had to focus on every movement, like I had to try to remember how my legs were supposed to work. It was infuriating, but Dr. Ali was sure it would improve in time. Certain things, like getting a cup to my mouth, or picking up objects like books or phones, I was fine with. I was having major trouble with anything that required quick reflexes.

There were other problems, too. My fine motor skills were shot. I couldn’t hold a pen. My handwriting, when I managed it, was huge, sloppy, the way it had been when I was in kindergarten. I couldn’t apply make up. Brushing my teeth required a special toothbrush with a larger, wider handle and pump toothpaste instead of a tube that I would have to squeeze. Water pick instead of floss. I couldn’t pick up small objects. My hands just wouldn’t work that way anymore.

I did some exercises, at Dr. Ali’s instruction, then headed back to my room. Toxxin and Portia had come to see me every day since I’d woken up, and they were waiting for me when I got back.

“How’d it go?” Toxxin asked. I gave her a look, and she bit her lip. “That good, huh?”

I sat on the edge of my bed. “I’m useless.”

They didn’t seem to know what to say. And it was so much worse because I knew they were counting on me to… what? To fix the mess that was StrikeForce somehow? Laughable.

“Um. There’s someone here to see you. Killjoy,” Portia added in a quiet voice, giving me a questioning look. “For some reason, Jenson let him in. And killed the cameras in your room.”

My stomach twisted. Didn’t he realize that he was walking into the lions den? Jenson surely knew it. If Alpha wanted him collared and put away, which I had every suspicion that he did, he had walked right into it.

“Can you send him in?” I asked, and they both went out. I saw Portia touch her comm, as if she was being spoken to. She turned to look at me.

“Jenson just told us to stand guard outside your room and make sure nobody bothered you when he’s in there. It’ll be okay.”

She seemed to get what I was worried about, and I was grateful. I gave her a nod, and a moment later Killjoy walked in, dressed head to toe in black as usual, face covered. I stood up, and he crossed the room in three long, fast strides, and took both of my hands in his.

“Jesus Christ, woman,” he said, his voice sounding even more hoarse than usual. “I’ve been making everyone’s life miserable, trying to get in to see you.”

“Are you stupid? You shouldn’t be here. If he finds out—“

“He won’t. It seems that Jenson likes you. Or she likes me. One or the other. It’s okay,” he added. I had the stupid urge to lean into him, and, after a moment, I did. It was awkward, and I wanted to draw back almost immediately, worried that I’d done something stupid. But then he put his arms around me, and gently started rubbing my back. I took a breath and rested my head against his chest. “He’s dead. The first chance I get, I swear I’ll kill him myself,” he growled.

“And then you’ll be labeled a villain, and not just a vigilante,” I said, pushing away from him. “He’s rich. He’s got connections. He has power over too many people here.”

“He can’t just be allowed to go on with this,” he said.

“I’ll figure something out. Once I figure out how to use these again,” I said, looking down at my useless fists. “I want them to bring a punching bag in here. If Dr. Ali won’t do it, I’ll ask Portia. Or Jenson. I need practice.”

He nodded. “And that’s good. You do what you think you need to. But there’s something I want you to keep in mind.”

I looked back up at him, wishing I could see his face, his eyes. “What’s that?”

He took my hands, my clenched, useless fists, in his hands, held them gently. He rubbed his thumbs over the sides of my fists. “These fists aren’t the only ones at your disposal anymore. Point me in the right direction, I’ll be your fists. I can’t hit as hard as you, but I’ll do my best.”

I tore my gaze away from our hands, at the sight of my small, pale fists in his large gloved hands, and I looked back up into his face. “That makes two of us. More than I can even say,” I said, and I hated that my voice caught a little. “But it’s not the same.”

“It’s not. But you’re not alone. Toxxin, Portia, Jenson…. me. We’re all here. And we all want to make him pay.”

I nodded. “Eventually, he will.” I pulled my hands out of his, mostly because the one thing I wanted to do most right then was stand there and lean on him, have him close to me. It wasn’t something I was ready to deal with anytime soon. “I have work to do, first.”

He took a deep breath.

“And I need you to promise me that you’ll stay away from here. You can’t help me if you’re in a cell somewhere,” I added before he could argue.

After a moment, he nodded. “Fine.”

“Someone has to be out there, actually helping people,” I added.

“Do you have any idea how much they love you, Jolene? You should see it. After what Mayhem did, after seeing what Maddoc did, and the way you kept fighting… you have a whole lot of people who love you.”

“Not if they find out who I really am,” I muttered.

“I don’t think you have to worry about that. Take care of our bigger problem, and that one disappears.”

“Want to hear something crazy?” I asked.

“Sure.”

“I was thinking, when it was down to Portia and me versus Maddoc, that it would have been a really good time for a vigilante to show up.”

He nodded. “I saw it on the news and was thinking the same thing. I was in Chicago.”

“Why?”

“Work thing,” he said, shaking his head. I left it alone. There were still so many things I didn’t know about him, and I was too tired and my head was too full, trying to figure out how to fix my own life, that I just couldn’t focus on delving too deeply into his life just yet. “I wish I’d been here, though,” he added.

His hands lifted to my throat, and his fingertips rested lightly on the thin metal band at the base of my throat. My dampener. “I hate this fuckin’ thing,” he said.

“Me too.”

His hands continued their soft touch, up my neck, to my jaw. His face was tilted down toward mine. “I’ve never seen anyone fight so hard. You’re unstoppable.”

“Not completely, I guess,” I said, trying to keep my tone light.

We stood together, and I wasn’t sure if I was happy or scared having him so close. He was a complication I didn’t need, a mystery I didn’t have the time to figure out. I knew that I trusted him. I also knew it was stupid to trust someone I barely knew, yet there it was. I knew that, in that moment, if I asked him to let me see his face, he would have taken the mask off. But I’d lived a whole life made of secrets and lies, and I knew that sometimes, we held onto them because we had to, because showing anyone who and what we really were was just too much to handle. I wanted him to show me when he decided to, not when I decided to nag him about it.

“Thanks for the socks, by the way,” I murmured, looking up at him.

“I’m glad you got them. I wasn’t sure.”

“They are hideous.”

“You probably don’t have enough hideous socks. Figured maybe you needed some.”

I smiled, and it was the first time it felt real since that day with Maddoc.

“I’ll send you more,” he said.

“Lean down a little,” I said, and he did, slowly leaning down toward me. I pressed a kiss to his cheek, another to his jaw. I worked my fingers under the bottom of his mask and felt warm skin, the way his stubble lightly abraded my fingertips. He didn’t draw back or ask me to stop.

I revealed just a sliver of his face, a small expanse of jawline from his chin to his earlobe, sprinkled liberally with golden-red stubble. I leaned forward and pressed a kiss to his jaw, feeling his skin against mine for the first, and hopefully not the last, time.

“I spend too much time thinking about you,” I whispered, pulling his mask back down.

“You’re killing me here. You say something like that, after telling me I have to stay away for a while?” He leaned his forehead against mine. “And back at you, Jolene.”

“It’s crazy,” I said.

“Totally nuts,” he agreed. “But, then again, so am I, according to just about everybody.” He straightened up. “Let’s just kick his ass together.”

I laughed. “And then what? No. He has too many people under his thumb, too many people who can’t decide what they want because of him. A simple ass-kicking isn’t going to solve all that.”

“But it’ll make me feel better,” he growled, and I smiled.

“And I appreciate the sentiment. But we’ll figure out another way. It’s not just me.”

“You’re the only one I care about right now.”

“We both know that’s crap,” I said as I rested my head against his chest again. “But you should totally remember that when we finally have a chance to spend some actual time together,” I added. And then, because there are some things I can still do with my hands, I reached down and gave his firm ass a squeeze. It was something I’d wanted to do since the first time I’d seen him.

Dr. Ali did warn me that my impulse control might be a bit off now.

He laughed a little. “Yes, ma’am. Looking forward to it.”

“Now get out there and piss Alpha and Nightbane off some more. Make them look bad,” I said. Killjoy pulled the bottom half of his mask up and pressed a quick kiss to my jawline, just as I had kissed him. I appreciated that he seemed to know that my nose, my face in general, would still be tender from Maddoc’s fists. It made me adore him a little bit more. I realized it was ridiculous that I was likely, maybe, falling a little bit for someone whose face I’d never seen. But, really, of all the crazy things in my life, why not add one more?

He drew away a tiny bit, drawing his mask back down before I’d even had a chance to see what his lips looked like.

“My name’s Connor. Remember it,” he said before drawing back completely.

“Not likely to forget it,” I whispered.

“Good. Stay safe,” he said.

“Stay crazy,” I told him. He laughed, and then he left my room. Toxxin peeked back in.

“I’ll make sure he gets out okay. Jenson said your cameras are going back on in a bit before Alpha notices they’re off,” she said. And I blew a kiss at her.

A while later, a portable punching bag showed up in my room while I was in the bathroom. I smiled, and then I stood in front of it and started hitting. My punches were slow, weak. Nowhere near what they once were.

But it was a start, and right now, my life was all about fresh starts and trying to find a new beginning. After an hour, I was sweating and sore, and my forearms hurt from the repeated impacts of fists against bag. I finished up, did the exercises Dr. Ali had recommended (focusing on moving each finger individually, practicing picking up coins from the small table in my room) then I took a shower. When I came out, Dr. Ali was waiting in my room. She looked angry.

“What’s up, doc?” I asked, and she rolled her eyes.

“Very funny, Faraday. Look. I tried. I want you right here for at least a few more weeks…”

I got it. “But he wants me moved.”

She nodded, looked away. “He gave me through the end of the week with you, and then you have to go back… now that there’s no concern you’ll die on us.” She looked up at me. “I’ll keep arguing for it. But he’s not taking my calls. You still have more therapy to do.”

I shook my head. “We both know it won’t make a difference.”

“I’m the goddamn doctor here. The whole reason he hired me was to keep his team in top shape. Why he won’t just listen—“

“We both know why, Dr. Ali,” I said, meeting her eyes. “I piss him off. I don’t obey orders, and yet, he needs me, because though he has lovely powered people under his command, they can’t fight, or, if they do try to, they don’t do it very well. And he has people like you here because you have some level of power and you don’t know how to live in the regular world and he capitalizes on it.” She gave me a surprised look, but she didn’t try to argue. “I am the only actual weapon at his disposal. For now, at least,” I added. “It’s okay,” I said, trying to make her feel better. “It is what it is.”

“I’ve heard all about you. It’s not like you to just go along with something like this,” she said.

“I know when I’ve been outplayed,” I said. She checked my vitals for the last time before heading out, and then I settled into my bed, adjusted the angle so I could watch TV comfortably. End of the week. Friday transfer. I had two days to figure something out. Too bad I wasn’t all that brilliant to begin with, and it was likely that Maddoc’s little hug had left me short a few precious brain cells.

I settled into bed and started flipping through the channels. One of them was showing 9 to 5, a movie that I’d absolutely loved as a kid. I left it on and settled in, laughing as I watched Dolly Parton and Lily Tomlin’s antics.

It wasn’t until the credits started to roll that I had the beginnings of an idea.

I pulled the notebook and special pen I’d been practicing with from my bedside table. It was thicker than a normal pen, weighted a bit to help it stay on the paper, and contoured so I could hold it easier. I thought for a few minutes, then started writing a note. After I’d finished, I settled into bed and closed my eyes and tried to go through every way my little plan could go wrong.

So many ways. But it was the only chance I’d have anytime soon. I would have to count on others for help, which was something I’d never, ever thought I’d do.

The next morning, I drank my orange juice, took my pain pills, and waited for my daily visitors to check in on me. When Portia and Toxxin came the next morning, I showed them the note I’d written, holding my breath, hoping they’d play along, hoping they’d understand what I was trying to say, hoping they wouldn’t run screaming to tell someone I’d lost my mind.

Or, worse, tell someone what I was planning.

“Sounds good,” Portia said after a while. “We should be able to get these ingredients. You have some weird cravings, girl,” she said.

“I hope I don’t burn it. I’m awful at cooking,” Toxxin said.

“You’ll be fine. I really appreciate it,” I added. “Hey, can you send up my guard when she gets off work? She was asking to see me, and I’m always too tired.”

“Sure. Maria, right?”

I nodded. They left, and a while later, Maria entered the room with a smile.

“It’s good to see you!” she said. “I would have brought you some shitty spaghetti, but I figured you’ve likely suffered enough.”

I laughed. I was fully dressed for the first time since I’d regained consciousness, and I almost felt normal. Or, I guess, I felt my new normal, which would have to be good enough. “Thanks.” Then I met her eyes. “Did you see my new punching bag?”

She hesitated for a moment, walked over to it with me. I’d figured out that the cameras in my room were above my bed, above the door, and in the main, non-toilet part of the bathroom. The punching bag, for the most part, was out of the angle of the cameras. I hit it a few times, and she remarked on how nice it was that I was improving.

“Need your help,” I said softly as I punched, so it would cover the sound for any bugs in the room.

“You have it,” she said.

“That thing you can do?”

She gave a slight nod.

“I’m gonna fall down like I’m hurt. Bend over me and act like you’re taking my pulse. Do your thing to the band around my neck, big enough so I can slip it off. Okay?” I was punching the entire time, as quickly as I could.

“Yep,” she said.

I nodded, just slightly, then hit out again and fell, landing on my back.

“Oh, shit! Are you okay?” she asked, and then she bent over me, put her hand to my pulse point. At first, nothing seemed to be happening, but then I felt the band loosen, heard it as it clanked against the floor.

“How long does that last?”

“About two hours unless I specifically make it go back,” she whispered as she helped me stand up.

I grinned. “Perfect. Thank you.”

She helped me back to my bed, then hugged me, wishing me luck, and left.

Phase one, done.












Chapter Twenty-One

 

I picked up the phone on my bedside table, clumsily hit Jenson’s extension.

“Yes, Daystar?”

“Hey, Jenson. I know I’m supposed to be transferred in a couple of days. Think you can get me in to see the boss sometime today, so I can make my case for why I shouldn’t go back in?”

There was a pause. “Don’t tell me you’re going to play the humble servant now, Daystar,” she said.

“Well. There’s a first time for everything, right?”

“So there is. He has no meetings scheduled today. I’ll have Portia walk you up.”

“Much appreciated.”

“Good luck,” she said.

Portia walked into my room a couple of minutes later, and she took my hand. “Okay if we just walk? I don’t know if my stomach can take the whole whiz-bang teleporter thing,” I told her.

She hooked her arm with mine. “Wuss,” she said, small smile on her face. I laughed a little. We took the elevator up to the top floor. A few seconds after we were in, I had a coughing fit and bent over double, letting my hair fly forward.

“Jesus! Are you okay?” Portia asked. I felt the dampener slide down over my head, down my hair, and I caught it, barely, before it clanked to the floor. Before I straightened, I turned a little, away from the cameras, and tucked it under the edge of my shirt, holding it there with my hand, obscured from view, but still holding on to it.

I straightened. “Fine. My throat still acts up sometimes,” I said with a shrug. She gave me what I guess was supposed to be a pitying look, and then the elevator dinged and the Jenson at the desk nodded us toward Alpha’s office. I thanked her and we walked in and closed the door. I caught a glimpse of Toxxin, who was in there already.

“I just wanted you to know. She saved my life, Alpha, sir. I really hope you’ll consider letting her just serve her time on the team,” she was saying. Alpha stood at the windows, giving her a stony glare.

“Duly noted. Ah, Daystar,” he said, glancing up as Portia and I walked in. “You two can leave us,” he said to Portia and Toxxin. They left, closing the door behind them, and I took a deep breath.

Now I just had to count on them doing what I’d asked them to do.

“I’ll save you some time. You’re here because you want a reprieve from the detainment facility. You think the fact that you bagged Maddoc, that you sustained injuries, bought you some level of freedom.”

“Well. I also saved three of your people, so…” I shrugged. “I was hoping you’d consider it. I mean, we screwed up Mayhem’s plans that day, and they’re in hiding, at least for now. We caught Maddoc, despite the fact that your need to keep me dampened hindered us—“

He laughed then. “You really think I give a flying fuck about stopping Mayhem? I don’t care that you caught Maddoc. I just regret that he didn’t actually manage to kill you.” He gave me a sneer, then turned away, looking out the windows. “Eleven years, I’ve never had anyone question my leadership. You turn up, and all of a sudden, I can’t do anything right.”

“To be fair, I think you were a fuck up before I got here. Sir,” I added, and I was pleased to have retained my smart ass attitude. Brain damage can’t take everything, after all.

He turned back and glared at me.

“And really, it’s kind of obvious that you don’t care about actually fighting any of the bad guys, because if you were, you’d have your team trained. You’d have someone like Portia in charge, because she actually knows what she’s doing. I think you actually prefer having them lost when they’re out in the field.”

“Well no shit, genius,” he said, rolling his eyes. “I never claimed to be a humanitarian. But I am a business man. A good one.”

I nodded.

“And you’re going to spend the rest of your life, whatever there is left of it, in confinement. No more little jaunts to the outside world unless there’s a threat that I can’t throw enough people at. Maybe it will finally end you. If not, you’ll waste away to nothing. You’ll rot here, and not a single person will remember the name Daystar.”

I walked toward him, wobbling on my legs, and I noticed his look of disdain.

“Besides, you’re useless,” he muttered, looking disgusted by me.

Just one. One good punch. Please.

I lifted my hand as if I was going to straighten my shirt, and ended up shifting position at the last minute, giving him a decent uppercut. Not as good as I would have once upon a time, but Alpha wasn’t exactly used to being confronted. He fell back, knocking his head against the thick glass that looked out over the city.

“What the fuck? Why isn’t your dampener working?” he asked, blood leaking from his mouth. Toxxin and Portia walked in, closing the door behind them.

“You mean this dampener?” I asked, pulling the metal ring from beneath my shirt and letting it dangle from my finger.

“Get her!” he shouted to Toxin and Portia. Both of them disappeared for a moment, and then reappeared next to Alpha.

“Sweet dreams,” Toxxin said, gently touching the side of his face. He slumped over, and Portia caught him, settled him on the floor. I smiled at them and placed the dampener over his head.

“Search him for the controls for the dampeners,” I said, and Portia started going through his pockets while Toxxin looked on his desk, in the drawers. “Did everyone hear what he was saying?” I asked Portia.

“Yep. Everyone from the prison levels on up.”

“Excellent. Thank you.”

“Thank Jenson. I didn’t even have to tell her why.”

I nodded, and Toxxin let out a little squeal and held up what looked basically like a phone. I recognized it from the time he’d flaunted it after they’d first captured me. Portia took it, groaned.

“We need a password.”

“It’s ‘boobs4me,’ Jenson said as she walked into the room.

“I— are you serious?” I asked.

“Unfortunately, yes,” she said, crossing her arms and looking at Alpha, still slumped where Toxxin had knocked him out, unconscious. Portia put in the password, muttering “I feel gross just typing that,” and then she nodded.

“It worked.”

She fiddled around with it for a while. “Each unit has its own controls. Dampening, tracking. Is ‘install’ what makes it stay on them?” she asked Jenson, and Jenson nodded.

“Okay. I guess this is Toxxin’s. Let’s try it,” Portia said. I kept an eye on the door.

“Caine and Forge are currently keeping Nightbane busy,” Jenson said, and I raised my eyebrows at her. “Figured it couldn’t hurt,” she added.

“Genius,” I told her, and she nodded her head in acknowledgment.

“Okay, try taking it off,” Portia said to Toxxin. Toxxin took a deep breath, then grasped the two sides of the tracker around her neck, and they came apart, easily.

“Yes!” she shouted.

“Can you install my tracker on him?” I asked Portia and she nodded.

“Done,” she murmured a moment later. “Shall we take him to the detention center?”

I nodded, and in the next moment, Portia, Toxxin, Jenson, Alpha and I were in one of the cells on the men’s floor of the detainment area. Toxxin and Portia lifted Alpha into the chair, secured the manacles around his wrists and ankles.

“He should be awake any moment now,” Toxxin said. I glanced at Jenson.

“These cells are not soundproof,” I said. She held up a roll of duct tape, and I grinned.

After taping Alpha’s mouth shut, I stood around with my three accomplices.

“You know we could be in a whole lot of trouble if we don’t handle this right, right?” I said after a few minutes.

“We were in a whole lot of trouble already,” Toxxin said. “I’m free for the first time in seven years. No noose around my neck.”

“Same,” Portia said.

I glanced at Jenson. “I never liked the smarmy bastard,” she said. “I have believed for a long time that he was up to something shady, but I still can’t figure out what it was. And then what happened with the whole Maddoc thing just cemented it. I don’t want my legacy to be that I stood by and did nothing while he imprisoned and killed people who didn’t deserve it.”

I nodded. They all had much loftier reasons for doing this than I did. But, it worked for them, so what did it matter to me?

Alpha started groaning, tried to talk, and I guessed he realized his mouth was taped shut, because his eyes flew open and he looked like he was panicking.

“Relax. Breathe,” I said, standing in front of him. The look in his eyes went from panic to rage, and he moved, tried to lunge at me, tried to fight the manacles holding him into the chair. “Those chairs are strong. And I know,” I said, nodding. “I tried breaking them. Almost managed it, too. We won’t make that mistake with you, though.”

He struggled for a few more minutes, and I waited it out. When he finally seemed to tire, he just looked at me like he wanted to destroy me. I crossed my arms over my chest. “Things are going to be different around here,” I said, and he rolled his eyes.

“We can take the tape off if you like. But if you start getting loud, it’s going back on,” I said, and he nodded. Portia went to him and ripped the tape off of his mouth, not bothering to be slow or gentle about it, and he cried out.

“Ah ah ah,” I cautioned him, and he clamped his mouth shut, still glaring at Portia, who just stood by, looking bored.

“It was really, really shitty of you, letting Maddoc pound on me like that,” I said, pacing back and forth in front of him, arms crossed. “Really shitty. I mean, you’ve gotten the reports. Brain damage. Loss of both certain gross and fine motor abilities.”

“Worthless superhero,” he sneered.

I shrugged. “Yeah, I guess. The thing is, I never set out to be a hero.”

“You can’t keep me down here forever. I pay for this place. I have connections. People will want to meet with me—“

“Have you ever seen the movie 9 to 5?” I asked him, and he looked like I was speaking a foreign language. “Come on, man. 9 to 5. Dolly Parton, Lily Tomlin, Jane Fonda. Who was the guy? I always forget his name,” I asked.

“Dabney Coleman,” Jenson said, and I nodded.

“That’s it. Dabney Coleman. Thanks.” I turned my attention back to Alpha. “The story goes, Dabney was a terrible boss. Treated people like crap, and one day, Dolly, Lily, and Jane just got fucking fed up. Of course, first, they thought they maybe killed him by accident, and then they realized he wasn’t dead—“

“But they thought he’d think they did it on purpose, so they locked him up,” Toxxin put in, and I nodded.

“Exactly. And so they imprisoned him. Kept him tied up in Jane Fonda’s house. Or was it Dolly’s house? I can’t remember. It was a cute house though,” I said, and he was giving me this wide-eyed, confused look as if he was having trouble following me. “They had him sign the checks and work orders and shit like that, and made excuses for why this very busy man just couldn’t find time to meet with anyone himself. And they ran the company,” I said.

“And they kept his busybody assistant or whoever she was busy, too,” Toxxin said.

I nodded. “Roz.”

“Yeah, Roz. Nightbane is totally Roz.”

“And they did such a good job, that people actually liked coming to work,” I said.

“They did too good,” Toxxin said.

“Well. We won’t go that far,” I said. Then I looked at Alpha again. “To be clear, you’re Dabney Coleman.”

“I think Daystar is Dolly,” Toxxin said.

“Can I please be Lily Tomlin? That’s all I want to know,” Jenson said, and I grinned.

“What the fuck are you dumb bitches talking about?” Alpha shouted.

I shook my head. “That wasn’t nice,” I said softly, with maybe a little bit of a singsong quality to my voice.

“Another movie I always loved was Misery,” I said a moment later, and he blanched. “Ah. I guess you’ve seen that one.”

“It won’t work, you psychotic trailer trash,” he said. “You think this place can survive without me?”

I smiled. “Oh, but it won’t. You’ll be… right here,” I said, gesturing around the cell, “the entire time. And Jenson was the one holding it all together at the back end. I’m good at handling money, as you undoubtedly know. Portia is the only one here capable of leading an actual team. You will cooperate.”

“Nightbane will stop you. Crystal will stop you.”

I noticed Jenson tapping the pad she always carried with her. “Yes, well. About that,” she said, holding up the tablet. On a split screen, both Nightbane and Crystal struggled in their own chairs, manacled.

“Please be sure to get a dampener for Nightbane,” I said to Jenson, and she nodded. “Where did we get the one for Crystal?”

“I had an extra in the supply closet,” she said. “I gave it to Beta when he went to meet with her.”

“Nice. You deserve a raise,” I said.

“Or at least roomier living quarters,” she said.

“Done.” Then I turned back to Alpha. “So, as you can see, it’s done. Maybe not forever. Eventually I’ll have to figure something else out. But all that matters right now is that nobody is going to be imprisoned here right now but you and your buddies. And we can have a chance at making StrikeForce what it should be, with good people at the helm.”

He laughed. “Who, you?”

I shook my head. “Not me. I’ve never been anything but a thief. But I’m not too bad at the behind the scenes stuff. Wouldn’t you agree?” I asked, and he started shouting profanities at me. I nodded at Portia, and she taped his mouth shut, and then I turned and walked out of the cell, and Portia, Jenson, and Toxxin followed me.














Chapter Twenty-Two

 

We went from cell to cell, freeing everyone except Maddoc, Crystal, Alpha, and Nightbane. Jenson had already prepared the guards for this, and they either didn’t care or were wholly relieved to see a change in leadership. We directed everyone to the lobby in Central Command. The prisoners looked stunned, unsure. The guards, maybe a little less so.

While they worked on freeing the male powered prisoners, I went to the women’s containment area. I unlocked the cell next to my old one and freed a stunned Dani, who hugged me hard. Then I went to the other cell adjacent to mine, unlocked it. I stepped in, and laid eyes on Amy for the first time. She was about as she described at first: full-figured, short. She had black hair that flowed down her back in a straight curtain, and dark brown eyes with the most lovely lashes I’ve ever seen.

“Amy,” I said, holding her hands as I steadied her when she stood up for the first time.

“You are crazy,” she said with a laugh.

“I totally am. And it strikes me that we need a good defender, someone who’s on the side of those we bring in. Someone who won’t let whoever is in charge skate by acting like an asshole. Ever thought of being a super hero?” I asked with a smile, and she grinned, hugged me. “You need a code name, though,” I said.

“Steel,” she said, and I smiled. “What else would I pick? It’s what I am, both inside and out.”

“Steel. I love it.”

She and Dani followed me as I unlocked the other cells. When we finally got to Monica’s she greeted me with a good-natured “it’s about time, bitch.”

She also chose the name “Swoon.” It fit. The second she was free, she and Dani became pretty much inseparable, and I wondered how much I had missed in detention during the time I’d been away.

Dani chose the name “Screamer,” despite everyone telling her that it sucked. But after all the time spent locked up, no one was in a hurry to try to tell anyone else what to do. They all stayed with me while we freed everyone in the women’s wing. Then, we made our way to the central command tower.

When we got to the lobby, we were met by Beta, Forge, Caine, and Chance, who looked terrified. Forge stood next to her, holding her hand. I noticed Maria, and she held her fist up as I walked past. We bumped fists, and I went to the front desk, scrambled on top of it as gracefully as my uncooperative limbs could manage.

“We have new leadership here at StrikeForce, starting now. You heard the conversation I had with Alpha a while ago,” I said, and the crowd nodded. StrikeForce, its current members, were arrayed around me. “That can’t be allowed to happen. This force is supposed to be protecting and serving the community. Both the powered and regular community. So far, we’ve had this dumbass policy of arresting and holding powered people. Those who could be used, were. I was one of them, though I spent most of my time in detention.”

“From here on out, we will ask for your help. If you’re standing here now, you have a choice to make. You can stay, and become part of StrikeForce. We’ll teach you how to deal with your powers. How to harness them, how to use them to protect yourself and others, or, at the very least, how to use them in ways that aren’t a danger to you or anyone else. We could be like a big, really weird family. If you want a place here, you have it.”

I paused. “If you were a criminal… well. I’m a big believer in second chances. Maybe you did horrible things before coming here. You have a clean slate now, as far as we’re concerned. You’re free to go, or stay and be part of the team. If you go, and you do something stupid, I will come find you, and you won’t like it. But you’ve earned a second chance, and we’re going to do better from now on. Justice. Fairness. I promise you that much.” I took a breath, held my hands out. “It’s up to you. Either way. Thank you.”

We stood and watched as seven people, including my electro lady, walked out the doors to freedom. The rest stayed, turned, and looked expectantly at me.

We had a mess ahead of us. A leader locked up in what was essentially our basement. A bunch of people who had no idea what they were supposed to do with the powers they’d ended up with. Damian and his Mayhem assholes still running around out there. Whatever Alpha was planning, business-wise, in all the time he’d been running StrikeForce into the ground. My true identity, still out there, waiting for someone to expose it.

But we had good things, too. We had people who wanted to make the world better. Actual heroes. We had plenty of Alpha’s money. And money is a really, really good thing to have.

I smiled. “Well. Let’s get started.”














Epilogue

 

Two weeks later




I flew through the skies, trying to decide the best place to land. Flying. I hadn’t been sure I’d ever manage it again, but, as it happened since my face-off against Maddoc, I felt much more steady when I flew than I did when I was walking. I almost felt like myself.

It was overcast, which worked just fine for me. A large bank of gray clouds was beneath me, and every once in a while, I’d get a glimpse of the streets below, helping me get my bearings.

I landed in a clump of trees in a neighborhood park, straightened my wool coat, and pulled my cute little burgundy hat, making sure it covered my hair. I shoved my hands deep in my pockets, trying to keep them warm from the late winter chill, and headed up the street. My steps were still unsteady, and I knew I swerved a little when I walked, but I was getting better.

All was quiet. The occasional car roared past, and no one paid me any mind. Why would they?

The tall colonial loomed up on my left, and I climbed the wooden front stairs, rang the bell, glancing around at the neighborhood.

The door opened, and I was met with a surprised look.

“Hey, Luther. Need a ride to church?” I asked.

A slow, wide smile spread across her wrinkled lips, and she gave me a wink. “Just let me grab my knitting, sweetie,” she said, and I nodded.

We had a whole lot to talk about.

Some things just never change. Luther is one of them.

And, I guess, so am I.







THE END




Jolene will return in Just Another Day, StrikeForce #2, coming in early 2016.
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Thank you so much for reading A New Day! I can’t wait to hear what you think. Please feel free to drop me a line on Facebook, Twitter, or via email.

The StrikeForce series is, essentially, my love letter to superhero comics. This series very likely would not exist had my husband not bought Marjorie Liu’s complete run of X-23 for me because I liked Liu’s novels and he thought I might like her comics, too. The love affair that began with X-23 just expanded, and my life is happier because of it. Because superheroes matter, and I think the best superheroes, my favorites, are those who aren’t perfect but try anyway.

So my first “thank you” is to the many writers of superhero comics who have entertained and inspired me over the years.

Thank you to Gail Simone for your encouragement and kind words and for being an inspiration. Thank you for writing heroes and heroines who are multi-faceted and complex, and sometimes vulgar and occasionally stinky. You’re the best.

Thank you to Kelly Thompson for writing a book called The Girl Who Would be King. Another life-changing moment for me, because as soon as I read it, I knew I wanted to write superheroes. And thank you as well for the support and encouragement and for writing comics I love.

Thank you to author Corrina Lawson for reading A New Day and for your kind words and encouragement. Corrina also writes awesome superhero fiction, and you should definitely read her Phoenix Institute series.

As with all of my books, I worked with a fantastic team of beta readers, and their feedback was invaluable. Thanks and hugs to Erika Ashman, Danielle Calleja, Susan Cambra, Amy Cissell, Jo Dawson, Amber Dunn, Brenda Hopkins, Krys Hopkins, Sarah Leenart, Heather Lyn, Jayna Longstreet, Sam McMullen, Kari Powers, Rachel Scott, and Samantha Wheeler. Additional thanks to Jayna for medical information and Kari for advice about law enforcement procedures. Let’s do it again sometime, ladies!

Thank you to my kids for giving me yet another excuse to read comics. I love you guys.

Thanks and love to my amazing husband Roger for his layout and design talent, proofreading help, and for patiently listening to me when I’m in freakout mode (which kind of happens a lot.) Thanks for being my everything. I love you.

Finally, thank you to my readers. I’m always sure I’m going to be the only one interested in my weird little stories, and you guys, you lovely people, consistently prove me wrong. Thank you so much.
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Shadow Witch Rising

Shadow Sworn



The Hidden: Soulhunter Series

Guardian

Betrayer



The Hidden Series

Book One: Lost Girl

Book Two: Broken

Book Three: Home

Book Four: Strife

Book Five: Nether

Hidden Series Novellas

Forever Night

Earth Bound






Never Miss an Update!

Sign Up for Colleen’s Newsletter.

http://bit.ly/colleensnewsletter
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