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Prologue
 

Jonathan Ingalls drank his third cup of coffee that morning. His hands shook from the caffeine, or possibly just his nerves. It was a rare day that a man got to meet a real, honest-to-God Hero, and he desperately wished that today was not one of them. 


He checked the video files that he had prepared on his laptop. He checked the office projector. He checked the rolling mechanism of the projector screen - sometimes it could stick. He checked the video files again, just in case they had decided to jump into another folder out of pure spite. Considering how things had been going the last couple of days, he wouldn’t have been surprised. 


He heard the footsteps of multiple people walking down the hall. A feeling of dread overtook him, the face-flushing, heart-sinking fear that he hadn’t experienced since he had last heard his father walking up the stairs to his bedroom to deliver a well-deserved spanking. Three people walked through his office door. One of them was his assistant Julia, one of them was a prison guard looking rather smaller than they normally did, and the other was the most powerful Hero in America. 


Jonathan’s office, despite the authoritative brass plate saying “WARDEN” on the door, was small. It felt even smaller at that moment. 

 “Well?” said the Veteran, standing as stiff as a flagpole in his old-fashioned Army uniform and matching M1 helmet. 

 “Ah, yes,” said Jonathan. He held out his hand to the Veteran. By the way the man’s white mustache
bristled, he might have been doing the warden an annoying favor. But he shook the outstretched hand, and instead of the crushing grip that Jonathan had been expecting, it was perfectly measured and oddly restrained. He gestured to one of the two wooden chairs in front of his own desk. 

 “No,” said the Hero. “This shouldn’t take very long.” 


Jonathan shot a glance at Julia. She seemed to be looking at the Hero from a long way off, lost in a thousand yard stare of admiration. The guard, whose laminated ID declared him to be “Devon,” seemed like he was trying to make himself as big as possible. He was in fact at least half a head taller than the Veteran, and even taller than Jonathan, his boss. But the Hero’s demeanor and commanding presence completely dominated the room. Neither one seemed eager to leave, Julia out of star power and Devon out of some misplaced machismo. That was fine with Jonathan - he wasn’t eager to be alone in the room with his visitor. 

 “Right, right,” Jonathan jibbered, turning on the projector, carefully rolling down the screen, walking gingerly around the Veteran in the small space, and finally turning the lights off on the third try. He returned to the desk and began the first video. “Here we see the unnamed man approaching the gate…” 


He went through each video in sequence, following the subject’s progress through the prison. In fact there were only about four or five minutes in total, but he had to keep switching files as the man moved into the view of different security cameras. It seemed to take an eternity, during which the Veteran and the other two prison employees were silent, listening to Jonathan’s stammering narration. The brutal nature of the videos didn’t help.

When it was over, The Veteran turned from the screen to Jonathan. “Show me the murder again.” The man’s eyes glowed faintly blue in a way that wasn’t entirely consistent with the room’s lighting. 


He complied, opening a video that showed a wide hallway lined with heavy-looking doors. The video didn’t have any sound, but periodic flashing indicated that an alarm was going off. An average-sized man clad head-to-toe in a black tracksuit and wearing a backpack jogged into frame, his back to the camera. He seemed to be checking the labels on the doors. When his head turned briefly to the camera, some kind of cheap red mask could be seen underneath his hood. Thick gloves covered his hands. 


The man found what he was looking for. He extended one hand towards the door, which shuddered and swung inward without being touched. 

 “Another demonstration of telekinetic powers,” said Jonathan. The Veteran continued to stand silently, and the warden finally decided that a play-by-play was not necessary. 


On the screen, a large muscled man walked out of the room, then ran down the hallway and out of the frame. The man with the odd powers didn’t seem to mind. He said something directed to the inside of the room, then stepped inside. For several moments nothing happened. 


Once again the Veteran turned to address the warden. “Do you not have any cameras that can see inside the cell?” he asked. 

 “Uh, no,” said Jonathan. “The state doesn’t requires us to…” 

 “Fine,” he said, abruptly turning as if Jonathan had been turned off.

After many agonizing seconds of no motion on the screen except the alarm lights, suddenly two men rolled out of the door. The masked man was on the bottom, with a lithe, quick prisoner pinning him down. It looked like the prisoner had something in his hand. 


Jonathan closed his eyes. The video made no sound, but he’d already watched it several times, and his imagination populated the silence with horrible noises. In the world outside his head, he could hear gasps from Julia and Devon, reacting to what was on screen. The Veteran made no more sound than the video. 

 “There,” he said suddenly, “pause it now.” Jonathan wrenched his eyes open and reached out for the space bar. When he looked up, the screen was paused on a scene of the man in black walking towards the camera, his red mask visible, his suit drenched in water, and his backpack hanging in tatters. A thick pipe and several ceiling tiles were scattered around. Jonathan tried not to let his eyes wander to the body of the prisoner lying behind him. 

 “Crop the villain out that image and send it to this address.” The Veteran handed a business card to Jonathan. “Then send the entire video to METAPOL.” Without another word he walked towards the door and opened it. The light from the hallway outlined him in a silhouette. 

 “Wait!” said Jonathan, and the black outline shifted as the Veteran turned around. “Don’t you want to… don’t… isn’t there some kind of…” His words trailed off, sucked into the silence that seemed to emanate from the Hero. “Aren’t you angry?” He couldn’t see the Veteran’s face, but his voice sounded indifferent. 

 “These people are villains. They kill each other on occasion. There’s not a lot you can do about it - we hadn’t classified him as dangerous enough to warrant metahuman incarceration.” His voice betrayed no anger, just a mild and impatient annoyance. The Veteran turned back and walked through the doorway, his voice diminished as he crossed the threshold. “You’re only human, after all.” 

 

Three days earlier
 

Cassandra rested her elbows on the conference table and rubbed her temples with slow and heavy pressure. Something wasn’t right. There was a variable being introduced in her immediate future, and she would need some time to process it. Until she did, it would cause her discomfort, and it had the small but significant possibility of interfering with her plans. In the meantime, it meant migraines that no amount of Tylenol could cure. 

 “We will kill each and every one of them. Then they will know the power of CHAOS!” 


And being in a room full of supervillains didn’t help. 


Neither did the gloom. The assorted masks, hoods, and cowls around the table were given a sinister gleam by overhead dimmer lights at their lowest setting.
Of course, she thought to herself, that's the point: costumes tend to look a bit ridiculous under office-grade fluorescents. The council had allowed at least one creature comfort, a table at the far end of the room with a coffee machine and a tray of baked goods. 

 “Yes, yes. Tone it down a notch, Pale Rider. We still have a breakout to organize,” said the man at the head of the table. The other six sat on the long sides, granting authority to the man in an exquisitely tailored pinstripe suit. The only concession he made to villainous fashion was the goatee he wore under his sharp, blue eyes and frameless round glasses.
 “He's too unpredictable. We'd be better off assigning one of the juniors to the task,” said a man with a green cowl over red-tinted eyes. Cassandra couldn't stand Shame - to her, he always looked like a Christmas tree in a bad mood.
 “No,” answered the suited man. “It has to be Fracture. Of course we don't know what he's going to do - that's the point. The HOH will be so afraid of what he's capable of that they'll focus all their attention on him. That's what we want. And he’s expendable.”
 “He's just one man. Not even powered.” A woman in a white bodysuit with parallel black spots stood up slightly. “Someone like Atlas or SLAG could cause so much more damage!”
 “We don't need damage. We need panic,” replied the man at the head of the table. “Or have you forgotten, Hard Eight, that two of your fellow council members are... blessed with alternative talents?”

The figure to Cassandra's left, an otherwise unmemorable man in a bright yellow suit of high-tech armor with enormous matching goggles, stared daggers into Hard Eight. It was amazing, Cassandra thought, how he could project his displeasure even when half his face was covered. He stared at Hard Eight until she sat down again.
 “No,” said Innovator. He cradled one large fist in the other hand. “It has to be Fracture. He’s the only one who’s currently in a medium-security facility without powered staff, and he’s the one that really terrifies the HOH. They can’t predict what he’ll do. They will try to cover all their bases at once, giving us an opening.” The man in the suit projected confidence like a physical force. You couldn't argue with the voice and the eyes. He wasn't predicting events, he was laying down certainties, supremely confident in his own ability to attain his desired outcome. “In any case, we are not entirely ignorant of future events ourselves. Our acting member can be of some assistance here.” He turned his calm stare on Cassandra, who fought the urge to swallow.
 “Correct,” she answered, trying to match Innovator’s confidence. “The nature of Fracture’s mind makes it difficult to determine exactly what he’ll do. There are so many variables, so many different things that might set him off. I’m seeing at least three dozen different possible paths here.” 

 “Which is the right one?” asked a glowing skull opposite her. Pale Rider’s holographic projection covered his entire head. He was hard to look at in the dim light. 


Cassandra sighed. She had tried to explain this to the council when they’d elevated her to acting status. Everyone thought she was some kind of clairvoyant. And compared to them, she was. But teaching metaphysics to supervillains was no task for the impatient - half of them already knew, and would get bored, and the other half wouldn’t understand, and would get angry. 

 “They’re all ‘the right one,’ ” she said, trying to keep sarcasm out of her voice. “Each one is exactly as possible as all the others. I can in fact see several thousand things that Fracture might do, but they fall along probability courses that generally conform to a few dozen outcomes. And with Fracture, there’s no way of knowing which way he’ll go.” Her head throbbed. Something new was coming, a quantum eventuality on the edge of her perception. She could “see” all of them, of course, but something going on in the ever-advancing present was aligning the world to a path she hadn’t focused on before. She turned to the head of the table. “But sir…” 

 “Yes.” Innovator replied. It was unnerving how his attention never wavered. 

 “They’re all pretty gruesome. I don’t wish to disturb you, but we might not be prepared to deal with the negative backlash on this one.” 

 “The PR team can sit on their hands this time,” he said. “It’s essential that the Hegemony focus all available resources on finding him. The attack in Washington will be fast, but we have to make sure that they're distracted all the same. Can we guarantee that?” 


Cassandra paused for a moment, closing her eyes, recalling her meditation the previous night. In her mind, a series of strings ran out from her, some close to each other, some all on their own, but each one equally and treacherously real. The part of her mind that stayed in the here and now paused just a little longer, savoring the room of powerful people hanging on her word. 

 “In 97% of the possible outcomes of our initial and secondary attacks, the HOH will be caught completely off guard. The targets are protected, of course, but will be less so with Fracture loose.”
 “That’s it, then.” Innovator rose, manipulating the monitor built into the table to show a satellite map of a walled facility. Scale was hard to gauge from Cassandra's seat, but she could see that there was open grassy space all around, ringed with large walls and two security towers. “Hard Eight and Doctor O, you’ll organize the initial strike. Break as many of our members out as you can, but Fracture is the priority. Choose two Class B members for your team, someone with subtlety. I recommend Dischord and Tin Kelly, but of course, you are free to exercise your own discretion.” 


The woman in white and the man in yellow armor nodded, and their faces betrayed no expression. They weren’t stupid enough to ignore the “suggestions” of a man like Innovator. 

 “Frost Wedge, Shame, Cassandra, and Pale Rider are coming with me. Shame, tell Crosshair that he’s invited to join us. Pick another four operatives at your leisure, but at least one needs to be at a Class A power level.” He grinned and tilted his head so that his glasses were caught in the glare of the lights, hiding his eyes. “Let's go kill a Senate committee.”

Pale Rider rose to his feet and raised a clenched fist. “The halls of the mighty will tremble at our passage!” An awkward silence followed.
 “If you insist,” said Innovator.

As the costumed men and women exited the room, Cassandra made sure to keep her own eyes open, drinking in the light of the corridor. She didn't close them for fear of seeing the images of what was to come. 

 




Chapter 1
 
 Congratulations on your decision to become a supervillain! You have chosen to embark on a career of excitement, dynamic action, and the opportunity for endless personal and financial enrichment. I recommend you read this book in full before beginning your journey, as approximately six out of ten villains are captured or killed before completing their third extra-legal activity. Any portion of these instructions you neglect to read before then will represent a small waste of money on your part.  
 
 - excerpt from Villainy for Dummies! by Professor Parasite  
 

After the dust settled, Shawn Simmons looked down at the man who’d just fallen to the pavement in front of him. He ignored the ringing in his ears to look at the spiderweb pattern in the cracked sidewalk. It was almost pretty, and he focused on it in a subconscious effort to delay the moment when he’d have to look at the body. 


Shawn considered that for someone who’d just fallen out of a building, the man looked pretty good. While one might expect a gently oozing bag of people parts, the figure had managed to stay in one unbroken piece. A remarkably good-looking piece, Shawn couldn’t help but notice. Then he regained a bit of his senses as the sound of yelling and sirens came back. He took in the bulging muscles, the three hundred-dollar haircut, and above all, the orange leotard. It wasn’t the usual attire of a sidewalk suicide. 


The stylized V on the man’s chest meant something. Shawn tried to focus, he thought he’d seen this one before: light-based powers, a newcomer at the Hegemony of Heroes. He’d been in the tabloids for dating some teen pop star. There were small holes in his uniform, but no blood - this guy was bulletproof. 


The body groaned. The man sat up and held his head in his hand, surprising Shawn, who hadn’t expected him to move without the aid of a stretcher. Or a hearse. 

 “Uh… can I help you?” said Shawn, reaching out a hand to the prone man. The Hero didn’t seem to notice and started to rise laboriously to his feet. That was good enough for Shawn. A part of his brain that had been screaming at him for the last few moments found a higher volume, and he looked around quickly for a reinforced shop or a basement with street-level windows. After living in Adamopolis for any amount of time, residents developed an appreciation for cinder block and steel bars, preferably several miles away from whatever super-powered scuffle was currently interrupting traffic. “If the villains don’t get you,” they told each other, “the insurance will.” 


Finding no immediate place to avoid the very real possibility of becoming a bullet point in the inevitable news story, Shawn ran towards his bus stop instead. He spared just enough time and breath to shout “Good luck!” over his shoulder. He heard a booming voice declaring to all of 12th, 13th, and 14th Streets that they would rue the day they tried to match the might of Captain Caliber. Shawn kept running and didn't look back.. He'd read the METAPOL files on Caliber, and wasn't anxious to get any hands-on experience - according to the dossier, the villain liked military-grade weapons and a lot of collateral damage. 


He gave a spare thought to the rubber soles of his business shoes, thanking his wife for that bit of practicality, as they slapped on the concrete and echoed off the buildings on either side. There were four blocks left to the bus stop, and as he went the traffic got heavier and eventually stopped. All the cars and busses had fled the scene of another superhero battle faster than Shawn, but their drivers quickly found nowhere left to go. Other pedestrians who had also been turned into unscheduled joggers were running alongside him. 


Shawn heard a whoosh overhead, followed by two more and accompanied by zooming flashes of color. The white and crimson of the last of the three might have been Nobilis, but Shawn wasn't going to wait around to see. His fellow runners reached into pockets and purses for their phones to take pictures, but whoever or whatever had zoomed by overhead was gone long before they started pointing them towards the sky. Shawn saw the stop ahead, and mercifully, it looked like the traffic was picking up as well. He slowed as he approached, aware of the sweat soaking into his modest button-down shirt and khakis. 


A similarly-dressed man caught Shawn as he reached his destination. “Morning, Shawn. Who was it today?”
 “Morning.... Mike...” Shawn wheezed. A loud BOOM that accented his pause for breath gave testament to Adamopolis' record for the highest property damage rates on the West Coast. “Captain Caliber, and a bunch of Heroes...
I didn't see, and that new guy. Orange costume. Light powers. Vibrato? Vigilance?”
 “Voltaic,” answered Mike. 


Shawn nodded, putting his hands on his knees. “Jackass hit the pavement right in front of me.”
 “Did you get his autograph? I haven't got him yet.”

Shawn gave Mike a sardonic look from underneath his brow, then tried to compose himself. Since he had shaved a good ten minutes from his morning walk, he'd have to wait with the grab-bag of humanity that trudged at the stop every morning. There was the smartly-dressed brunette that Shawn had always pegged as a lawyer, the tired-looking man with a fedora that he'd guessed was a salesman, and half a dozen others he saw nearly every day but had never bothered to talk to, half-remembered fellow mariners on the middle class sea. The sounds of impacts and sirens slowly died down and street life returned to what passed as normal as the number nineteen bus pulled into the stop. Both men boarded and sat in the same two seats that they did every morning, Mike whipping out his cell phone, Shawn simply closing his eyes as he came down from the adrenaline high.
 “Captain Caliber, Locomotion, and Tomas Torque on offense, Nobilis, Voltaic, and Red Eric on defense,” said Mike, tapping on his phone's screen to check the latest posts. “Oh, wait, looks like Morningstar showed up. She's way out of their weight class - the baddies broke for it.”

Michael Rice was in his mid-forties, with a full head of salt-and-pepper hair that might have been dashing if it weren't for his spare tire gut. Shawn, slim, short (though at five foot eight he argued he was average), and 33, had grown to like his coworker, who formed another third of the Quality Assurance Team in the R&D department. The pair had made a habit of swapping news on home life on their morning ride, Shawn of marriage and Mike of his two daughters. The two traded small talk as the bus made its way east towards Mount Victory.
 “Damn!” said Mike. “Looks like all three got away. Typical.”
 “I'm fine, by the way.”
 “Oh, shut up. The big guys wouldn't let anything happen to you. Look,” Mike said, tilting the phone screen towards Shawn to show the local news station's Twitter feed, “no casualties!”
 “That guy nearly landed on my head! Another two seconds and I would have been a civvie pancake.”
 “You'll live. Which is more than I can say for this poor schmuck's BMW.” Shawn glanced at a photo of a sports car, which looked alright aside from the pole that nearly bent the vehicle back on itself.

The bus let Shawn and Mike off at the METAPOL security checkpoint at the base of Mount Victory. The description was generous, since the “mountain” was more of a foothill on the outer edge of the city. The base took up most of the interior of the hill, hundreds of acres worth of infrastructure and training facilities for the Western Hemisphere's multinational Super Support division. As Shawn scanned his fingerprint, iris, and the digital authentication token on his key ring, he thought he saw a few of the airborne supers returning to the gleaming Hall of Heroes on top of the mountain.

The morning’s activities had left Shawn without an opportunity to grab his customary coffee and croissant, and his stomach rumbled in protest at the lack of calories and caffeine after his run. “See you in a few, I'm going to the canteen,” he said, heading towards the communal eatery while Mike broke off towards the R&D section deep within the hill. Shawn passed dozens of civilian workers like himself interspersed with the odd METAPOL Agent, most of them decorated mid-level military officers who had fought for years for the coveted spot. While the civilians would nod, smile, or at least glance as Shawn passed in the drab grey halls, the Agents and upper management kept their gazes forward, not wasting their valuable attention. 


He passed a group of video crews interviewing a mid-manager, probably getting a statement on the morning's urban activities. One on the outskirts of the group kept sneaking glances at passers-by; Shawn pegged her as a paparazzi, hoping to spot a Hero mixing with the support staff. He smiled knowingly to himself; she was wasting her time. The Hall of Heroes was lavish and meticulously catered. It was unusual to see one of them down here.

Shawn reflected as he sat at a plastic table in the drab canteen, munching on a muffin and waiting for his coffee to cool. The encounter on the street had left him jittery and not a little cranky - it hadn't been his first this year. Once, Shawn had been as obsessed with the Heroes as Mike, and apparently the rest of the country, wanting nothing more than to be a small part of the world’s most effective deterrent against super-crime. The childhood fantasies of actually becoming a Hero - a process that seemed to involve winning a genetic lottery or being the unlikely victim of a freak scientific accident that somehow left you with superpowers instead of terminal cancer - had faded into a vague plan in his teens and twenties. 


But finally getting the bottom-rung job with METAPOL two years ago had curbed and eventually soured his admiration. Seeing the bureaucratic heart of the United States’ crossover point between military, industry, and the otherworldly Heroes had made it seem dull and callous. It was remarkably similar to his first job, when he'd become a fast food worker at his favorite burger joint. Familiarity breeds contempt - or at the very least, Shawn thought, it breeds contempt for grease and french fries.
 “...but the coffee down here is so much better! Up top all they feed us is imported Colombian. I just want some freakin' Folgers.”

Shawn and most of the other workers in the room turned at the familiar voice. A tall African-American woman in a denim jacket was talking to the commissary worker. The voice was pleasant, if a little loud, but that wasn't what was keeping everyone's attention on her. White-on-black fingerless gloves were clearly visible underneath her jean jacket, and a huge, gleaming mace hung from a sling on her waist.
 “Got a new pot comin' in just a sec, ma’am,” said the worker, a look of slightly fearful admiration in his eyes. The woman turned, still smiling, strode like a bored predator, and sat down at the table on the edge of the room. If the leather bustier underneath her jacket hadn't been a clue, her face certainly was: Shawn recognized Morningstar, one of the top members of the Hegemony of Heroes, and among the most well-regarded. Shawn tried not to stare, but he couldn't help noticing a sizeable bruise on the side of her face. It didn't seem to be bothering her. 


Morningstar pulled out a phone from her jacket and started reading something intently. When the commissary worker came by with a mug and a dish of cream and sugar (despite the fact that everything in the canteen was self-serve), she looked up, and sensing the attention, her dark eyes met Shawn's.

He quickly turned and began to regard his own coffee with intensity. Morningstar was one of the few Heroes who would venture into METAPOL’s lower areas, usually in more casual clothing. As Shawn watched the door of the room, he saw the paparazzi walk in, trying to seem unobtrusive. Her eyes instantly focused on Morningstar. She made a beeline to the table, extending one hand while holding a small video camera in the other and barking, “Cheryl Barnes, US Weekly, Miss Morningstar! Can I have a moment of your time?”

A security guard appeared at the door with an annoyed look on his face, clearly chasing the reporter who had strayed away from the regulated group. He stopped after a pointed and not unkind gesture from Morningstar, and with an air of mild annoyance on his face, returned to the hallway. Keeping her voice down, Morningstar politely but firmly lowered the reporter's camera, while beckoning her to sit down on the opposite side of the table. As Shawn watched, he thought he could see the bruise beneath her black ringlets healing already.

Shawn finished his impromptu breakfast with speed. He wasn’t immune to star power himself, but within a few moments the canteen might be filled with reporters, and he had work to do. He left the canteen and walked across the compound to the even more secure area that was dug into the hill itself, trying to keep a hold of his righteous indignation from the morning encounter. It was hard to feel an underling’s sense of smug antagonism towards his superiors when they walked around drinking coffee like normal people. 


A buzz from his pocket made him reach for his phone, and he saw a text message from his wife Bree: “On call 2nite. U want chickn or texmex 4 dinner?” He tapped a reply, smiling at the contact photo.

To get into the R&D Department he had to pass two more security checkpoints. The first was manned by an armed METAPOL security officer who seemed more interested in his security console than in Shawn. The second one, directly outside the lab, was just a triple-layer access panel. When he reached the QA labs, his partner Mike and Hephaestus were sitting at the entrance to the equipment locker, talking about nothing much. Grinning with a manager's comfort, Hephaestus turned to Shawn.“'Bout time you got here.”

Shawn looked at the clock on the wall. It was 8:28. “I'm two minutes early.”
 “Well in that case,” Hephaestus replied, “you've got time to fill out the prelims for T626.” He handed Shawn a tablet which displayed a dizzying array of fields, only the first few of which had been filled. Shawn feigned annoyance, then walked over to his desk to enter the information for the 26th round of testing on the sixth phase of Hephaestus' latest creation. His desk looked sparse next to Mike's: while he had only a single photo of Bree and an empty soda can next to his computer console, Mike's area was brimming with photos of his daughters, their grade school drawings of Heroes and dinosaurs, and a lumpy clay model with “DADDY” scratched into the base.

Shawn would never admit it, but he enjoyed the paperless paperwork. The seemingly mundane task had become second nature to him, and allowed him some time in relative quiet while Mike and his manager Hephaestus prepared the testing chamber a few meters away. He hummed a snippet of Have You Ever Seen The Rain
while getting the information from the previous day’s tests and filling out the dozens of relevant fields, leaving the blank ones awaiting data from the latest trials.
 

Cassandra watched the interior monitors as Doctor O’s helmet camera transmitted a live feed of his excursion to the jumpjet. The man had no subtlety in his fully-powered armor. The suit’s countermeasures absorbed taser attacks, adding the electrical energy directly to its own power reserves, and the ping of bullets ricocheting off titanium plates made a counter-melody to blaring alarms. 


Cassandra focused, but at this point there were only a few possible permutations of the initial team’s attack, and statistically all of them ended with a clean getaway for at least three CHAOS members. She perceived a slight fluctuation in the upcoming seconds and activated her microphone, compensating as the jet hit a bit of turbulence. “On the left,” she said, alerting the non-bulletproof members of the team to the incoming threat. 


The perspective shifted to include a handful of guards at the end of the hallway. The sound of their gunshots echoed down the hall, and Cassandra hoped that Hard Eight had followed her advice to wear ear protection. Doctor O grabbed the closest set of bars, ripped them out of the concrete with a scream of steel and masonry, and threw them like a frisbee. The guards tried to dodge to either side, but they were too far into the hallway to escape. They crumpled, and Doctor O’s maniacal laugh came in over the stream. He was enjoying himself, not even engaging the suit’s more exotic offensive capabilities. 


She heard Hard Eight’s voice. “Down the end of this corridor, through the doors and to the left.” The group advanced until they came across a cell with two men in bright green jumpsuits. One was huge and bulky, the other lithe with silver-black hair. 

 “Fracture,” said Hard Eight, sauntering up to the lock. “Congratulations. You’ve been approved for early release.” At the other end of the connection, Cassandra rolled her eyes. Hard Eight reached an arm towards the lock, and ethereal bands of silver light extended from her fingers. The heavy bolts snapped, and the larger man pulled the bars open and ran. 


The other man stayed, his hands behind his back. “You didn’t bring me a present?” His voice was calm and measured. A duffel bag was tossed into his arms from somewhere offscreen. 


In the jet, Cassandra’s mind started to scream as he opened the bag and removed a set of civilian clothes and a baseball cap. Fracture’s actions were never predictable, and any interaction with the man played hell with her analysis of the immediately parallel quantum paths. 

 “Wear this,” said Hard Eight. She clipped a tiny camera onto Fracture’s cap. “We want to keep an eye on your activities.” 

 “I’m not going back to the homestead, then?” A grin spread across Fracture’s face, smile lines and wrinkles describing something that was only barely under control. 

 “No,” said Doctor O, his voice louder than the others from inside his armored suit. “We’d just like you to have some fun.” 

 

It had taken Hephaestus nearly eight months to bring the Personal Energy Defense Gauntlets to fruition. For the last two, he'd spent almost every day in the QA department with Shawn and Mike, going over various permutations and designs to his own satisfaction. The two partners had worked together for Shawn’s entire tenure at METAPOL, and while the manager was good company and mostly absorbed in his own work, the addition of authority always created some measure of tension in the environment. 


The testing was nearly finished. If they could get through the dexterity phase they would have a few blessed weeks without seeing their boss every single day. He would move on to his next project and they would transition to some item with a less hands-on creator. 


Shawn considered the Gauntlets interesting, even among the eye-catching gewgaws that had come through the QA department. Mike was putting on the large gloves now - he’d already donned the slim titanium alloy backpack with its power lines extending to the gloves and the small goggles that were essential to the device’s operation. Trying to put the gloves on first usually resulted in dropping either of the others, as the various sensors and electrodes added quite a bit of bulk to the wearer’s fingers. The backpack, while relatively small, weighed 26.7231 kilograms (as Shawn had entered into the relevant field). Mike trudged into the testing chamber, a bare white room filled with half a dozen closed-circuit cameras, while Shawn and Hephaestus watched from the observation lounge. 

 “Test 626, dexterity operation 57B, commencing,” said Hephaestus, writing down his notes on an old-fashioned paper clipboard while Shawn operated the camera console, recording Mike’s actions from the most relevant angle. “Go ahead.” 


Mike stood four meters away from a folding table, upon which Hephaestus had placed a plastic cup and a bowl of grade-A eggs. Mike made a pinching motion with his hands, a look of concentration on his face. A single egg levitated out of the bowl. It hovered a few inches above the bowl, then lowered itself, cracking open on the side as if an invisible chef was preparing an omelet. Poorly, as it turned out: the egg kept going past the edge of the bowl and spilled its contents and shell, half into the bowl and half out. 

 “Damn.” Mike relaxed his fingers and the egg fell the rest of the way. He adjusted the bulky gloves irritably. 

 “Did you turn the haptics on?” asked Hephaestus. 

 “Hang on a sec.” Mike seemed to stare at the wall for a second, then made a sliding motion with his hands. “Got it. Let’s try again.” 


The process was repeated. Shawn knew that this time the Gauntlets were giving mild vibrating and electrical feedback to Mike’s hands. While his control over the floating egg seemed more delicate, he still couldn’t get it over to the glass without crushing it and spilling the yolk on the table. After four tries, the table looked like a child had decided to play in Mommy’s kitchen and then run away. 

 “Mike, come back to recorder duty. Shawn, you’re up,” said Hephaestus. 

 “Uh... could you give it a try, Hephaestus?” asked Shawn, who wasn’t at all confident in his ability to do any better.

The manager winced at the mention of his name. “Harry, please. Just Harry. And no, I’m no good at this fiddly stuff. I was having a lot more fun when we were smashing through walls and deflecting bowling balls. I programmed the delicacy mode just in case we ever wanted to use these things for more than defense. HazMat recovery or bomb disposal or something.” 


Shawn knew that Heph... Harry preferred his “real” name to his Hero designation, and “Harry” certainly fit the man better these days. He looked like a well-educated Irish pub regular, an older, mostly round man with a bristly mustache
and an ever-present lab coat over suspenders. Decades ago, he’d been the technical expert for the Hegemony of Heroes, joining only a couple of years after its inception. But after a battle with a villain had taken his leg five years previously (he wore a mechanized prosthetic of his own design under his khakis), the brilliant inventor had accepted a job with METAPOL as a working retirement. HOH protocol kept him from revealing his surname, and Shawn and Mike still occasionally called him by his old alter ego. 


The two assistants awkwardly switched places. Shawn donned the backpack first, letting the power lines dangle the Gauntlets around his knees, then put on the goggles. They looked and felt like a heavy, stylized set of swimming goggles, which bulged out around both eyes to give the user a full range of sight. An electronic heads-up display appeared over Shawn’s vision, instructing him to power the Gauntlets on. When he did so, a huge, green message flashed across the top of his field of view: DISENGAGED. Once Mike was out of the testing chamber, Shawn looked at the message to select it, then quickly blinked twice, after which the text changed to ENGAGED in a distracting red. A row of icons appeared on the left and right, and Shawn selected the three-pronged claw with blunt tips for his left hand, the standard “glove” for his right. Instantly he saw shimmering versions of both appear in the testing chamber before him, moving in concert with his own hands. 


The Gauntlets converted oxygen, nitrogen, and other matter in the air into ionized plasma, contained and contorted in a series of electromagnetic fields. They were essentially gigantic force-field walls, or hands, or claws, or spikes. In theory, the operator could make any shape he or she wanted with a little software adjustment. The fields floated out in front of the operator, engaging when the Gauntlets were raised and activated, mirroring the operator’s hand movements. Shawn felt like Mickey Mouse playing the sorcerer's apprentice when he used them.

The goggles served two purposes: controlling the force fields that the Gauntlets emitted, and allowing the user to see his own work. Without the electronic monitor in the lenses, the projections of electromagnetic energy were invisible. In fact they were invisible anyway, because the fields only needed a few molecules’ width of plasma at any one point to maintain integrity. 


The display simply showed an approximate value of their current shape and location to the wearer, along with information readouts on force applied, current density, and total power draw. The heavy backpack hummed gently, like a fluorescent light on the edge of hearing. While Harry hadn’t been permitted to reveal the power source to his assistants, he had implied that it was alien in origin. If that was true, it was practically priceless - finding alien tech on Earth was like finding the Shroud of Turin in the linens department. 


The Gauntlets were Harry’s pride and joy. He’d imagined them as an adaptable protection device for METAPOL Agents, allowing the wearer to instantly block bullets and other threats - the ionized plasma force fields could absorb or exert approximately 2,200 times the amount of force that the user could manipulate alone. Gradually Harry had added new functions as he dreamt them up: bludgeons for busting down doors, claws for grabbing on to ledges, and more delicate options for remote work, which they were currently testing. 


Shawn tried replicating Mike’s movements, this time with the benefit of actually “seeing” the effect of the fields as he used them. With the hand and claw options he had the same results after a further three tries: the egg broke too hard on the bowl, and spilled its contents onto both bowl and table.
 “Hang on, I’m going to try a lower density.” Shawn adjusted a slider on the heads-up display with the goggles’ eye-tracking cursor input, then repeated the process. The electromagnetic fields sank and gave in to the egg even as they were holding it, depressing as if they were pillows. The visual readouts looked like translucent dough to Shawn. But now he couldn’t exert enough force to crack the shell. After two taps Shawn “dropped” the egg, which cracked as it landed on the table. By now there was a strong smell of yolk in the room - not a pleasant one either, since fresh eggs had not been a requirement of the test. 


Shawn tried another approach. He held the bowl in his right projected “hand,” a rough approximation of a five-fingered human hand. It floated gently a few inches in the air. With his left, currently configured for the much more precise claw, he grabbed one of only two eggs left in the bowl.
 “Interesting,” came Harry’s voice over the intercom. He scratched some notes on his paper pad. 

 “Oh come on, that’s cheating!” Mike said, a hint of whine in his voice. 


Holding the bowl in the right projection and the egg in the left, he brought the two closer. The shell cracked, but didn’t split. With care, Shawn put down the bowl and switched the right Gauntlet to a second padded claw, then carefully held the egg in both. With glacial slowness, he moved the egg over the cup and pulled the two halves of the shell apart. Yolk and white fell into the cup with a satisfying “plop.” Shawn grinned.

He repeated the exercise with the last egg. “Well done,” said Harry. “Set up the next test, please.” Outside the test chamber, Mike gave a sardonic clap as he went to the lab’s small refrigerator and pulled out a handful of grapes. 


The trio worked through the morning, alternating roles as they used the Gauntlets to peel grapes, assemble childrens’ puzzles, and (with some frustration) solder wires to a circuit board. Shortly after Shawn noticed the clock in the white-walled lab pass one, they finished up the last test and secured the Gauntlets in the equipment locker. 

 “OK, Shawn, you get tests 626 through 639, Mike, you take 640 through 652,” said Harry. “Grab some lunch, both of you. If you can get the filing done before four, feel free to head home.” 


As the assistants headed for their computer terminals, a loud blaring filled the room, along with flashing yellow lights. Harry swore. 

 “Class 6 incident. Go ahead and get out of here. Hey, where do you think you’re going?” 


Mike was already halfway to the door and putting on his jacket. An alert like this one meant that all non-essential personnel had to leave METAPOL headquarters so the higher-ups could be free of distraction. “Home, boss,” said Mike, not meeting his eyes. 

 “Not without this.” Harry tossed Mike’s work-issued tablet to him. The label “RICE” was clearly visible on the back. Shawn picked up his own tablet, knowing what was coming next. “I expect that filing done before tomorrow morning. Use the VPN to access the video records.”

As Shawn and Mike walked through the drab hallways, trying to ignore the insistent flashing lights and the clomp clomp of Agent combat boots, Mike kept up a litany against his manager. “Ball-busting jerk. I could have had a nice afternoon with the girls. Emily’s got a poem due, it’s adorable to watch her try to rhyme.”
 “Looking forward to the classics? Dahl, Suess, and Milne?” asked Shawn. He usually tolerated Mike’s mild laziness, but the older man’s annoyance at his superior manipulation of the Gauntlets had grated on his nerves. 


Mike punched him playfully in the shoulder as they moved through the outer gates. He looked at his watch. “I should have plenty of time to get something before the girls get home. I’ll grab some take-out pizza and they can watch Netflix while I work.”
 “I thought you said your wife didn’t let them have pizza?” asked Shawn.
 “Of course. That’s why they get it when they’re with me.” 


While the pair waited for the bus, Shawn wondered what the alert was for. He let it slide out of his mind as he boarded - if he didn’t see it on the news that night, Mike was sure to tell him the next morning.
 




Chapter 2
 
 An origin is something that all villains have, even if they’re not particularly attached to it. Ideally your origin should include both a justification for those actions of yours that are outside the scope of the law, and an element of tragedy that makes your story more relatable. Remember: the only thing that separates a master criminal from a maniac is motivation. And sometimes a bit of drool.
 
 - excerpt from Villainy For Dummies! by Professor Parasite  
 

The Virginia airstrip was tiny, with no tower and only a single dirt road connecting it to a farm-to-market road, then the highway. Cassandra took the opportunity to stretch out her toned limbs as they walked to the SUV, flattening out the creases that had developed on her figure-hugging white costume during the jumpjet flight. Even as she and Pale Rider climbed into the back of a drab SUV, workers in nondescript civilian clothing were sweeping dirt and grass back over the portion that had been revealed by the jumpjet. In half an hour it would be invisible, only to be revealed again before the day was over, then covered once more. 


If things went to plan. And Cassandra saw them doing so, more or less, in nine thousand six hundred and forty-two out of the closest ten thousand possible realities, give or take a dozen. Of course most of those included major problems for at least some of her colleagues, but in the extended version of those realities, she would survive and ultimately benefit. As always, she tried to see the intervening events as essential and justified. 


Her immediate attention was fixed on her phone’s screen, where a first-person view of a gun store facade thousands of miles away played back via streaming video. She didn’t break her line of sight as she buckled in and the driver sped away. 

 “You could have picked a more discrete location,” she said into her microphone. If Fracture heard her, he didn’t react. “And the people inside will probably kill you.” Only footsteps came over the connection as he entered the shop. 


Times like this irked Cassandra. Within five minutes she knew the video feed was going down, and she could only guess what Fracture would do next. Her guesses were incredibly accurate and she could more or less “guess” exactly what would happen, or at least eventually happen. But Fracture was so unpredictable that he might do any one of dozens of different things. And at the back of her mind, where the farthest and slimmest of chances would often reach out to her like a sixth (or in her case, seventh) sense, she still felt off from the morning. 


Pine trees whooshed out the window as the SUV sped east. Fracture had spoken to one of the store clerks. He was in his mid-thirties, well-muscled under his collared shirt, clean-shaven with short-cropped hair. Cassandra guessed ex-military. 

 “This one’s a tanto knife, high-carbon mix in the steel,” the man said. He was talking to Fracture, but thanks to the camera on the bill of Fracture’s cap, it looked like he was addressing Cassandra through her phone. “Keeps the edge much better than a standard blade.” 

 “Nice, nice,” said Fracture, like a man admiring a set of tires. “Can I have it?”

The salesman smiled. “This is a Benchmade, very expensive. I can check you out now, or show you some more mid-range options -”
 “I was just going to. Walk out with it.” Fracture’s voice sounded like a joke, but he halted in the middle, as if savoring his own words. 


The salesman laughed. Fracture grabbed the knife and stabbed it into the man’s right wrist. He was already sliding his upper body over the counter when the salesman started to scream. 


Cassandra kept watching. She owed it to them. This close to the present, it was like seeing a television commercial for the second time in a row. 


Fracture ran behind the man and held him in a half-Nelson with his left arm. The salesman reached for his pistol with his own right arm, but he couldn’t grip it through the pain from the knife. Fracture whirled the salesman around - Fracture was shorter, but that only helped him. The customers were shouting. One other salesman was reaching for his own pistol, but Fracture drew from his hostage’s holster and fired. The man went down. Customers were running for the door. Fracture fired at the customer closest to the exit, a fat man in a flatcap. He went down as a bullet ripped through his thigh.

An older woman came in through a side door to the shop with yet another pistol drawn. She wore the same collared shirt - Cassandra guessed her to be the owner. She got off two shots before Fracture could get a bead on her, but they slammed into his human shield, who gasped and moaned. Fracture took a moment to savor her look of horror. He shot her in the left eye. 


The entire attack had taken less than fifteen seconds. 


Cassandra focused through the convalescing strings and memories. “There’s no one left who’s armed,” she said into the microphone. “You can take what you want and leave.” 


Fracture laughed once as he shot the customer second-nearest to the door, then once more as he moved on to the next one. “Ha.” Another. “Ha.” Another.

She knew there was nothing she could say to stop him. Nothing at all. There was nothing that she could say, or at least nothing that thousands of possible Cassandras could think to say, that would significantly change the outcome. But she had to try. Because if she didn’t, then she would know that she hadn’t. “You don’t need to.”

The pistol’s slide locked and the trigger clicked when Fracture drew a bead at the last customer, who was desperately grabbing shotguns off the rack, hoping to find one that had ammunition in it. Fracture threw the pistol at the customer, then looked down. Cassandra could see both men’s bodies, as if it was some video game that had been commandeered by another player. The salesman’s arm was trembling, the knife still sticking out of his wrist. Fracture grabbed, pulled, and the perspective shifted back up. He stabbed the man again, this time in the jugular, and held on to the knife as the man dropped. A single tiny dot of red splashed onto the lens of the streaming camera. 

 “I think I’ve had enough supervision,” said Fracture, and Cassandra knew he was addressing her. He took off the cap and looked into the camera. His voice was calm, his eyes set, only a single twitch of his lip indicating that there was anything out of the ordinary. “Feel free to watch me finish up here, though.” 


He set the cap down with the camera facing the last customer, who had grabbed a shotgun and was now feverishly looking for the boxed shells. Fracture jumped back over the counter, the knife still in his hand. Cassandra watched as the SUV rolled down the road. 

 

Shawn crept through his apartment like a thief, the afternoon sun peeking through the closed blinds. He set his bag down on the couch and walked carefully to the bedroom. He imagined himself as a safecracker, though he was only trying to preserve the silence. He needn’t have bothered: he heard Terry’s tail swish back and forth across the carpet on the other side of the door, and a tiny whimper anticipated the door opening. 


As Shawn opened the door to let the shaggy dog out, he caught a glimpse through the darkness of Bree on the bed. She was turning over with an eloquent “mmrrhmmpppth,” but Shawn wasn’t worried: her years of night shift work had trained her to fall asleep at the drop of a hat, or indeed, the thump of a tail. He clipped the worn leash onto Terry’s collar and left. 


Terry the half-retriever mutt was on an endless quest: to travel great distances, discover interesting places, and then pee on them. Since they’d lived in the apartment for two years, it was becoming more and more difficult to fulfill Terry’s need for exotic things to declare his own in the way that only dogs and drunken frat boys can. As Shawn allowed Terry to drag him down the street by the leash, he was aware of a high-pitched noise over the sound of light traffic. He looked up to a contrail advancing across the sky, but there was no plane at the head of it. That meant a Hero flying over, too high to spot his or her body. As he watched he saw a second contrail peeking over a row of narrow townhouses. 


Something caught his attention at the corner of the street. A young man in a frayed beard was walking up to passers-by and shouting at them. He was getting very close indeed, clearly making them uncomfortable, and he wore a long coat despite the temperate weather. Shawn would have marked him down as another of the city’s homeless, except that his clothes were clean and free of wear. 

 “How stupid do they think we are?” Shawn heard as he approached. “Aliens? Do you have any idea how long it would take them to get here from another inhabited solar system? And look!” The man held up an issue of People Magazine with popular Heroine Nebula on the cover. Her magenta skin shone in the light of paparazzi flashes as she walked down a red carpet on the arm of the Hollywood action star of the week, wearing a revealing black sequined dress. “Aliens from another planet look just like humans except for a different skin color! Give me a break!”

The rambling man’s gaze fell on Shawn and Terry. “Body paint!” he shouted, and closed the distance. “Body paint and propaganda! You don’t believe this horseshit, do you, sir?”
 “Uh…” Shawn articulated, and pointed up. A third trail was crossing the other two. 


The man sighed, as if the burden of being the only sane person in the world was finally getting to him. “You’re so blind,” he said, in a pitying voice. Shawn made sure to avoid the intersection on the way home.

By the time he returned to the apartment, Terry satisfied and the shadows of the nearby buildings growing, Shawn had seen four more contrails crisscrossing the sky, leaving wakes in the clouds unlucky enough to get in the way. The Hegemony was searching for something.
 

In the back of the SUV, Cassandra was uncomfortably squeezed next to the bulk of Pale Rider’s costume. Over the radio the first team was reporting success: Frost Wedge had instructed his driver to pull up next to the car with the correct plates, and then shot out a stream of concentrated and super-cooled air and moisture. The ice slick had caused the car to hit the curb at speed, jump the overpass, and sail forty feet to the pavement. With the ice melted almost immediately in the August air, it would be a while before anyone figured out what had happened. The team couldn’t confirm Senator Fitzpatrick as dead, but Cassandra could, merely by tugging at a few of the strands of immediate possibility floating in her mind. 


Crosshair had taken an even more subtle approach. He’d broken into a vacant apartment across from Senator Davidson’s residence and was patiently waiting for her to get home. The beltway rumor mill said that she and her second husband were on the rocks, so no one would notice the hole in the window from the suppressed bullet until the police realized the nature of the targets hours later. The master assassin would carry out his objective without further incident, though there were four chances out of several thousand that a local take-out delivery man would knock on the wrong door and have a much more eventful evening than he had planned. 


One member of the Metahuman Services and Finances Subcommittee down, one as good as down, and two left. Senators Arnie Jacob and Shawnee Brown were carpooling to the same fundraising dinner, which was why Cassandra and Pale Rider were doing the same. Of course there was one more subcommittee member, but they’d all agreed it was a bad idea to take him out as well. 


She looked through the dark smoked glass, keeping an eye out for the town car with plates that matched Senator Shawnee Brown, R-DE. It wasn’t easy - there seemed to be a dozen of the long vehicles on every K Street stop. She peeked into her private quantum world for a hint. “It’s about a mile and a half ahead,” she said to the driver. 


Pale Rider grunted his frustration in the seat next to her. “I still say it would have been easier to take them at the dinner.” The CHAOS council member was decorated, in more ways than one: his years of service at the top of CHAOS management had made him vain, and lately he’d taken to wearing a velvet cape in addition to the ostentatious skull hologram that covered his head. It was said that no one outside the council had seen him without it, or heard his voice without the modulated growl that made him sound like some kind of child’s nightmare.

Cassandra was happy for the tinted windows - while her own grecian-inspired costume was subtle enough to avoid too much attention in the SUV, if anyone saw Pale Rider and called him in, their mission would get a lot more messy. Even so, she wished she could crack the windows a bit. Pale Rider stank of inadequate bathing; it was rumored that he almost never took his costume off. 

 “This way is much cleaner. We can do it with no bystander casualties.” She busied herself with checking the Sig Sauer pistol in the holster on her right thigh, then the spare magazines on her left. “Right there,” she said, and pointed to a black limousine fifty yards ahead. These were the moments when she felt most in control. The outcome depended on her actions, at least in a significant part. She’d honed her combat and marksman skills as close to perfection as humanly possible. As the driver gunned the engine, the future coalesced, collapsing into fewer and fewer realities... the most likely of which was looming in front of her. She blocked out the endless oceans of possibilities that sang in her mind, focusing only on the outcomes that could change in the next few minutes. 


The primary goal was survival. The secondary goal was success. The tertiary goal was survival for everyone else… or in this case, that portion of “everyone else” that didn’t include two United States senators. 


The driver gunned the engine, swerving in between a cab and a station wagon. Cassandra leaned forward, speaking calmly into the driver’s ear, “Aim for the C column on the passenger side. Hit hard, they’re not alone.” 

 “What?” said Pale Rider. 


She braced herself as the Suburban side-swiped the back of the limo, then gunned forward, causing it to roll once, twice, another half roll, before sliding to a stop on its own roof.
 “Get ready,” said Cassandra to Pale Rider. “He’s coming.” 

 “What are you talking about?” growled the skull mask as they both left the SUV. “They must be pretty softened up by now, even if they survived.” Pale Rider withdrew one sickle and activated its pulsing energy blade, which glowed a sickly green. He kept his other hand free, though he had a second sickle ready and waiting. Cassandra drew her pistol, sparing a thought for its relative subtlety. 


The back door of the limo exploded out, bounced off the hood of the SUV, and embedded itself in a traffic light across the street. A man dressed in green combat fatigues and a World War II helmet crawled out of the car, then stood and stared them down. 

 “Oh, shit,” said Pale Rider. Even through the sandpaper rumble of his modulated voice, Cassandra could hear the fear. She was close enough to read the name tape on the soldier’s right breast: “THE VETERAN.” 


Cassandra pulled the pistol slide back to chamber a round. 

 

Shawn sat on the sagging couch while Terry the faithful mutt tried to get within a few molecules’ width of his legs. He was taking a break from the last few hours of repetitive paperwork and catching up on his social networks. What he read disturbed him, but Terry didn’t seem to mind.

The reason for the Class 6 had been revealed in a link on Facebook. Apparently some notable villains had assaulted a combination prison and mental hospital on the outskirts of the city. Shawn hated those places, at least the ones in Adamopolis - due to the proximity of METAPOL, the Hegemony of Heroes and the new Metahuman World Court, their walls were overflowing with captured criminals that the Hegemony’s strict moral code wouldn’t allow them to execute. 


Luckily, the place that had been attacked had been relatively low in the hierarchy of superpowered penitentiaries. Inside were standard human and passive power occupants only, and the news websites said only three unpowered humans were missing from the prison’s roster. 


A creak from the apartment hallway sent Terry off the couch. A moment later, Bree walked into the living room, scratching Terry on the chest and moving her frizzy red hair out of her eyes. Shawn treasured this time of the day: his wife was in a good mood after a day’s worth of sleep, and she looked radiant, even with crust in her eyes and an old Adamopolis Knights T-shirt over panties. Especially with crust in her eyes and an old Adamopolis Knights T-shirt over panties.

Shawn rose and shared a perfunctory kiss with Bree. “You’re home early,” she said. “Did Harry finally kick you out for being useless?” 

 “Ha,” he replied. “No, another C6. Looks like they were busting out one of their chums again.” 

 “Lucky you. I, on the other hand, have to be at Colvin-Grace at ten. Monique wanted me to cover half her shift. Let me get showered and I’ll cook the chicken.” 

 “I can do that.” 

 “No, you can’t.” 


Now that Bree was up, Shawn flipped on the television. Apparently the villains had a single member of their fraternity in mind: Fracture, a grade D on the power scale, ordinary human. Shawn shuddered. While Fracture wasn’t a metahuman or an alien, he had an appetite for carnage that was the stuff of large-print headlines. Shawn walked to the front door and checked the lock, then the baseball bat propped up in the corner of the bedroom, just for the comfort that it gave. The odds of a cackling psychopath busting through the door were remote, but it still made him feel better. 


Bree returned with wet hair and a fresh face, but dressed in her nightshirt and a pair of gym shorts - she wouldn’t risk getting her scrubs dirty while she made dinner (or in her case, breakfast). This habit of hers always stuck Shawn as odd. On an average night shift she might have quite a bit of blood and other unsavory liquids splashed across the patterned fabric that was the uniform of the ER, but she always insisted upon arriving at the nurse’s station as clean as possible. 

 “So I had a run-in with Voltaic this morning,” said Shawn. 

 “Who?” 

 “New Hegemony guy. Shoots lights around or something, Mike says.”
 “Really? Are you allowed to tell me that?” 

 “It wasn’t at work - guy dropped on the pavement in front of me while I was going to the bus.”

They made small talk through the wall. The smell of roasting chicken permeated the apartment, and then Shawn heard Terry's claws play a tacata rhythm on the linoleum as the dog danced around Bree. Shawn always offered to cook - he'd done so often enough as a single man, and he didn't want to come off as chauvinistic or patriarchal. On the other hand, Bree often made gestures of downright complacency... to offset her stubbornly progressive behaviour in other areas. That, and her chicken was better. 


A flash of over-produced graphics flew across the TV screen to indicate a breaking story, at the same time that the Twitter client on the tablet chirped to signal a new trend. Shawn gave his attention to the television. 

 “...has just learned that the villain Fracture, broken out of the Aspenwood Correctional Center earlier today, has attacked a school bus in Adamopolis. Reports are still coming in, but a line of ambulances has crowded Villa Maria Avenue...”

Shawn’s jaw dropped. It was pretty much in line with Fracture’s previous acts, including elaborate schemes to attack charities and nursing homes, but the sheer audacity floored him. The screen switched from a helicopter view to a handheld camera on the ground, zooming in on bullet holes on the side of the yellow bus. Splotches of red could be seen on the windows. 


A gasp came from the doorway to the kitchen. Bree was holding back tears. Not knowing quite what to do, Shawn rose and embraced her. Her will broke and she buried her head in his shoulder, sobbing. The television took no notice, and switched to an anchor making grisly predictions. 

 “It’s OK. It’s OK,” said Shawn, realizing that it wasn’t. Bree said nothing. Their marriage was happy but childless. They’d been trying for years, but Bree’s pituitary issue made the odds low. It was a shame, Shawn thought - she was nurturing, with the kind of figure that people who were trying to be kind called “child-bearing.” Working in the nurse slot in the NICU had been rewarding but frustrating for her, so she’d switched to the ER a year ago. 

 “I’m OK,” she said, gently pushing away and wiping her forearm across her face. She went to the bedroom to check her phone, then returned, shaking her head: they hadn’t called her in yet. Most of the victims would be sent to Midtown.

While Bree busied herself in the kitchen, Shawn kept the television on mute for her sake and read the sporadic updates on his tablet. When he saw one that said that Fracture had been apprehended by Orion, he felt conflicted: happy that the man would be off the streets, but disappointed that the archer hadn’t put one of her titanium arrows through his deserving skull. Not that she would - “Heroes” didn’t do that sort of thing. 


In 35 to 40 minutes Bree came out of the kitchen with two plates of chicken and green beans. She remained silent as she handed one to Shawn and sat beside him on the couch, both of them staring mutely at the screen. New reports were coming in from Washington: apparently there had been an organized CHAOS attack on a group of senators. The Veteran, always the first to speak when it came to the government's relationship with the Hegemony, was giving a press conference. But the broadcast kept being interrupted with scenes of covered stretchers coming out of the bus in Adamopolis. Eventually the channel simply split the screen. 


Shawn poked at his dinner, but it seemed that both of them had lost their appetite. Terry was excised from his middle spot on the couch, and Bree leaned into her husband. 

 “...According to the HOH, Fracture’s offenses today, which include killing several workers and bystanders at a local gun shop to obtain his weapons and ammunition, will be added to his METAPOL record.”

Shawn’s brow furrowed. At times like this, when religious fundamentalists blew themselves up for the sake of their own particular flavor of deity, or when an anarchist decided to put his manifesto to work by shooting the first cop he saw, or when a villain attacked civilians purely for the sake of terror, the world resolved itself into stark shades of black and white. He had never been all that ambitious, but these sort of things gave him a fleeting and, he knew, hopeless urge to become a soldier or a prosecutor or a policeman. 


A second anchor did a poor imitation of genuine interest. “Where will he be sent, Roy?” 

 “According to Orion,” said the female anchor, looking down at her digital notes, “he’s being reincarcerated in the maximum security ward at Ironbrand Prison, which houses powered criminals in specially-made vaults as well as violent human offenders. Since Fracture was declared mentally unfit to stand trial several years ago, it’s unlikely that a grand jury will press charges in the latest attack.” 


While he’d never been physical enough to be a soldier, or malicious enough to be a lawyer, or arrogant enough to be a cop, Shawn felt the burning desire to do something to fight back against these people. He needed, oh how he needed, to shout and fight and declare that they wouldn’t get away with it, to show that the good people would drag them down and make them pay. His work for METAPOL was inspired by the more benign parts of this urge, or at least that’s what had gotten him through the door, but tonight it hardly seemed enough. 

 “They should hang him,” said Shawn. “Justice with a strong rope.” Bree said nothing. “Then they could move on to the rest of the bastards.” 

 “You can’t kill them all,” said Bree, in a non-committal tone. 

 “Says who? The Hegemony? I see those people every day. They sit up there in their golden tower, acting like the moral compass of the world. It’s a rare day that one of them gets killed, but they refuse to do the right thing and do away with these scumbags.” 

 “So, what, you’d just kill ‘em all?” 

 “And let God judge them quick, once they’re dead, yeah.” 

 “Don’t talk like that. Most of them get life sentences,” said Bree. 

 “And how much good does that do, when CHAOS is organized as well as it is?” said Shawn, raising his voice. “They can break their buddies out at will! Some of the more powerful ones can break themselves out.” 


Bree leaned back and gave Shawn a pitying stare, the one that said, you’re wrong, and you know you’re wrong, and I’m about to show you why. “So your solution is to wipe them all out. Just like that. The Hegemony should just do away with their honor code and execute villains on the street.”
 “Better than them executing children on the bus.” 

 “So, is that just for the powerful ones? Or ordinary humans who break the law?” 

 “Everyone, of course!” 


Bree’s eyebrows narrowed. “At least twice a week I get some young kid coming into the ER with a gunshot or stab wound in his belly. They’re obviously gang members, probably duking it out over drugs or turf. Are you saying I should just let them bleed out and die, while I see to ‘the good people’?”
 “Well, no...” Shawn felt the conversation slipping away from him. 

 “Why not?” she almost snapped. “They’ve obviously broken the law. Who needs judges? Who needs lawyers? Why don’t we just get it over with? We wouldn’t even need rope, just time!” 


Shawn started to reply, then paused. He knew his wife was smarter than he was, or perhaps she just spent more time thinking these things out. It all seemed so simple in the heat of the moment, so obvious that it crystallized into diamond-hard purpose. But when the passion and emotion disappeared, people like Bree thought ahead. It was rare that she tied him up like this, but when she did, it was even rarer that he could get out of it. “Because... they might turn their life around?” She nodded, encouragingly. He continued. “Maybe a few weeks in the hospital would set them straight.” 

 “And maybe a few decades in a METAPOL cell would set Fracture straight. Or maybe we haven’t found the right medicine for him yet. Where there’s life, there’s hope... I have to believe that. And part of having hope is believing that people can change.” 

 “It’s not the same!” whined Shawn. He pointed at the television. “Eleven! Eleven kids dead, and that’s just the count so far! Another half a dozen people in Washington! How much do they have to do before we say that they’re beyond hope! How many lives before we can justify taking theirs!” 

 “More death won’t stop anything. The Hegemony is supposed to set an example for us, for everyone. Isn’t that why you applied for METAPOL?” 

 “I was… idealistic. Killing Fracture, and maybe Innovator and the rest of them... it would be worth it.” 

 “And where would you stop, Shawn?” Bree replied, in a tone that made him shiver. Her green eyes bore into his. “Let’s say you could do something about it, instead of sitting here playing armchair executioner. The rapists? The drug dealers? The muggers? The drunk drivers? At which row would you stop reaping?” 


They sat frozen, Bree defiant, Shawn frustrated. A buzz from her phone stopped their stalemate - though Shawn admitted to himself that it was anything but. She looked at the screen. “They’re taking some of the bystanders to Grace. They need some more hands on deck. I’ve got to go.” She rose, quickly shoving bits of chicken into her mouth; she never knew when she’d have time for a snack at work. 


Shawn sat in silence while he listened to her throwing on scrubs and packing essentials into her oversized purse. He tried to remain sullen as she went out the door, but she kissed him on the cheek. “See you in the morning, mister avenging angel.” 

 “Go save the world, honey.” 


Shawn watched the number climb higher on the muted TV screen. Twelve. Fourteen. Seventeen. Twenty-one. All the while, the Veteran spoke in a press conference, eventually joined via satellite by the METAPOL Chief of Operations, Major Clint Knox. He looked average - a hard military type who was going a little soft behind a desk - but next to The Veteran, he looked like a sagging puppet. Shawn thought of all the power, all the capability represented in The Veteran alone; he’d seen newsreels of the Hegemony member punching monsters through walls, fighting armies of zombies almost single-handedly. All that power, and he couldn't stop one nut from shooting people in the street. 


Shawn went to bed alone. It wasn’t uncommon with Bree’s late night hospital shifts, but the bed felt colder than it usually did. 





Chapter 3
 
 Most villains use one of three methods to achieve their ends: a super-human physical ability or mutation, hyper-advanced gadgets and weaponry, or a vast personal fortune or criminal empire. A combination of at least two is helpful, but since you’re reading this book, let us continue under the assumption that you don’t possess the latter.
 
 - excerpt from Villainy For Dummies! by Professor Parasite
 

The next morning Shawn walked to the bus stop blessedly free of super-powered interruptions. He did see that there seemed to be more than the usual amount of fliers around; Shawn caught a glimpse of Nobilis in his white and crimson costume, keeping pace with a school bus several hundred meters above the street. 


Typical, he thought, the guards are always keener just after a robbery. 


When he got to his normal bus stop, Mike wasn’t there. That was odd - he usually beat Shawn every morning. The other regulars seemed much the same, though the salesman was glued to his phone, taking in as much gruesome detail of the previous day’s events as he could. 


Mike still hadn’t arrived when the bus picked up its normal passengers. With no one to talk to, Shawn pulled out his headphones and tried to snooze to the sound of John Fogerty, making sure to set up a GPS alert to wake him when the bus reached METAPOL. 


When Shawn arrived in the R&D department, Mike still wasn’t there. Neither was Harry, but that was hardly surprising. With the practical QA finished on the Gauntlets, he’d be working in his personal lab on a new and improved version, or something else altogether. Shawn kept the music on and adjusted the thermostat in the normally cool lab a few degrees warmer, then busied himself with entering last night’s paperwork into his personal terminal. A call to Mike’s cell phone went to voicemail. 


An hour later, the chime on the door sounded. It wasn’t Mike coming through the door as Shawn had expected: it was a trio of burly and (by the looks of them) extremely disinterested METAPOL security guards. One of them was holding a cardboard box. Shawn rolled his chair back and removed his headphones, subconsciously assuming a defensive position. “What’s going on?” 

 “Please stay where you are sir,” said one, whose name tag identified him as Jameson. He walked over to the desk next to Shawn and asked, “Is this the workstation of mister Michael Rice?”

Shawn stared at him. A label marked “Michael Rice RDQA” was plastered across the top edge of the monitor. 

 “Sir?” 

 “Uh... yeah, that’s Michael Rice.” 

 “Are there any personal belongings of his anywhere else in this area?” 


Shawn pointed to the lockers below the ones reserved for secure testing. “He uses that one for lunch sometimes, but...” one of the other two guards swiftly walked over to the locker, pulled out a universal METAPOL facility key, and opened it. The one at the desk started grabbing Mike’s things and unceremoniously shoving them into the box. One of the photo frames cracked against another one as it fell in the box. 

 “Look, what’s going on here? You can’t take Mike’s stuff without his permission!” 


The guard didn’t look up. “Mister Rice has been terminated. We will be holding his personal belongings for delivery to the local police station.” 

 “What?” 

 “Mister Rice is in police custody. That’s all that I’m allowed to say, sir.” 


The three men continued in their task until everything on the desk and in the locker was in the box. The third sat down at Mike’s computer terminal and entered a complicated command on the keyboard. The METAPOL logo, a stylized version of a medieval halberd, rotated above the word “SECURE.” The guards left without saying another word. 


Shawn sat, stunned. He couldn’t imagine what Mike might do to get himself arrested. He paced around the lab for a few minutes, tried to do some busy work, and eventually gave up. He walked briskly out of the R&D department, then tried to remember the way to Hephaestus’ personal laboratory. 


Fifteen minutes later he found the door marked “Hephaestus - DO NOT ENTER” with the Hegemony of Heroes logo of a seven-pointed star on a shield. He banged on the door. 

 “Harry! Harry, you’ve got to come out here! Mike’s been arrested!”

A small monitor next to the door flickered to life and the digital visage of Hephaestus greeted Shawn, his mustache
comically large thanks to the wide-angle camera. “Yes, I know, Shawn. I’m not allowed to talk about it.”
 “Come on, Harry, tell me!” 

 “Shawn, please, go back to work. Don’t make a scene in the hallway.” 

 “Oh, I’m not making a scene,” said Shawn, sarcastically raising his voice. “Heaven forbid I make a scene.”
 “Shawn, be quiet...” 

 “No, I’m just standing here in the hallway. Making a scene would be shouting out to the entire department about that time that you insisted we test a personal project of yours. Something about harmonic resonances,” Shawn raised his voice even higher, “designed to
stimulate...” 

 “God dammit Shawn, shut up!” 


An Agent, normally the picture of calm superiority, started staring at Shawn as she walked past. Shawn kept shouting. “...specific areas in the pelvic region, like the prostate, or the cli-”

The door opened with a whoosh. Shawn smiled at the Agent, then walked inside. He’d barely made it through the threshold before Harry pressed the button to close it. The door snagged the rubber heel of his shoe as it passed. 

 “Fine. Fine,” said Harry. “If you really must know.” He sighed, suddenly looking much older. Behind him his workstation brimmed with monitors, several showing blurry images of a huge submarine, others showing schematics of what looked like sonar buoys. The legend PROJECT JONAH
was written across the top of one window. 

 “Mike came in early this morning. He slipped into the press conference in the visitor’s center, where Chief Knox and The Veteran were updating the press on the attacks in Washington yesterday.” Harry paused reluctantly. 

 “And?” 

 “Mike... Mike punched The Veteran.”
 “He what?” 


Harry sighed. “He punched The Veteran. On live, national television.” He turned to his own computer and wiggled the mouse to activate the screen. “Three million hits on YouTube already.” 


Shawn stood there, words like why and what was he on
blocked by the mental firewall of his disbelief. 

 “The Veteran is fine...” said Harry. 

 “Well, duh.” 

 “But they arrested Mike on the spot. He’s being held at the MP station right now, they’ll probably transfer him to county later this morning.” 


Shawn managed to regain the power of multisyllabic speech. “Why did he do it?” 


Harry wouldn’t look at him. “His daughters were on the bus.” 


Shawn puzzled for a moment. “Of course they were on the bus, it’s the first thing in the morning.” 

 “No Shawn. They were on that bus.” 


The floor fell away. The air rushed out of the room. Harry said something, but Shawn couldn’t hear it. In his mind’s eye, a maniac rushed through the doors of a yellow bus and started firing a gun down the aisle. Poorly-upholstered seats exploded as bullets ripped through them. Screams - high, innocent screams - filled his ears, even though the only sounds around him were Harry’s repeated calling of his name. 

 “Shawn? You OK? Sit down, Shawn.” 


Shawn obliged, because it was easier than standing. “Are they...” 

 “His oldest, Maggie, was hit in the throat. She didn’t make it off. Emily, the one in fourth grade, she got hit in the leg.” 

 “And?” 

 “The higher-ups tell me she’ll be OK eventually.” 


Shawn’s breath came back. He hadn’t known he’d been holding it. He took in quick, short bursts. “Why... why would he attack The Veteran?” 


Harry sighed. “Apparently The Vet was in Washington at the time, protecting Senator Kirbie. Some of the other Hegemony members told me they’d been hearing rumors of a possible attack. Michael must have thought... I don’t know what he thought. Maybe he felt The Veteran should have been protecting his girls.” 

 “He... couldn’t have...” 

 “Look, let’s not pretend to know what Mike was thinking,” said Harry. “A situation like that, who knows what any of us would do. Based on his phone history, the last thing he read before he came back to work was that Fracture was being sent to Ironbrand Prison.” He sighed. “Mike’s being sent to Aspenwood.”
 “That’s the same place they were keeping Fracture before!”
 “Yeah, it is.” 

 “So when are they going to let him out?” 

 “They’re not, Shawn. He assaulted a national Hero...”
 “He wasn’t armed! Mike couldn’t hurt The Veteran even if he was!” 

 “...assaulted a national Hero, and a registered, licensed agent of the government. There aren’t any guarantees of course, but he’ll probably get at least twenty. Attacking a Hegemony member carries the same weight as attacking a federal officer. They wrote the law so that first-time villain offenders could be given life sentences.” 


Shawn closed his mouth. His teeth made an audible click. Without another word, he turned and walked back to the QA lab. 


He didn’t even try to work. Who could work in a world like this? Where murderers could practically walk out of prison while their victims were locked away for a relative scratch, placed on those who should have been protecting them? 


He thought of Mike, sitting in a jail cell somewhere, awaiting a trial for a desperate action made in rage and grief. After his wife had left him for something more exciting, Mike had put his entire life into his children. And for a lifetime of service to his family, and to the people who were supposed to represent the best the world had to offer, he had one child killed and one crippled, and even she would be visiting him in prison for the rest of his life.

The world was out of balance. This isn’t justice, Shawn thought, this is a twisted mirror image of justice, perverted by the forces of bureaucratic compassion. Or at least he would have been thinking that, if his brain hadn’t been so filled with adrenaline-fueled anger that it was beyond articulation. What he actually thought was something closer to: this is wrong, and someone has to do something. 


He tried to calm down, think through his options. He could testify on Mike’s behalf, and would probably be asked to, but character witnesses wouldn’t mean a lot in the face of video evidence. He could petition for a pardon, but with the entire world against him the governor would sooner punch a Hero himself than come to Mike’s aid. 


The right thing to do was... Shawn couldn’t find it. No one else seemed interested in doing what was right, only what was correct. In an agony of decision, Shawn’s options were between futility and horrible, horrible inaction. 


Shawn’s brain snapped. 

 

The next hour was a blur. Afterwards Shawn vaguely remembered grabbing something from a locker, hastily dressing, and stuffing his pockets with.... what? 


Halfway out of the METAPOL compound, he got a text message from Hephaestus: “Of course take whatevre time u need”. He couldn’t remember sending his manager anything, but according to his phone, he’d asked for a personal day. 


He felt close to panic as he exited the security checkpoints. But the guards saw him every day, and if they thought he was acting strangely they didn’t show it. They didn’t seem to notice the bulge underneath his jacket, either. The wait for the bus, then the commute to his apartment, seemed to take forever. He tried not to think about the pressure in each pocket. 


When he went through the front door he had to quiet Terry, who barked at seeing him at such a strange hour. Bree would still be sleeping. While Terry sat and whined next to him, hoping for an unscheduled treat, Shawn emptied his pockets onto the kitchen counter, removed his jacket, and took the weight off his back. 


There, looking strange in such a familiar place, were the Personal Energy Defense Gauntlets, the matching goggles, and the power supply backpack. 


Shawn had finally calmed down and begun to think things through. There was a word for what he intended to do, what he intended to become: vigilante. The scarlet “V” of the superhero age, vigilantes were Heroes (or more often, Shawn had to admit to himself, crazed mutants and gunmen) who worked outside the HOH. 


Vigilantes were unregistered and very, very illegal - if caught, METAPOL prosecuted them under metahuman laws as villains. Even so, some of the more powerful or resourceful ones operated, and there were whispered reports that a few were friends and occasional partners of high-ranking HOH members. The Crimson Bear-Cat was a vigilante with no powers who had fought domestic crime in Canada during World War II, his trenchcoat and fedora inspiring dozens of copycats. Nemo, a nautical Hero obsessed with marine gadgets and sea vehicles, had operated as a vigilante for years before eventually joining the Hegemony and rising to its inner circle. The Immortal Imam, a relatively new player, had been sabotaging Boko Haram encampments in Northern Nigeria for months. While the law was clearly against them, and the Hegemony publicly opposed anyone operating without their approval, exceptions were not wholly unheard of. 


I don’t want to be a Hero, Shawn told himself, I’m not some nut with an agenda. I just have to make this right, then I’ll take it all back to METAPOL. 


Even so, he didn’t want to be caught. If he wanted to sell this thing he had to look the part. But it wasn’t as if he kept a cape and outerwear underpants lying around. He went through a mental inventory of everything he might be able to use. 


Half an hour later, after carefully and quietly removing everything he might need from the bedroom closet, Shawn went through a pile of random clothes and accessories on the living room floor. There wasn’t much to work with. He found a thin hockey mask from an ancient Halloween costume and a couple of worn-out belts. They would have to do. 


Shawn put everything else back in the closet, then hid his selections and the METAPOL equipment underneath the couch, just in case Bree woke up. Luckily she wore industrial-strength earplugs to drown out the noise of traffic after her night shifts. When Terry started pawing under the couch, Shawn took the yellow lab out for a short walk and gave him some “I Can Certainly Believe It’s Not Bacon” treats. The short doggy ecstasy would be enough to make him forget. 


He went outside and jumped in Bree’s Civic. She hardly used it these days, since the bus made a stop at her hospital and finding a parking space within a block was nigh impossible. Shawn drove to the nearest fast food joint, just to get some calories to calm his nerves and some caffeine to set them off again. He parked at the department store, then left, remembering that he’d need cash. He returned to the store after a brief stop at an ATM. 


At the checkout line, the clerk looked at his purchases: spray paint, a black hoodie, black sweatpants, and a six-pack of energy sodas. “Aren’t you a little old for a graffiti run?” she asked, giving him a look that was all eyebrow. 


Shawn stammered. He should have used the automated checkout line. 


When he got home Shawn took his purchases, the mask, and the belts into the bathroom and turned on the overhead fan. He still had a couple of hours before Bree woke up. Working carefully to keep all the spray in the tub, he painted the hockey mask and both belts red, then set them on the oldest towel he could find to dry. 


He retrieved the battery backpack. His intent was to paint it black so it wouldn’t show up on his other clothes, but then he realised that he’d have some awkward questions to answer if it appeared in the METAPOL security locker a different color. 


Shawn thought for a minute, then returned to the bedroom closet. “Mmmrphlghmm,” said Bree, and turned over. He retrieved a beaten-up black backpack with extra caution. In the bathroom, he used a pair of scissors to cut the straps off the backpack, then made slits where the straps attached at the top and bottom. He placed the battery pack inside, then ran the battery’s shoulder straps through the new holes. 


In the mirror it looked like he was wearing... well, an even more beaten-up backpack, but it concealed the technology inside. As an afterthought, he cut two more holes in the sides to allow for the power and control cords going to the Gauntlets. He cut another two holes in the shoulder seams of the hoodie so he could thread the cords through the sleeves. 


Once he had that settled, he put the mask back on. He looked at himself in the mirror, thinking that he looked exactly like some punk who was aiming to rob a 7-11. What was more, the paint hadn’t quite dried, and the fumes coming through the mask made him gag. He cut off the lower third of the mask to make a crude cowl exposing his nostrils and mouth. Now he could breathe, but as he pulled out the goggles, he saw that the eye holes in the mask wouldn’t be big enough to accommodate the lenses. Once again he removed the mask and did some crude cutting with the scissors, creating a large hole to let the goggles rest on his face while inside the mask. The result looked like an incredibly ugly welder’s helmet. 


Shawn examined himself in the mirror. While he was unlikely to be taken for a cold, calculating vigilante, and might instead look like a cross between the Phantom of the Opera and a blind hunchback, at least he wouldn’t be taken for Shawn Simmons. The Gauntlets were effectively masked by the sleeves of the hoodie, looking like bulky winter gloves, and the goggles were barely noticeable in the blotchy mask with its uneven cuts. 


Shawn was ready, or at least had all the tools to accomplish what he intended. The fury and adrenaline that he’d experienced in the METAPOL office had subsided, but he still felt that the world was irreparably broken, and he couldn’t see himself doing anything else before he tried to fix it. 


Shawn stuffed the mask, Gauntlets, and belts into the backpack, then stared at the drying red paint on the black hoodie. It made long, irregular streaks in an “X” across his chest, but it might just pass for an ugly sort of fashion. Shawn’s experience with haute couture was about the same as his experience with cooking frog legs, but he didn’t see any way to avoid it. Looking closer he could see that spots of red had rubbed off on his face, hands, and hair from the mask. He cleaned out the tub and sink, then started on himself. He was still holding his head underneath the shower when Bree walked into the bathroom. 

 “Home early again?” she asked. 


Shawn jumped and nearly slipped on the toilet rug. The running water had masked her approach. “Uh....” Bree stared at him. 


Shawn invented desperately. He’d never enjoyed lying and hadn’t had much practice in his adult life. He prided himself on telling the truth at all times, and never, ever telling anything less to Bree. But he knew that she’d never appreciate what he intended to do. 

 “There was... something at work,” he said. “Mike’s been arrested.”
 “What?”
 “Emily and Maggie were on the bus that got attacked yesterday.”

Bree gasped. “Oh...” she couldn’t think of anything to say. “His girls, right?” 


Shawn nodded. He really didn’t want to have this conversation. “One is… Maggie died. Emily is in the hospital, I guess they took her to Midtown, she should be OK eventually. But Mike was upset, he did something really bad. He’s in jail.”

Bree said nothing. Shawn could tell he was piling fear and worry on top of her, and he wanted to build a wall and keep every bad thing in the world away from her, away from him, away from everyone and everything he cared about. But he worked for METAPOL, the international agency that fought supervillains, and she was a nurse practitioner, fighting pain and death every day in a million tiny ways. Everything was broken, and he was already doing, he would do, what he could to fix it. 


It meant lying to her. He hated himself.
 “So... so Harry and I are going to go out tonight and hit the bars,” said Shawn, trying desperately to invent. 

 “You think that will help?”
 “Harry seemed to think it would.” 

 “....and you’re going dressed like that.” Bree didn’t seem distrustful, just confused. 


Shawn looked down at his paint-stained hoodie and sweatpants. “Uh... we’re going to play paintball first,” he said, hoping that she hadn’t noticed the can of spray paint in the wastebasket. 

 “Hephaestus plays paintball?” Bree asked.
 “He said it helps him unwind.” 

 “Alright. Well, have fun, be careful,” she said. “We’ll go visit Mike and then his daughter when we get some time. Now get out, I need to go.” 

 “Thanks,” he said, going in for a kiss while he moved the wastebasket to a more concealing position with his foot. “I’ll probably be back after you’re gone.”
 
 “Why the hell didn’t you tell us the Veteran would be there?” 


Cassandra tried to control her rising frustration. Sometimes it was so frustrating knowing the outcome of everything in advance. You could plan it all down to the smallest detail, but there were some things you just couldn’t avoid. 

 “Pale Rider is in sickbay! You got your driver killed, and nearly got everyone on your team captured!” Doctor O was very pointedly not screaming. Senior members of the CHAOS central council did not scream at fellow members, even pro-tem members like her. He was simply speaking so loudly that the walls were beginning to rattle.
 “The Veteran was in the car,” she said, radiating calm. “If we had delayed, he would have been at the symposium that both senators were attending anyway. If we had attacked them there, even if we had managed to unite all three teams, all of us would have been killed or captured.” 

 “So why didn’t you just tell us beforehand!” 

 “Because this was the plan with the best possible chance of success. Killing only two of the committee members would have left enough living to pass on recommendations to the Senate. Attacking the remaining three on any separate occasion would be met with increased security, and have resulted in a much greater possibility of failure.” She met Doctor O’s gaze, in so much as it was possible through his yellow eyepieces. “And I might remind you, sir, that we did succeed. No one will be able to accept recommendations from Senator Kirbie alone.” 

 “You unbelievable-”
 “That’s enough, Doctor,” said Innovator, once again at his place at the head of the table. “Cassandra is right. And in considering our own reactions to her warnings and planning for the best possible outcome, she has in fact shown remarkable foresight.” Innovator looked directly at Cassandra, while Doctor O fumed at his side. His voice rolled over the five other occupants of the conference room. “Even so. A bit more counseling might have averted this… trouble. That’s why they call it a council, Cassandra.” 


She nodded respectfully. She perceived that there was an 87% chance that neither Doctor O nor any of the remaining members, the reality manipulator Hard Eight, the brain and mood specialist Shame, and the ice beater Frost Wedge, would say anything to contradict Innovator. The longer the conversation went on, the higher that probability became, as the central thread of “her” reality advanced along the pinch in the hourglass that she imagined as “the present.” She had bet on worse odds before and won. 


And yet… and yet there was something big coming. Something was re-arranging the nearest threads of possibility to her, something beyond her control. It was like watching a magnet pull another magnet across a desk: you knew the principle of the action, but something in your brain told you that this should not be happening. 


Things outside of her control were abhorrent to Cassandra. It was essential that she guide, or at least be aware of, every portion of events that affected her. She resolved to spend the evening in meditation to re-align herself to whatever was reshaping events.

Innovator leaned back and smoothed out the creases in his suit. “One non-permanent and one death of an expendable member are acceptable losses. It should take four to six months for new subcommittee members to be appointed and verified. That will do. On to other matters.” He opened a news website on his monitor and flipped it around for the rest of them to see. “Fracture’s actions achieved the desired effect. While the HOH spent time tracking him down in Adamopolis, our efforts in Washington were uninterrupted. More or less.” 


Doctor O made a “hrmmph” sound in the back of his throat. 


Cassandra sighed. For two men who claimed to be the most intelligent beings on the planet, Innovator and Doctor O could be incredibly dense. The deaths of the Metahuman Services and Finances Subcommittee would certainly delay any new funds and freedoms for METAPOL, but their brazen attack in Washington would only mean that the powers that be would be that much more eager to give them some of that power as soon as possible. But what Innovator was planning was worth the extra ten or twenty billion that he’d just gift-wrapped for Major Knox, at least in the majority of her projections. 

 “As you can see,” Innovator continued, “the blowback on Fracture’s… unique approach is giving us yet another black eye from the press, and erasing some of our PR department’s work.” 


Cassandra felt a twinge from one thread of possibility. She knew exactly what to do to align things for herself. She didn’t know why just yet, but she would soon, and that meant she knew enough for the time being. 

 “A bounty,” she said. “We explain that Fracture’s escape wasn’t our primary intention and announce a bounty in exchange for his deplorable actions.” 

 “He’s in Ironbrand prison already,” said Shame, his eyes glowing with uncertainty. “And even the dullards at the news networks will see through that - they know Fracture was a distraction now.” 


Cassandra shook her head, her mind racing to find the thread that would benefit her the most. “That doesn’t matter. We announce the bounty and Fracture will be dead within twelve hours. The other CHAOS inmates will be looking to get some credit during their downtime. A few of them even take a dim view of child murderers. Once he’s dead, the public will feel vindicated and begin to lose interest.” 

 “You’re sure?” said Doctor O, suspicion hanging heavily from two syllables.
 “Completely,” she answered with finality. 

 “Very well,” said Innovator, and switched the monitor to another window. Circular blueprints surrounded by text in a strange script appeared on the screen. “He outlived his usefulness anyway. Let’s continue to the next phase.” 





Chapter 4
 
 Your first act of villainy needs to achieve three goals: shock the public, create mass amounts of damage or fear, and clearly establish your criminal identity. At this point stating your intentions or demands isn’t necessary - there’ll be plenty of time for that later. For now, focus on combining the maximum amount of mayhem with a headshot and a soundbyte that will fit into 140 characters.
 
 - excerpt from Villainy For Dummies! by Professor Parasite
 

Shawn walked out into the early afternoon light. His encounter with his wife had drained all the intensity of purpose that he had felt earlier. Now he just felt exhausted. But he had committed himself, and there was nothing to do now but see it through. 


He walked the three blocks to where he’d parked the car, then realized that taking Bree’s vehicle was a sure way to get caught. He flagged down a cab and told the driver to go to the general area he intended, then looked up Ironbrand Prison on his phone and asked for a drop-off a half-mile away. As an afterthought, Shawn took out the battery on his phone before stuffing it back into his pocket. 

 “Why you going there,” said the cabbie in a Gujarati accent. “It’s just an intersection.” 

 “I’m meeting someone,” said Shawn, taking a peek into the backpack to make sure everything was there. 

 “Don’t get red on seat,” replied the cabbie, giving his clothes a disdainful look through the rear view mirror. Shawn pulled out his phone again and pretended to tap on the blank screen, hoping to avoid any further conversation. 


It took almost half an hour to get to the drop-off point on the southeastern side of the city, during which Shawn downed two energy drinks. He mentally kicked himself when he realized that he didn’t have enough cash for the fare. He considered running, but that would attract even more attention, so he paid with a debit card and hoped a generous tip would be enough for the cabbie to forget about a customer who took him so far away from the city center. 


Shawn looked around. This was not a nice part of town. Not that you’d expect to get mugged here - it was just a few factories, a meatpacking plant, a construction equipment rental center. Places where people went to work, but not to live. That was probably why the high-security prison was placed here: housing the criminal and criminally insane, most of whom had made headlines crossing paths with Heroes, wasn’t a way to get on the good side of the homeowner’s association. 


It also meant that there were no convenient telephone booths or alleyways where an aspiring vigilante might change into his costume. Shawn walked in the general direction of Ironbrand, but found nothing but open streets and high walls. Blue collar workers gave him strange looks as they passed. After a quarter-mile he found a gas station with an automatic car wash. It looked like it had been broken for years. Shawn slipped inside, listening to the sound of his sneakers echoing on the cinderblock walls. 


He dressed himself in his impromptu costume: black sweatsuit, red bandoliers, mask and goggles, raised hood. Then he threaded the power lines through his sleeves and attached the Gauntlets themselves to the power supply inside the backpack, listening to the unearthly hum and watching the icons in the goggles’ heads-up display flicker to life upon connecting. He slung the backpack on, then caught the dangling Gauntlets and slipped them on his hands. They were shaking. 


Shawn paused. There was still time to back out. No one had seen him do anything wrong. He hadn’t done anything wrong, with the exception of borrowing top-secret METAPOL technology. That was probably enough to get him thrown into Ironbrand anyway. 


With that oddly sobering thought, Shawn stepped out into the light, then quickly dashed back inside. He realized that walking down the street in a mask, even in sparse traffic, was asking for trouble. He placed the mask back into his backpack. Shawn snapped the goggles onto the battery’s built-in charging dock for good measure, silently thanking Hephaestus for his thorough design, even on a prototype. He lowered the hood and placed his hands inside the hoodie’s pockets to hide the Gauntlets. The red bandoliers still looked out of place, but once again he trusted in inscrutable fashion to placate any prying eyes. 


The Gauntlets would be invaluable once implemented and mass-produced, far more so than the rudimentary spherical shields they’d managed to create so far, since an Agent could change the shape almost at will. It was an unfortunate truth that they’d need a lot more refinement before they could be introduced in the field: aside from the power supply, the Gauntlets themselves were too bulky to use with a phone or pistol at the same time. At
the moment, Shawn wished he had a some kind of invisibility field instead.

Walking the few blocks to the facility, Shawn tried to fight off panic. With every step he questioned himself, doubting his resolve, beating himself up for the insanity of his plan. But his stride did not waver, and it didn’t look like anyone was paying him any attention. To calm himself, he started to think about what he’d do when he reached the prison... which wasn’t easy, since he didn’t even know the layout and had no idea what he’d find when he got inside. 


Shawn saw a yellow sign on the side of the street: Hitchhikers May Be Escaping Inmates.
He took a deep breath, then reached into his backpack, put on the mask and the Gauntlets, and raised the hood. There was no going back. 


He saw the subtly decorated brick sign two blocks away, then started to run to the Ironbrand entrance, keeping his head down and hoping that any passing drivers would take him for a jogger. He ran halfway out into the street in front of the gate, then broke for the entrance. 


There was a large parking lot and at least a hundred yards of open space surrounding the squat brick building, going out to a brick wall with barbed wire on top on all sides. The security guard stared, then ran out to stop him, but the man was in his fifties and a generous gut didn’t help him cover the distance. Shawn dodged him easily, then jumped over the yellow and black car barrier, sprinting towards the gate at the front of the building. He blinked twice to activate the goggles’ heads-up interface, selecting the “hands” mode for both left and right Gauntlets. He paused, wheezing a few steps away, then slammed them both into the gate as hard as he could. 


The chain link fence jingled as if it was in a soft breeze. 


He heard the click of the guard’s radio, followed by, “Dammit! Intruder at Gate A! Security alert!” 


Sirens blared. Shit, thought Shawn. He’d left the Gauntlets in a low-power mode after the last dexterity test at the QA lab. He used his eyes to manipulate the heads-up display and set the field to its highest output and density level, then set the motion amplification to 750x. In the display, the digital overlay on his virtual “hands” glowed, signifying the increased power to the plasma fields. The power supply on his back hummed. He shoved the fence with the Gauntlet fields again, and this time it crumpled and shattered, sliding down the paved driveway and kicking up sparks. 


Automatic gunfire rocketed through the afternoon air, and bricks in the wall to Shawn’s left shattered just a few feet away. It was so loud, SO loud - the guns in the movies sounded like a snare drum, but these beat against his ears like high-speed timpanis, instantly relegating everything else to background noise.

He switched his left Gauntlet to a flat force field and raised it, just in time to deflect the next round coming from the two guards running at him from the left. The bullets made the bowowowowoooing sound of a metal sheet bending as they ricocheted away, leaving tiny impressions on the Gauntlet fields that looked like raindrops in the heads-up display. It would have been more funny if Shawn hadn’t needed all his concentration to keep his sphincter closed. 


Keeping the fields up on either side and hoping no one was flanking him to the rear, he veered to the left, avoiding the reinforced entrance and the possibility of more guards coming out of it. When he reached the wall he stopped, then waited for the gunfire to end. Most fully automatic weapons can fire for less than ten seconds with a full magazine. Shawn didn’t know that, but when the gunfire stopped he made his move anyway. 


He set the Gauntlets to maximum output, faced the cinderblock wall, and pushed. The bricks exploded inward, the deafening crash drowning out the sound of the sirens for a few seconds. He coughed in the dust and rolled his ankle as he climbed over a short pile of rubble. 


Exhausted, choking, and cursing the pain in his ankle, Shawn paused in his impromptu entrance. He was in a tiny room with two inmates in orange jumpsuits staring at him open-mouthed. Bricks covered the small toilet and sparse beds. “Um... hi,” said Shawn, not knowing what else to do. It was unlikely to be recorded as one of the great lines of heroic dialogue. “Uh... can you tell me where Fracture is?”

The inmates repeated themselves in silence. Remembering himself, Shawn spoke in as deep a voice as he could, adding gravel from the back of his throat. “You know, Fracture? Supervillain? About my height, middle-aged, weird look on his face? Evil child-killing bastard?”

The older of the two inmates started to shout, while the younger simply stood there and did nothing. Shawn walked over to the steel door and found it locked. Duh, he told himself. Another push from the Gauntlets and the steel door crashed on the opposite wall of a hallway, then fell down, the top of it nearly falling on Shawn’s toes. 


Gotta be more careful, he thought. There might have been someone there. Another, far more cynical part of his brain chimed in: Excuse me, mister Hero boy, but aren’t you here to kill someone? 


Shawn heard running feet coming from his left. Two security guards rounded the corner, nearly sliding into the surgical green walls on the slick floor. They yelled at him to stop, despite the fact that he wasn’t actually moving. Both drew something from holsters in their waists and aimed them at Shawn. 


Without thinking, Shawn raised his hand. The force field engaged just as the first electrode hit it, briefly illuminating the plane with electricity before shorting out. The projectile from the second followed a split-second later with the click-click-click sound of a playing card rubbing against a bicycle wheel. It was just as useless. The first guard took a radio from his belt and shouted into it, “Dispatch, single assailant, masked. TK powers at least. Send more backup!” 


Shawn turned, just in time to see another guard reaching towards him from the right, stabbing at his neck with a hypodermic needle. Thorazine, Shawn thought, as he ducked and rolled. He’d read about it a few times during his EMT classes. The guard kicked out, catching Shawn on the hip with a steel toe. Shawn extended a Gauntlet up, instantly pinning the guard to the wall with the plasma field. He used his other hand to raise the opposite field and block the first two guards, who couldn’t stop their run and slammed into it. 


He rose slowly, limping from a twisted ankle and bruised hip. He hoped that the slow rise made him look menacing. The alternative was that it looked like a man who could barely breathe through dust, limping from a twisted ankle and bruised hip. 

 “Where is Fracture?” he asked the guard pinned to the wall. 

 “What?” said the man, his arms spread out, his face pressed against cinderblocks. “Who are you?” 


Shawn stopped. He’d been so busy planning all this out, he hadn’t actually had time to think of a name. “I’m... I’m Red. Er.” He scrambled and thought of something on the fly. “Red Justice. Now, where is Fracture?!”  
 “Do you mean Mister Rogers?” 


A vision of a kind old man in a sweater swam up in Shawn’s mind. “Wha... huh?” 

 “Francis Rogers. Fracture. We’re not allowed to call inmates by their alter egos, it feeds the delusion....” 


Shawn had had enough. He stepped forward, blinking to adjust the draw distance of the force field in his Gauntlet so as not to make a guard-shaped hole in the wall. Nose to nose with the man, he shouted in his best gruff Hero voice, “WHERE IS HE!” 

 “Second floor, man!” He said. The guard was starting to tear up, clearly terrified. Glasses with heavy black frames were askew from the pressure of the force fields. “Somewhere in the 230s or 240s. That’s where the ones without physical powers go!”

Shawn switched his left Gauntlet to claw mode, and the fields gripped the guard around the waist. “Thanks,” he said, then hurled him towards the other two. 


The guard slammed into the field that Shawn was still holding up with his right hand. He’d been so angry and flustered that he had forgotten to drop it. With a sickening crack, the guard slumped to the floor, unmoving. 


Shawn froze. He dropped both fields, too late. He’d meant to send the man tumbling into the other two, incapacitating all three of them. He did incapacitate them in a way: both of the guards who had been watching him crouched to the ground, checking over the injured man. 

 “Is he...” Shawn said, in a shocked voice. He tried again with more gravel. “Is he dead?” 


One guard spoke into his radio. “We need a med team, first floor, west corridor.” The other stood up, paused for a moment, uncertain. He made a movement towards Shawn, but Shawn lifted a single hand without reactivating the Gauntlet fields. The guard froze, then gave him a look filled with bile.
 “Stay there. Or, um, else,” Shawn shouted, then ran in the opposite direction. 


Shawn saw a door with a stair symbol on it, ducked inside, and ran up the first half-flight. His left leg was on fire, and his brain was swimming, still seeing the unmoving guard with his coworkers around him. Your fault, it’s your fault, his inner voice taunted, in rhythm with the sirens. 

 

Morningstar sat on her Lay-Z-Boy recliner in her personal Hegemony of Heroes quarters. The latest network singing competition was being broadcast on her high-definition television. She wasn’t normally a fan of reality TV, but her fellow Hegemony member and tennis partner Aria had been selected as this year’s celebrity judge. 


She was scrolling through a few emails on her phone when it suddenly vibrated. At the same time the klaxon for an attack rang out. She opened up the customized HOH alert app, which showed a GPS map to the alert location. They were asking for at least three Heroes. A name appeared on a long list of possible objectives. 


The Heroine did a double-take. Again? There must have been a glitch in the system. According to the map, there was a Class 6 event at Ironbrand Prison. She switched over to the dialer and called the all-night METAPOL liaison desk. 

 “Yes, Miss Morningstar?” 

 “Charlie, I’ve got an alert here, I think you’ve got something wrong with the system...” 

 “No ma’am. We’ve confirmed that this is a separate event.” 


Morningstar sprang to her feet. “Check me in, Charlie,” she said. She turned the phone off without waiting for a response and picked up her mace from its hook on the wall. 

 

Cassandra sat on the floor in her CHAOS quarters. The Persian rug she kept clean for just such occasions was neither lazy nor noticeably masculine. She wore comfortable exercise clothes that exposed her dark arms, legs, and bare feet. The only light in the room was a single thin candle in front of her, which she focused on intently. As she did, threads of possibility appeared before her, stretching out to infinity in all directions. Some aligned and crisscrossed, some disappeared, signifying her own death. Only a few extended for more than a hundred years of what most people called “time.” 


There was a new nexus forming, shaping itself as events in, for lack of a better term, the “real world” transpired. Someone was making a choice, and a collection of related choices, that could be put to her own benefit. It must have been something passionate, something primal, or she would have been able to sense it weeks ago. 


In all of the threads at least one person died. Which person, or persons, how, and precisely when depended on how she looked at it. Not all of the threads ended in a positive result, at least for her. But the ones that did started with inaction at the pinch of the present. 


She concentrated on the flame. Yes, some of the threads extending from the newly-formed nexus intersected with the one that she always kept at the forefront of her mind, the one that she had spent half of her life trying to make into a reality. She watched and waited. 

 

Mayhem greeted Shawn when he emerged onto the second floor. Guards were pulling inmates from their rooms and running down the hallway. It was clear that this section of the facility was being evacuated, perhaps to prevent a full-scale prison break. A few of them saw Shawn as they headed towards the stairs, then hastily did an about-face and ran in the other direction. 


They must have been told to run. If this place was anything like the metahuman prisons he’d seen on television, the above-ground floors were more or less like a standard jail - they kept the aliens, the mutants, the unbelievably powerful entities, and all manner of things the public might not even know about below ground in custom-made containment units. The guards could retreat inside and make it like a fortress, leaving the less dangerous prisoners above. 


That was fine by Shawn. He blocked out the memory of what had just happened - he could worry about it later. 


He jogged down the hallway, watching the numbers climb on the rooms. 215, 217, 219. When he got to 231, it was empty, either from being unoccupied or evacuated. When he turned to see 232, there was a female nurse and a guard already inside. He ran in after them. 


The guard was placing handcuffs on a young woman. Her hair fell long, straight, and midnight black around her face, and she stared at Shawn with an intensity that stopped him cold. When she spoke, contempt hung on every syllable. 

 “You imbeciles finally came for me, eh? It’s about goddamn time.”

Shawn couldn’t think of anything to say. The nurse and the guard turned to look at him, the latter reaching for his taser. When he was distracted, the inmate swung her cuffed hands up like a club, smacking the guard in his jaw. With a frightening economy of motion, she grabbed the man’s taser from his hands, reversed it in her own, and stunned him. He fell to the floor convulsing. 


The nurse looked to the inmate, then to Shawn, then to the incapacitated guard, then back to the inmate. She ran, shoving Shawn out of the way in her haste to escape. 

 “And just who the hell are you, may I ask?” said the woman, dropping the single-shot taser on the guard’s head like a discarded gum wrapper. He noted the name Cunningham on her orange jumpsuit. “They send a rookie to fetch me after five months. You have no idea what an insult that is.” She raised her still-cuffed hands and took something off of her head. Shawn hadn’t seen it before in her mass of hair; it looked like some kind of high-tech tiara. She threw it against the wall, where it broke into pieces with a clatter. 


Shawn began to answer, but before he could, an icy sensation filled his brain. His eyes were inexorably drawn to hers. They looked like pools of oil, lapping lazily on a pure white beach. 


No, said her voice, not bothering to go through Shawn’s ears first. The silent sound rumbled around in his head like a bass note. No, you’re not here for me. Innovator, he’s been ignoring me. He never did like me very much. But you, you didn’t even know I was here. 


Shawn felt like ice cubes were being pushed, slowly, purposefully through his head. The woman’s power pushed past an intangible barrier. What are you doing here... Mister Simmons? 


The sound of his name snapped Shawn out of his stupor. He could barely move, barely think, the cold sensation was spreading throughout his body. He moved his eyes just enough for the goggles to reactivate the fields. With an incredible effort, he twitched his right hand and watched through the goggles as the field pushed the dark-haired woman back onto the bed. 


Her eyes broke contact with his and Shawn was free. He had to get away, had to escape whatever that terrible power was. With only a moment’s hesitation as he fought against a lifetime of social gentility, he punched her in the nose with his unpowered left Gauntlet. She fell backwards howling in pain, and Shawn ran out the door, shutting it behind him. He heard the door lock. 


Shawn gasped in the hallway. Guards and inmates alike were running past him to get to the stairs, some to safety and some to freedom. He heard one guard’s radio sing out as he passed, with a panicked voice saying, “Where are the medics? I think his neck’s broken. Someone get down here!” With his head down and his mask hidden, he received only puzzled glances. 


A thumping sound came from the door behind him. “You’ll regret this, you bastard!” the woman screamed, her rage muffled by steel. “You’ll never work for Alternative Solutions again! I’ve still got friends! They’ll skin you and hang it on the wall to tan! You’re dead! You’re dead! You’re dead!”  

Shawn ran down the hall, as much to escape the voice as to find his objective. He looked at the numbers on the doors and saw that he was going the wrong way. He turned, wincing at the pain in his leg, and tried to ignore the now-incoherent screams coming from room 232. 


He checked the labels attached to each door. They were last names followed by a series of numbers. He found what he was looking for on number 247.
 

J. Wilson - 34597

F. Rogers - 34512
 

Two men. He powered up both Gauntlets, but left the right at low intensity. He struck out at the door, just enough to break the lock. It swung inward, revealing a young, bald man with enormous muscles sitting on one bed and a middle-aged man with deep-set wrinkles leaning against the wall. 

 “You,” said Shawn to the muscled man, and tossed his head. “Get out.” The man looked at Shawn like he was crazy, but didn’t need telling twice. He ran. Shawn turned to the other occupant of the cell. 


He wasn’t large or particularly intimidating. He was in his late forties or early fifties, lean, but even through the orange jumpsuit Shawn could tell it was the lean you get from skipping too many meals, not from an active fitness regimen. His eyes glared into Shawn’s, his mouth slightly open, anticipating. A small grin, as if he knew what was happening and was merely going along with it, set off the deep wrinkles around his mouth and nose. 

 “You’re Fracture,” Shawn said, trying to keep his voice steady. 

 “Someone back on the ranch likes me,” said the man, his eyes gleaming. “What do you want me to do this time?” 


Shawn’s hands started to shake, from fury, exhaustion, or something else, he couldn’t say. “You killed those children on the bus.”
 “Yup,” said Fracture. 

 “And the people in the gun store.” 

 “Yup,” said Fracture. “Although they weren’t nearly as fun.” He cracked a grin. “I figured whatever you were planning, that would make a big enough noise to get the boys in spandex off your back. You new?” 

 “Knew what?” asked Shawn. 

 “No, are you new? With the organization, I mean.”
 “What are you talking about?” 

 “Two breakouts in two days, that’s a bit much even for CHAOS. This place will be crawling with do-gooders soon.” 


Shawn growled. “You think I’m here to get you out?” 

 “Why else would you come here?” 

 “I’m here to kill you, shithead.” It wasn’t a good line. Shawn didn’t care. “It’s time for you to face justice!”

Fracture turned his head and took a step forward, like a cat approaching something small and squeaky. His smile grew wider and he chuckled to himself. “You’re a vigilante.” 

 “Yes.”
 “What’s your name, buddy?” 


Shawn paused. He ran his mind backwards for a second, trying to remember what he had said only moments earlier. “Red Justice.” 


Fracture couldn’t hold it in anymore. He cackled. His high, short laughter bounced off the walls, beating against Shawn’s eardrums. “Red Justice! Ha ha ha ha! You want justice, is that it!” Tears formed in the man's eyes from the force of his laughter.
 “Ho, ho. Well, here I am, Justice man,” he said, taking yet another step forward and holding his arms out. “Go ahead.” 


Shawn tried to lift his hands. He tried to reshape the Gauntlets. He tried to do anything except stand there and stare at Fracture. 


He failed. He couldn’t bring himself to kill this man, this killer of children. He hated himself. He’d come here like an avenging angel, but at the end, he couldn’t do it for himself, or for Mike, or for Maggie, or for any of the dozens of people that this person had killed in cold blood. He’d imagined Fracture as some kind of rising demon, some larger-than-life psychopath who needed slaying like a mythical beast. But he was just a small man in an orange suit. Shawn’s strength drained out of him. 


He stood in the doorway. He couldn’t go forward. He couldn’t run away, not with Fracture in front of him. The only thing he could do was listen to the siren. The klaxon of the prison’s own alarm system was being joined by the far-off sound of police and ambulance sirens. 


Fracture lowered his arms and sighed, as if he was disappointed. “Figures,” he said, and turned around. 


In an instant Fracture had whipped around again and lunged at him. Shawn didn’t think, he just jumped back, in time to see something small and shiny slicing towards his chest. It caught on the strap of his backpack, which gave just enough resistance for Shawn to see that Fracture was holding a sliver of glass with magazine sheets wrapped around one end to form a crude handle. The glass had a checkerwork pattern running through it - somewhere the man had found a broken security window and managed to salvage a piece. The strap gave way and Shawn felt the weight on his back shift, unplugging the left Gauntlet from the power supply. 


Fracture was on top of him, taking him to the ground in the hallway before he had even finished his slice. He was so fast Shawn couldn’t believe he was only human. Fracture’s knee had Shawn’s right arm pinned, and his other knee was on his chest. Shawn raised his free hand and caught Fracture’s arm just before the man was able to finish a backarm swing and plunge the handmade shiv into Shawn’s neck. 


The two lay on the floor, frozen and straining against each other. Fracture’s grin was still in place. “None of you pussies have the stomach, ‘Red Justice,’ ” he said, and spat on Shawn’s face. Shawn could see a glob of spit on the goggles. “I’m stronger than each and every one of you, because I’ve figured it out. None of it matters, not you, not me. We’re all alone here, I’m all alone, and you can’t stop a man who knows the truth.” He leaned in, putting more weight on his shaking arm. Shawn knew he was close to breaking.
 “It’s nothing. You’re nothing. I’m. Nothing. I sought the higher truth, and I found it, boy, and it set me free.” Fracture was almost whispering, savoring the experience, holding off until the moment of release. “All of this is nothing, means nothing. And now I’ll set you free, too.” He leaned in, his thin neck extending over his forearm. “No need to thank me.” 


Fracture rose up and placed his other hand on his own wrist, pitting two arms against Shawn’s one. With Fracture leaning his own weight into it, Shawn knew it was seconds before his strength would break. He stopped thinking and let some lower gear of his brain take over, searching for anything that might stop Fracture, or alert someone else, or do anything that might stop him from dying. He looked past Fracture’s sweating face and saw the high ceiling of the prison hallway: standard tiles with a metal frame. 


Shawn didn’t have time to switch his one working Gauntlet to another tool. He highlighted the distance icon with his eyes, then blinked over and over again to set it to its maximum value. He reached out with his right hand, only a few inches under Fracture’s knee, but it was enough. The ceiling depressed like a sheet on a clothesline, then tiles and piping rained down, hitting Fracture on the back. The pain and distraction were enough for Shawn to push Fracture off him and roll away. 


Stinking tepid water fell from the ceiling. Whether he had hit plumbing from the floor above or the building’s fire suppression system, Shawn didn’t know. A long, heavy section of pipe had hit Fracture, who was gasping and supine on the floor. He had still managed to hold on to his shiv. 


Shawn stomped on Fracture’s wrist, once, twice, three times. On the fourth blow, the man let go and the shiv skittered across the floor. Fracture grunted and sent his free elbow into Shawn’s shin, just above his twisted ankle. Was he watching me walk, did he figure it out that quickly? Shawn thought - and he fell to one knee. The backpack swung from its single strap and disconnected the second Gauntlet. The transparent overlay in the goggles went blank. 


Fracture was trying to get up. Shawn couldn’t run. He swung the backpack around and grabbed the heavy power supply through the cheap fabric of the backpack. Fracture looked into his eyes, and for a split second, both men froze again. He smiled.
 “Ha,” he said. 


Shawn brought the pack down on Fracture’s skull. The weight caused the man’s head to fall back and crack on the floor. When Shawn raised the pack again, Fracture was still staring at him with the same expression. “Ha,” he repeated. 


Shawn screamed, releasing every bit of breath, and brought the pack back down as hard as he could. This time he heard two distinct cracks. Fracture was clearly having trouble focusing on him now, his eyes wandering, but he still smiled. “Ha.” 


Shawn brought the pack down again and again. The metal alloy casing on the power supply remained rigid. Shawn grunted and heaved, but Fracture still gave his tiny, defiant “ha.” After the sixth or seventh or maybe eighth time, Shawn wasn’t sure, the laughing stopped. He could still hear it go on in his head, louder than the sirens, louder than the falling water, louder than the sound of the pack striking flesh and bone. 


When it was over, Fracture’s head was a bloody, broken mess. His temple had caved in after more blows than Shawn could recall, but he had kept his eyes open, and that grin was still glued on his open mouth. 


Shawn lowered the pack, took a single breath and screamed again, pouring all of his hatred and desire and fear and pain and loathing into the loudest sound he could possibly make. It wasn’t loud enough. When his breath finally failed him, whatever had been trying to get out of him was still inside. 

 

Shawn sat. He stared at the man. The body. He had expected to feel good, to feel righteous, like the world had come back into focus. Instead his mind stumbled in a haze. He had never thought beyond this point. 


Fracture had to die in order for everything to make sense. And here he was, dead. But Shawn was sitting there, exhausted in body and spirit, blood and water soaking into his clothes. He felt a chasm open in front of him, a great, gaping hole of uncertainty, swallowing up the rest of his life. Shawn hadn’t realized until that moment that he hadn’t given a single thought as to what would come next. 


He ran. 


He didn’t get far before a knot of uncertainty twisted in his gut. Shawn doubled over in the empty hallway and tried to get a grip. Whatever he had been trying to grip slipped free, and he vomited. The taste of fear and second-hand energy drink filled his mouth. Getting rid of the contents of his stomach didn’t ease his mind, but it did clear it enough that he was no longer woozy, and after a moment’s thought he reconnected the Gauntlets to the power supply and tied the cut backpack strap in a knot. Before he slung the pack onto his back once more, he noticed a deep spot of crimson on the bottom. 


Alarms inside and outside of the building mixed as he ran through the corridor. When Shawn staggered past a window, he saw a flash of purple flying overhead. Running through a mental list of Heroes, he could think of only one that fit the sartorial bill: Nebula. And that flash of chrome near the gate could only be Ironclad, a huge, indestructible man with a reputation as a Southern gentleman. He recognized Morningstar next to him in her standard white-on-black battle outfit, talking to a policeman. 


Shawn froze. He had seconds before they would storm the building; the official line was that vigilantes were to be apprehended on sight by Hegemony members. He could hear purposeful boots pounding across the concrete already. There was a floor-to-ceiling window opposite the one facing the compound, inlaid with wire to keep inmates from breaking it. Shawn gave the window a push from the Gauntlets, and it exploded outward in its frame and shattered onto the rear parking lot. 


Shawn looked below. There was an ambulance parked only a little way from the building. From the second floor it was only two or three meters down. He jumped, but misjudged the roll and banged his knees on the roof with a thump. With ankle, hip, shin, and now knees aching, he slid off the side, down the roof of the cab and the hood, and fell the last few feet to the concrete. 


He heard voices coming from the rear of the vehicle, which was pointed towards the back entrance of the facility. The sirens must have masked the sound of his clumsy fall. A woman’s voice: “...just waiting for the blues to clear a path.” Shawn rolled underneath the ambulance, then scooted around so he could see out the back. One pair of legs was standing on the pavement, probably looking inside. Another was walking around towards the cab. 


Moving as quickly as possible, Shawn rolled out from under the opposite side, stood, and reached for the driver’s door. He opened it just as the emergency medical technician was looking through the opposite cab window. She stared for a moment, not sure what she was seeing. Then she yelled. “Hey!” 


Shawn pressed the power locks on the door and jumped into the driver’s seat. The EMT had been a second too slow, and she banged on the window with her fist. Shawn found keys in the ignition and thanked whoever was watching for a tiny bit of good luck. He gunned the engine to get away from the building and the EMTs, tires squealing as he rounded the corner.

At the gate, police cars had blocked off the entrance. Shawn lowered his hood, threw the mask onto the passenger seat, and grabbed an EMT baseball cap off the dashboard. As the ambulance pulled up to the entrance, several policeman jumped into their own cars to pull away. 


Shawn saw through the extended side mirror that the EMTs were chasing after him. They were a couple of hundred yards away, but gaining rapidly - Shawn remembered from his own training that you had to be in decent physical condition to be certified. He could hear them shouting at the cops, so he flicked on the ambulance’s siren and lights to drown them out. As soon as the police had made enough room, he gunned the engine and sped away from Ironbrand. 


Shawn breathed a sigh of relief. He wasn’t exactly free and clear, but he was no longer being pursued. At that point, he heard a groan from the back of the ambulance. Shawn groaned himself - of course there would be someone inside. He snuck a glance behind the driver’s seat. The security guard that he’d slammed into his own force field was strapped into the stretcher, bouncing gently in the suspension. He could see the man’s thick glasses just above the crown of his head. The guard was already wearing a neck brace, and his head was encased in an orange foam cushion that was also strapped down.
 “Hello...” he said, in a weak voice. “Why isn’t anyone back here...”

Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit, thought Shawn. He had stolen an ambulance with an injured person inside. Someone you injured, ‘Red Justice.’
 “Uh.. this really hurts...” 


Shawn’s mind raced. What was he going to do now? He thought about pulling the ambulance over and running, but that would be leaving this man alone, and he couldn’t stomach the idea of doing anything else to hurt him. “Just try to stay still, sir,” Shawn said, trying to mask his voice. 


Okay. Okay. I’m driving an ambulance. There’s a guy who’s probably got a cervical fracture in the back. He’s not dead, but he needs to get evaluated as soon as possible. Shawn took a deep breath and tried to figure out the right thing to do. I’m driving an ambulance. In a very real and immediate sense, I am the ambulance driver. And the solution was obvious. 


Shawn drove to the only hospital that he knew he could find without resorting to the ambulance’s GPS: Colvin-Grace.




Chapter 5
 
 A villain’s name is his second face. Or in the case of those with masks or cowls, his third face. (Shapeshifters and masters of disguise, just skip this metaphor.) Whatever identity you choose, it’s important to get it out there yourself, and not allow media or bystanders to define it. Take a lesson from the Derby Dasher, or as the rest of the world knows him, “the Brown Streak.”  
 
 - excerpt from Villainy For Dummies! by Professor Parasite
 
 “This really isn’t part of my skillset.” 


Cassandra sat across from James Tomlinson at one of the many all-night restaurants at headquarters. When your base is mobile and your operatives work all over the world, a profit-minded restaurant manager makes sure that there’s always someone willing to make a hot meal for weary supervillains. The speedsters and super-strength metahumans were especially good customers - their hyperactive metabolisms meant they were always ready for a dozen dishes or so.

She smiled. “Are you telling me you can’t handle one lab rat in a townhouse? I’ve personally seen you take down ten guards in thirty seconds.”

Outside of his intimidating costume, James Tomlinson - better known as Crosshair - was quite the charmer. Tall and lean with wide shoulders, his looks were maturing instead of fading as he approached middle-age. He kept a short bit of meticulous stubble on his chin, which didn’t work for most men, but his confidence carried it through. He’d tried to hit on Cassandra on multiple occasions to no avail (being able to see into alternate dimensions allows a woman to have few regrets when dating), but her lucrative assignments kept him coming back in a professional capacity. Seduction wasn’t needed when money would do, and she had so much of the latter that the former was hardly ever really necessary anymore. 

 “I mean that there’s probably someone better-suited to do this,” said Tomlinson. “Someone with a little more tact than me. I’m better at the cooter grace.”
 “The what?” 

 “The death blow, the last shot. Isn’t it French?” 


Cassandra tried not to laugh. “I think you mean coup de grâce. And for the money I’m paying you, you can be tactful,” she said. “Besides, I know you’re the right man for the job. You can get in and out without killing any bystanders or levelling the block, which is more than I can say for some of my fellow council members. And your reputation precedes you - if you get in without incident, I know you’ll be successful.” 

 “If you say so, ma’am.” Tomlinson had an appealing Texas accent. An affectation, she knew: he’d been born in Minneapolis. “I’ll reserve a jumpjet and be on my way. Put it in the usual account, please.” 

 “Remember: don’t kill him,” she said, “and report to me immediately afterward.” She slid him an encrypted thumb drive with instructions and intel inside.
 “Not that you need any kind of verification, right?” 


Cassandra grinned. “Indulge me. And before you leave, please let Shaede know that I’d like to see her - she might even be able to give you a lift.”
 

It took Shawn until well after midnight to get home. He’d been lucky that no one had thought to track down the ambulance, and lucky that the ER drive-up was busy enough that he’d been able to park it and walk away. He’d been incredibly lucky that Bree hadn’t been outside when he’d pulled up. 


But he hadn’t been lucky enough to find a cab, and was too rattled to sit still even if he could. He’d shoved his equipment and the hoodie into his backpack along with the power supply, then shivered in his undershirt all the way home. The night chill from the marina could creep miles into the city. He’d been lucky that no one tried to mug him, though that didn’t occur to him at the time. 


When Shawn arrived at the apartment, Terry was more interested in sniffing the backpack than in going outside. The blood, Shawn remembered. He placed the pack in a trash bag and then put it into the closet, covered it with some winter coats, and collapsed into bed. A cold sensation on his arm told him that he’d forgotten to take Terry out for a walk. 


After he crashed for the second time, the next thing he heard was Bree coming home. She stood in the bedroom doorway, making a “tsk tsk” noise. 

 “So, clearly you lit up the town.” Shawn replied with a still-exhausted moan. “I know you guys were feeling low, but you really should have waited until today for your bender. That way you could have slept off the hangover on Saturday.”

She grabbed his arm, which was still overhanging the mattress, and pulled him out of bed. “Get going, party animal.” 


Shawn rose and tried to go through the motions of his morning routine: shower, shave, dress, eat, brush teeth, leave. He achieved each in turn in a bleary-eyed fog, the injuries to his legs making themselves known with nearly every movement. 


Shawn was already on the bus before he realized that the Gauntlets were still in his closet. After a fleeting moment of panic, he relaxed, realizing that Hephaestus wouldn’t check the security locker for weeks. He’d be too busy working on mock-ups for the new model. 


It wasn’t until then that the gravity of his situation hit him: he’d stolen METAPOL property. He’d broken into a prison. He’d murdered one man and possibly crippled another. He had broken so many laws that if he ever went to trial, they’d have to pause for an intermission while they were reading the charges. 


But he had escaped. And since there weren’t any policemen or capes outside his apartment this morning, he had probably gotten away with it. A mixture of excitement and shame filled him with energy. Still jittery and well aware of the empty seat beside him, he pulled out his phone. 


He was only mildly surprised to see that the break-in had made the top of all the local news services. Eyes straining, Shawn tapped the video link, something he never did under normal circumstances. He ignored the annoyed glances from fellow commuters.
 “The second attack on an Adamopolis correctional facility in as many days has left the nation stunned,” said the anchor-model, “putting the future of both Aspenwood and Ironbrand in danger and giving both civil peacekeeping forces and the Hegemony of Heroes a black eye. It seems that CHAOS can act at will even within the Adamopolis city limits.” 


What? thought Shawn. CHAOS was there too? No, she must be talking about the first attack. 

 “In contrast with the break-in on Wednesday, CHAOS sent a single operative, a villain that we’ve never seen before. Artem Russakovskii has more on the scene.” The camera shifted to B-roll outside the clinic. “A scene of all-too familiar destruction occurred last night,” said a male voice, “as the second supervillain attack in just two days rocked Ironbrand, a high-security...”
 “God DAMMIT,” shouted Shawn. The other commuters turned to stare at him, and he lowered his eyes to the screen once more. Supervillain? He thought. Don’t these idiots know a vigilante when they see one? 

 “The unknown villain was about six feet, two hundred and fifty pounds, and displayed incredible telekinetic powers,” said the tall, red-headed reporter, now speaking directly into the camera. “While this man isn’t in METAPOL’s official rogues gallery, witnesses say the sheer capability of his powers equals that of legendary TK Roberta Kinsey, better known as Pathos.” 


Can these guys get anything right? thought Shawn. Of course, the powerful ionized plasma and electromagnetic fields projected by the Gauntlets were invisible without the specialized goggles Hephaestus had designed. He supposed that it would look like he had some kind of power if one was seeing it from the outside - walls crashing in by themselves, bullets bouncing away. Oh God, those men shot at me. Shawn felt his stomach drop somewhere around his knees.
 “Hegemony representative The Veteran told reporters that the HOH and METAPOL are collecting surveillance video and evidence gathered at the scene.”

Shit. 


He managed to keep it together for the rest of the bus ride. When he went in to work, Shawn once again stopped at the canteen to get some coffee. There seemed to be considerably more activity today, especially from the Agents. Shawn snuck a few peeks at their tablets, all of which had a zoomed-in surveillance photo of himself, masked and hooded. With his makeshift disguise and the poor angle of the security camera, even Shawn couldn’t recognize himself, aside from the homemade red mask. The low resolution made the goggles seem like part of the mask itself. 


All the tables were occupied, so Shawn sat down next to an Agent who was otherwise unaccompanied. “Busy day, huh?” he said, trying to remain calm. 


This agent seemed young, and perhaps she hadn’t inherited the contempt for civilians that most of her fellows possessed. “Yeah. This Deathface guy is giving us a real headache,” she said, in a Brooklyn accent. 

 “Who?” asked Shawn. The Agent turned her tablet to face Shawn, showing him his own picture. 

 “This guy. Deathface. Gave the cops and a handful of Heroes the slip at Ironbrand yesterday. Don’t you read the news?” 


Shawn stared at the photo. Now that it was right-side up, he could see the “DEATHFACE” label in bold below it. 

 “That’s... that’s what he calls himself?” 

 “Nah, that’s just the codename the brass gave him. The red mask, see?” Shawn stared blankly at her. “You know, like the old Poe story,” the Agent said with a smirk. 


Shawn still had no idea what she was talking about. Apparently someone had given his alter ego even more thought than he had - and somehow came up with a name that was even worse than “Red Justice.”

Shawn felt a buzz coming from his still-throbbing hip. He stood, pulled out his phone, looked at the screen, and the color drained out of his face. 


The text message on the screen came from a number that was nothing but nine zeroes. Shawn read it and felt dread fall on him.
 

WE KNOW WHO YOU ARE
 

A hand touched him lightly on the shoulder. Shawn gasped, turned, and looked into the dark and pretty face of Morningstar. She was smiling. He’d never been so terrified. 

 “Shawn Simmons, right?” she said amicably. “Can you come with me, please?”
 

Shawn walked meekly behind Morningstar. Apparently METAPOL didn’t think anyone else was necessary to escort “Deathface” when one of the leading HOH members was present. His eyes kept resting on her gigantic mace swinging from her hip, and he noticed for the first time that her costume had a piece of kevlar woven into the thigh so that the weapon wouldn’t cut through. 

 “So, what’s this about, Misses, uh, Miss, uh...” 

 “Just call me Morningstar, please. If it’s OK with you, Mister Simmons, can I call you Shawn?” 

 “Sure.” No need to stand on ceremony, after all - he’d get plenty of that rotting in a prison cell. 

 “...and I’m afraid I can’t discuss the topic until we get to the hearing.” 

 “But why did they send you, ma- er, Morningstar? Couldn’t they, I dunno, send a bunch of guards or something?” 


Morningstar looked back at him in confusion. “Why? I saw your file when they said they needed you, and recognized you from the canteen. I figured you might want to see a friendly face - I know the last few days have been hard on you.” 


Damn right, he thought, looking at the mace again. 


They had to walk a long way, going deep into the heart of the facility, further and further into the mountain. Shawn looked around, trying to find some means of escape, but gave up after a few hundred yards. He didn’t have the Gauntlets, and even if he did, what hope could he have against someone like Morningstar? 


At the end of a narrow hallway, she pressed her palm to a patch of wall that seemed, at least to Shawn, no different than the area around it. A vertical line appeared in the wall and slowly widened, revealing what could only be an elevator. 

 “Ah, the VIP entrance,” said Shawn. 

 “Not really,” she replied, “we just don’t tell anyone else about it. Harry put it in a couple of years ago. It saves so much time in the atrium.” 


After going up to level 12, they stepped out into a hallway that appeared identical. Another long walk took them to a pair of double doors, which Morningstar opened. “Take a seat by the other witnesses, please.” 


If this was an interrogation chamber, it wasn’t like any that Shawn had seen in the movies. Six people sat at folding tables in a medium-sized room with bare walls. Shawn recognized the Hegemony Inner Circle: The Veteran, with his silver hair and old-fashioned combat fatigues, Nebula, her magenta skin and strangely huge eyes offsetting a revealing purple costume, Nemo, with skin-tight diving suit and face-covering bell helmet, Ironclad, gleaming metal muscles and a white suit pressed to creases, and Grace, a slim woman wearing what looked like a mix of a doctor’s coat and a nun’s habit, with a red cross on the front. Morningstar sat in an empty seat next to her, Colonel Clint Knox on the other side. 


The seventh member of the Inner Circle wasn’t present, and it was immediately obvious. Sloha (as he preferred to be called) would have been impossible to miss, a huge, hulking figure of red clay. It was rumored that the enormous and indestructible legend preferred to stay alone somewhere inside the mountain, only emerging to fight. 


Sitting at a table opposite the Heroes were four more people, Hephaestus among them. Shawn didn’t recognize the other man or the two women, and he had no idea why they might be there. 

 “Sit,” said The Veteran. Shawn took the open seat next to his boss. 


Colonel Knox cleared his throat, the universal sign that tedious but necessary business was about to be undertaken. “Thank you for joining us, ladies and gentlemen. This is an exploratory hearing into the actions of Michael Rice, formerly of the Quality Assurance division of the METAPOL Research and Development department. The information you give today will be entered into evidence in Mister Rice’s trial, conducted under the Metahuman Provisional Statute of 1987.”

Knox cleared his throat again. He had a trim beard and a belly, well past fifty - Shawn pegged him as one of the many military bureaucrats who had settled into a high-profile and relatively easy job between the government and the Hegemony. “Due to the nature of these statutes, civilians without direct knowledge of Mister Rice’s crimes cannot be present during the trial. Because you are not appearing before a judge and you are not being questioned by legal council, the members of this hearing cannot compel you to offer any information. Your statements will be given voluntarily, and you may leave at any time.” 


Shawn looked at the seven faces across from him. From the grimace that The Veteran gave him, it was clear that he and the other witnesses were about to offer up quite a lot of voluntary information, and wouldn’t be leaving anytime soon. It was easy to read between the lines when The Veteran was carving them into stone with his glare. 


He felt a buzzing in his pocket again and automatically reached for his phone. He managed to stop himself - texting was rude in a theater and dangerous on the highway, but doing it in front of some of the most powerful people in the country was tantamount to suicide. 


The hearing took an appreciable fraction of forever. Knox and the Heroes asked the same questions to each witness, fully interrogating one woman first, who turned out to be Mike’s ex-wife. The other woman was his sister. The questions were banal, but their answers seemed to be demanding the full attention of Knox and the Heroes. Once they finished with one, they’d move to the other. Those who were finished made no move to leave.
 “Has Mister Rice ever expressed homicidal tendencies?”
 “To your knowledge, did Mister Rice ever abuse prescription medication or illegal drugs?”
 “While working with Mister Rice, did he ever tell you of plans to overthrow the government, METAPOL, or the HOH?”
 “No, of course not,” Shawn said, after what seemed like an appreciable fraction of eternity. “Mike has always been...”
 “Just yes or no, please, Mister Simmons,” said Knox, with a disapproving look. “Did Mister Rice seem angry or irritable on the day before his terrorist action?” 

 “Terrorist....” said Shawn. The Veteran fixed a heat vision glare on him. Shawn sighed. “No, he didn’t.” 

 “Did you know that Mister Rice was seeing a psychiatrist for severe depression?”
 “No, he never told me that.” A couple of the Heroes made notes. 

 “Thank you, Mister Simmons. This is my last question,” said Knox, “and you may answer however you like. Why do you, personally, think Mister Rice engaged in his attack on The Veteran?”

Shawn put his head in his hands. His phone vibrated again, its tiny motor clearly audible in the quiet room. “I haven’t seen him since before it happened. He seemed OK. But his daughters were his life, sir.” Mike’s ex shifted uncomfortably. “Aside from work, I don’t think he has anything else. And he worships you,” Shawn said, looking The Veteran in the eye, facing down his gaze. He looked up and down the table. “He worships all of you. He loves working here, he thought he was making a difference. Making his kids safe. And someone that you locked up escaped and killed her.”
 “Careful son,” said the Veteran. 

 “And you, sir, with all due respect, were protecting some politician at the time.”
 “We can’t protect everyone, Shawn,” said Grace, trying to sound calming. “We’re only human. Well,” and she looked at Nebula, “you know what I mean.” 

 “Yes ma’am, I know that. And I think he does too. He just couldn’t deal with it. He needed someone to blame. And you were the only ones he knew he could get to.” 


The eyes of the Heroes did not change. Knox cleared his throat again. “Well, ladies and gentlemen, that about wraps it up. I remind you that both your testimony and the testimony of others in this room are considered national secrets, and you are forbidden from speaking about it to anyone, including people in this room, until after Michael Rice’s trial and sentencing.” 

 “Possible sentencing, Colonel,” said Harry. 

 “Yes,” he replied, suppressing a sigh. “Of course.” 

 “And when will that be?” 

 “A date has not been set. The results of the trial will be made public after its completion, per the ‘87 statutes. You are dismissed with our thanks.” 


Guards were waiting to escort the civilians - at least those that didn’t actually work there - out of the building. Knox and the Heroes turned down another hallway, but Morningstar followed Shawn and Hephaestus towards the elevator. His artificial leg made a thunk-thunk-thunk sound as he walked beside Shawn. “How’s it been, Harry?” asked Morningstar. “We never see you up in the Hall anymore.”
 “Lots of work,” he replied, his mouth in a tight line. 

 “Please don’t be upset. They’re just doing what they think is right.” 

 “So was Michael,” he replied. “Vet will heal - hell, he doesn’t even have a scratch. Maggie won’t. And Emily will be without a father for the rest of her childhood, at the very least.” 


They reached the elevator, and Harry and Shawn
turned around when they walked inside. Morningstar looked down. Since she was taller than both men, it did nothing to hide the redness around her eyes. 

 “I’m sorry. It’s the law. We follow the law - it’s our job. And our nature.” 

 “Are you sorry enough to do anything about it?” asked Shawn. She didn’t reply. Harry pressed the button for the ground floor. The doors slid closed. It was somehow unsatisfying - Shawn felt like they should have slammed.
 “Bastards,” said Harry. “You know that A&E has offered me my own show? Building motorcycles and souping up cars?” 

 “Yeah, you said.” 

 “I turned ‘em down. Didn’t want to deal with the Hollywood types.”
 “Yeah.” 


Shawn’s phone buzzed in his pocket again. He checked the screen, which displayed seven unread text messages. Sometimes he really hated the METAPOL cell phone repeaters, which allowed a crystal-clear signal even inside the mountain. He tapped the icon. 

 

GO HOME NOW.

GO HOME NOW.

GO HOME NOW.

GO HOME NOW.

GO HOME NOW.

GO HOME NOW.

GO HOME NOW.
 

Oh God. With his initial relief at the hearing, he’d forgotten. He tried to remain calm. Wigging out next to his manager on a security camera was likely to get him unwanted attention. “Hey, boss...”
 “What do you want?”

Shawn blinked. “How do you know I want something?” 

 “You only call me ‘boss’ in that placating tone when you want something. Go ahead, spit it out.” 

 “Uh. I don’t feel so good.” 


Hephaestus looked at him. His eyes said, yeah, right. “Uh huh. Take a sick day. I’m feeling pretty lousy myself. Coff, coff.” 

 “Thanks.” 

 “Just get the prelims done next week, OK? The current analytics project is next for you, and the brass is telling me to put a rush on it after all these break-ins. And… well, I’ll have to find a, ah… replacement. For Mike.” 

 “Right.” 


Shawn walked quickly back through the facility, trying not to break into a run. He knew he’d have to wait a few minutes for the bus, so he called a cab service and had a taxi meet him at the entrance. For once, he was disappointed that the driver seemed inclined to follow speed limits. The jackass even used his blinker. Somewhere the god of stereotypical cab drivers was polishing off a thunderbolt. Shawn called Bree half a dozen times in the 20-minute ride, but it went right to voicemail - she always kept it off while she was sleeping off a night shift. 


When the cab pulled up next to his apartment building, he waited an agonizing twelve seconds while the cabbie scanned his debit card. He ran into the building and up the flight of stairs, ignoring the throbbing in his bruised legs. 


He put his key in the door lock, but felt an uncharacteristic lack of resistance. It was already unlocked. Shawn opened the door and ran inside. 

 “Shawn isn’t it? Welcome home. Take a seat, fella. Let’s chat.” 


There was a man sitting on the couch. He was aiming a pistol at Shawn’s head. Shawn had seen just enough cop shows on television to recognize the square slide of a Glock. A suppressor hung off the barrel.
 “You’re Crosshair,” he said, feet glued to the floor. 

 “You’re late,” said the villain. 





Chapter 6
 
 Don’t overlook the value of conventional weapons when amassing an arsenal, either personal or heavy caliber. For most non-powered humans, a nine millimeter bullet will kill just as effectively as a deatomizer, and with rather less mess to boot. Why go to the trouble and expense of building a low-orbit ion cannon to hold a major city hostage, when there are so many nuclear weapons hiding in silos around the world, waiting to be taken? Don’t forget, it’s always cheaper to finance your plans when you use the five finger discount.  
 
 - excerpt from Villainy For Dummies! by Professor Parasite
 

Crosshair took a sip from a can of soda, which Shawn recognized from his own refrigerator. The man was covered in tactical gear - each and every inch of his all-black outfit bristled with holsters, ammunition clips, grenades, and more revolvers and semi-automatic pistols than Shawn cared to contemplate. He wore a pair of wraparound sunglasses that looked like they cost more than Shawn was going to earn in wages that week. A bandana emblazoned with his signature rifle scope logo covered his hair, and a charming grin was plastered to his face, as if Shawn had just made a bold but ill-advised chess move. 


Crosshair made a condescending toast with the can and raised his boots onto the coffee table. “Sit down please, Mister Simmons,” he said. “Unless you prefer ‘Deathface’. And don’t try any mind hoodoo. These rounds are depleted uranium. I dunno if they’re dense enough to get through those mental powers, but I’m itchin’ to find out.” 


Shawn remained standing. He looked towards the hallway.
 “Oh, don’t worry - Bree’s just fine,” Crosshair said quietly. “I can be very subtle.” At the look of panic on Shawn’s face, he made a placating motion with the can. “We know she works nights. Last night, in fact. You should really tell your wife to tighten up her Facebook permissions.” 


Shawn sat down on an ottoman, not wanting to relax into the rocker it was paired with. The pistol sights followed his head as it lowered. “Where’s my dog?” he asked. 


Crosshair tilted his head towards the end of the couch, where a pair of canine legs poked out. “Tranquilizer dart through the window.” Shawn turned his head and saw that the window behind him was cracked and missing the corner - he’d been so preoccupied that he hadn’t noticed it from the outside. A trapezoidal beam of sunlight fell down on the carpet. “He’ll be out for at least another four hours. What, you think I’m some kind of bad guy?”
 “Well... yeah, actually,” Shawn replied.

Crosshair smiled sardonically. “You’re one to talk, fella.” 

 “Take whatever you want, just leave my wife alone.” 

 “What?” Crosshair seemed genuinely puzzled. “I thought you’d be excited to see me.” 

 “Why?” 

 “You did pull off a mighty impressive attack at Ironbrand last night. You were the talk of the town at Alternative Solutions.” 


Shawn tried to put on his best poker face. But since he hadn’t actually played since his grandfather taught him, it was more of a Go Fish grimace. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

 “Please. Give us some credit. Shawn Simmons, METAPOL quality assurance tester. 1003 Apartment B, Chandler. Thirty-three, married for eight years, graduated with a 2.4 GPA from community college... am I missing anything?” He grinned wider. “Oh yeah, you’re a powerful telekinetic and an impressive killer. Although from what I hear, not a very clean one.” 


Shawn sighed and tried to resist stuttering. “How did you find me?” 

 “That chick you met in the clinic? Brunette, pale, kind of a psycho-bitch? That was Craft.” He saw Shawn’s recognition. “Yeah, that Craft.” 


Shawn remembered that the villainess known as “Craft” was an assumed member of the CHAOS inner council, one of the seven most wanted people on the planet. Or at least she had been, before Sloha had managed to capture her five months ago. Shawn hadn’t recognized the woman in the cell without her skin-tight outfit fashioned to look like a fairy tale witch had tried out for the exotic dancing circuit. 

 “One of the guards is on our payroll. He slipped us your name, said that she managed to get it from your head during your little meeting. She’s pissed, by the way. Tried to put a CHAOS hit on you.”

Shawn groaned. The most dangerous people in the world knew who he was, and one of them wanted him dead. If he hadn’t been so terrified of being shot, he might have started looking for a bridge to jump off. 


Crosshair saw his expression. “Don’t worry, man, the higher-ups denied her. It’s your lucky day: someone back home thinks you’ve got potential.” 

 “For what?” 

 “Membership, of course. I’m surprised you haven’t applied already. They get hundreds of applications from wannabe bad guys, but you, my friend, are the real deal.”
 “What?” 

 “The prison break alone would have put you on the radar. Shows you’ve got the chops, see? But managing to get in and actually kill Fracture for the bounty? Very impressive. That shows you’ve got the nerve. And of course you’ll need to be a member to claim your money.”

Shawn’s head swam. “What money? What are you talking about?” 


Crosshair leaned forward and examined Shawn with something between suspicion and curiosity. “The money. One-point-two-five million greenbacks. The bounty that Alternative Solutions put on Fracture’s head after his latest little escapade.” He lowered his brow. “You were intending to collect, weren’t you?”
 “I… I… didn’t even know there was a bounty!” Shawn was still terrified, but there was a strange additional element to his current emotional cocktail: greed. One and a quarter million dollars could put Bree and him in a nice place, preferably somewhere far away from armed men in black costumes. 

 “Well, how ‘bout that. A concerned citizen,” said Crosshair. “Yeah, the media doesn’t report our bounty board in this country, they’ve given us a PR blackout. We assumed you got the info from our website. I gotta admit, I never liked that nutjob myself. All those little kids. It’s in poor taste. So!” He raised his voice, while still keeping it low enough that it wouldn’t reach into the bedroom. “You’ve been officially accepted! Congratulations.” 


Shawn put his hands together and wrung them nervously. “So, um, do you have the money?”
 “Nope. You’ll need to claim it back at headquarters, once you’re settled in and registered.” 

 “So why are you pointing a gun at me?” 

 “Well you did murder a technical associate of mine yesterday. I ain’t one to leave things to chance.” 


Shawn gave up. Guile wasn’t going to get him rich or, more importantly, get this notorious killer out of his living room. “Look, there’s been a mistake. I’m not interested in this.” 

 “What are you inferring?” he asked. Crosshair’s expression did not change. 

 “Um. Nothing. I imply, you infer. But I wasn’t implying anything either.” 

 “Just spit it out, asshole.” 

 “I was trying to be a Hero, for God’s sake! A vigilante for justice!” 

 “Hang on a minute,” said Crosshair. “You put on a mask and, I gotta say, a terrible costume, broke into a federal high-security prison, broke a guard’s neck -”
 “That was an accident!”
 “...broke a guard’s neck,” he continued, “then murdered an unarmed, unpowered prisoner in cold blood.” Shawn didn’t have a response. “And you think that you’re one of the good people.” 

 “Well, I...” 

 “I don’t believe you,” said Crosshair. “Here’s what the people who hired me think: they think you’ve been honing your abilities at METAPOL, maybe you even got ‘em there. Those R&D guys have been known to do some off-the-wall crap. Lots of dudes go crazy. Now you think you’re ready for the big time, so to demonstrate it, you killed a well-known, disgraced former member for his bounty. Any of this ringing a bell?”
 “No!” Shawn shouted, then remembered Bree in the bedroom. “No. I was disgusted at what Fracture did. And he was back to prison, where they, um, where you could just break him out one more time. It was all going to happen again sooner or later.” Shawn was almost pleading. “He had to die. It... I had to make it make sense. He had to die.” 


He left out the part about the Gauntlets - somehow Shawn felt that telling a hitman in your living room that you were even more helpless than he thought wouldn’t improve the situation.

Crosshair sat in silence for a moment. Then his hand twitched. Shawn felt a hot sensation in his earlobe, then a rush of wind, and it wasn’t until a nanosecond later that he heard the suppressed noise of the gun. A bolt of pain went through his head. He cupped his ear in his hand, pulled it back, and saw a tiny smear of blood. It couldn’t be more than a light scratch. A dime-sized hole had appeared in the intact portion of the window - it looked like the bullet was angled just right to sail over the buildings across the street. 

 “Hmm,” said Crosshair. “Maybe you’re telling the truth. If you were the kind to join us, you’d have tried to pull my head off by now.” He took a gulp from the soda, then set it down on the coffee table with his index finger raised in a just one second gesture.
 “Will you gimme a moment, please? I need to run this past my employer.”

Crosshair pulled out a cell phone. Shawn couldn’t help but notice it was the latest and most expensive model. “Hey, it’s me. Got an interesting story for ya.” 


Shawn sat quietly, trying to put pressure on the scratch on his ear and avoid any other movement. He hoped to hell that the noise hadn’t woken Bree, and that the bullet hadn’t hit anyone else. While Crosshair explained into the phone (“Yes, really. No, no, I shot him a little. Just a little, don’t worry. He took it pretty well. I think he’s the real deal, a regular Boy Scout.”) he tried to think of a way to get to the Gauntlets in his closet without being perforated by depleted uranium first. Nothing sprang to mind.

With a couple of final “Uh huhs” Crosshair lowered the phone and gave the screen a tap. “So here’s the deal, Shawn. I’m inclined to believe you, if only because I have no idea why you’d make up such a goddamn stupid lie. In other circumstances I’d have the leeway to let you go on your way.” 

 “Er,” replied Shawn, eloquently. 

 “But with those fancy powers of yours, my boss can’t let you go back to METAPOL. They might decide you’d be a good addition to the Hegemony, which is something we kinda frown on.”
 “Fancy powers?” 

 “Telekinesis. Moving stuff around with your mind. You know, the crazy stuff you showed off during your little prison visit? You’re as powerful as any of the old greats like Pathos, or so they tell me.”

The Gauntlets, Shawn thought. He doesn’t know I was using them
either. No wonder Crosshair hadn’t kept his finger off the trigger for the entire conversation. 

 “So I’ve been told to give you two choices,” the villain continued. “One, you come to Alternative Solutions and work for us as an initiate. Tell us everything you know about METAPOL and the HOH. After your trial period, you’ll have the chance to define your own missions as a licensed freelance agent - heck, you could go around tearing burglars in half for all we care. Be all that you can be style of thing.” 

 “Alternative Solutions?” 


Crosshair sighed. He continued in the manner of one who’d said the following too many times. “The Clandestine Home for Alternative Ongoing Solutions. CHAOS. We’ve been trying the rebranding effort for six years now, someone ought to fire the marketing guys. Like I said, our press releases usually don’t make it into an AP bulletin.” 


Shawn took a deep breath. “And if I don’t join you?” 

 “I kill you right here,” he said. “Then I kill that cute wife of yours. Then I kill the dog, then your parents, then her parents, then the dog’s parents, all your friends, yadda yadda.” He waved his hand in a circle, as if to imply that he considered it as routine as checking the mail. “The standard ‘you’ll be sorry’ package. It’s nothing personal, just what my boss stipulated. Whaddya say?” 


Shawn supposed that he should be shocked, or terrified, or angry. But he’d been running on an emotional high for more than twenty-four hours, and a strange malaise came over him. Here was a simple choice. No right, no wrong, at least in relative terms. Say yes, get this maniac out of his apartment, and figure out the rest later, with the added advantage of having all of his insides on the inside. 

 “I guess I’ll do it.” 

 “Great,” said Crosshair, and shot him again. 





Chapter 7
 
 Eventually every villain with means branches out and finds a little lair to call home. Uncharted islands are favorite, closely followed by underground caverns. Abandoned temples, orbital space stations, and mountain fortresses have their good points, but for maximum versatility mobility is always desirable. The Leviathan, the enormous submersible home of CHAOS, has remained unbreached by heroes for over fifteen years.  
 
 - excerpt from Villainy For Dummies! by Professor Parasite
 

Crosshair left wearing a trenchcoat, something that Shawn felt was a little trite. After he’d put some Neosporin on the hair-thin scratches on both ears (they hadn’t even been deep enough to need a bandage) and stapled an old sheet over the window, he grabbed another soda from the fridge and tried to think. 


He needed a lie that would allow him a few days away from both Bree and work, and he had to think of it before six o’clock. That was when he’d been told to meet someone down at the marina. After that, he couldn’t plan. He’d just have to try and get as much of a buffer as he could to extricate himself from the situation. 


Could he call the cops, or even METAPOL? No. That was what he was supposed to do, he knew, but these people seemed to be capable of hitting anyone, anywhere. If he ratted them out, he’d have the life expectancy of an ice cube on the auto-dry setting. And besides, he felt that he had a better chance of getting out of all of this if he kept his freedom intact.

And that was bothering Shawn. If CHAOS was so powerful, so connected, why did they care about one more small-time villain? And why hadn’t they broken Craft out of Ironbrand, instead choosing to break out a non-powered, unstable lunatic who was relatively low on the totem pole? She was supposed to be on the CHAOS inner circle. 


Anyway, the police would ask why a notorious villain had stopped by his living room for a chat, and that line of questioning was likely to get him thrown into Fracture’s vacant cell. Too many questions. Too many problems. Shawn settled for one, thinking up a plausible reason for leaving for as long as possible. When he thought he couldn’t do better, he crept into the bedroom. 

 “Hey, hon,” he said, kissing his sleeping wife. 

 “Home early again?” she moaned, rolling over and keeping her eyes closed so that she could get back to sleep faster.
 “No, I’ve got to pack up. I have to be at the airport in three hours.”

Bree’s eyes opened at that. “What’s going on?” 

 “I have to go to a conference in Orlando. Mike was scheduled to go, and he was going to use some extra vacation time to go to Disneyworld with his kids. But, well, you know.” 


She stared at him. “That’s some awfully short notice.” 

 “I’m sorry. Harry didn’t tell me until this morning. He tried to back out, but he said that METAPOL had to have at least one R&D person there.”
 “How long will you be gone?” 


Shawn tried to sound as convincing as possible. “A week. I’ll be back next Sat... er, Sunday.” 

 “OK, Shawn. Don’t forget your shaving kit again.” She turned over and tried to go back to sleep. 

 “One more thing, hon, I tripped on the doormat when I was walking Terry.” 

 “Smooth.” 

 “I hit the window with my elbow and broke it. Call the apartment manager and tell him to get it fixed, okay?”
 “‘Kay.” 


This seemed somewhat anticlimactic for the last interaction Shawn might have, might ever have, with his wife. He suddenly felt an intense desire for intimacy without any means of expressing it. 

 “Bree.” 

 “Whaaaaaat.” 

 “I love you.” 

 “Love you too.” 


And that was it. She didn’t seem to be interested in anything else, and Shawn knew better than to push the matter. 


Shawn called Harry on his personal line and told him that he’d be taking all his available vacation time immediately. After a few half-hearted complaints, Harry wished him well, not even asking what he was going to do. Mike’s sudden departure and the hearing seemed to have sapped the normally amiable former Hero of all his enthusiasm. 


In less than twenty minutes he’d managed to lie convincingly to his wife and his boss. Shawn felt uncomfortable. Surely there was some kind of natural law that would forbid this, some kind of comeuppance that was even now waiting to spring on him. 


Or maybe not. After all, people managed to lie to their spouses and bosses all the time. Sure, you heard about it often enough, but you only heard about it when something went wrong. It was practically a job qualification for political office. Many people managed to lie to their spouse, then lie with their boss. 


Shawn was equally in the dark as to what you were supposed to bring to a meeting with known killers. He briefly considered returning the Gauntlets to METAPOL, then decided against it: he’d take the risk of Hephaestus discovering an empty locker, even with his being the last recorded employee to open it, over going into a literal den of thieves unarmed.

He packed. Eventually he settled on some of his nicer business clothes (which he last remembered wearing to his METAPOL job interview) along with casual attire. Maybe they’d be less inclined to kill him if he dressed to impress. After washing and drying everything and trying to remember how to get blood stains out of cotton for the impromptu costume, he shoved the clothes in a duffle bag and the Gauntlets in the backpack. Wearing them on the street would be too conspicuous, but he could have them ready to hand, as it were. He also packed his shaving kit, personal laptop, a lighter, and what he’d sworn was the last pack of cigarettes he’d ever buy, which had been cunningly hidden inside his dress shoes.

It was still two hours until Shawn was supposed to meet the CHAOS representative, and Crosshair had told him to wait by the statue of Adam Armstrong in the marina. He didn’t want to stay home. He didn’t want to leave. What he wanted, in fact, was to get as rascally drunk as Bree thought he had last night, then run away and hide somewhere. But in order to escape his problems he’d need to run fast enough to reach orbit. 


So he went to the bus stop where he left for METAPOL every morning, and sat. He smoked three Winston Reds, ignoring the glares and coughs of prospective riders, keeping his two bags in between his legs on the bench. 


Shawn tried to think, his brain getting a welcome jolt from the nicotine. The old friend (which he’d abandoned in the hope of living long enough to make even older friends) heated him from inside. Solutions resolutely failed to present themselves. Well, except for one: he could step in front of the bus. But there was no way to ensure that CHAOS would leave Bree and everyone else alone if he killed himself. They weren’t known for being overly reasonable.

After an hour, Shawn boarded the bus and took it to the transit authority, then swapped to the westbound. He arrived in the marina with half an hour to spare, fifteen minutes of which were occupied with awkwardly carrying his duffel bag towards the statue. It was a monument to extravagance: the muscles bulged, the stance was confident to the point of cockiness, the frozen cape stretched out for ten yards in a silent wind. The visage of Adam Armstrong looked benevolent, in that slightly constipated way that bronze seems to by default.

Shawn had read the engraved base many times, though not in several years. In the decades since the city had been renamed and the statue itself commissioned and installed various stains and spots had appeared, but the words were cut so deep that it would take a millenia for them to disappear. 

 

THE FIRST OF THE BEST
 

As a kid Shawn had worshipped Adam, just like all the other little boys, though he’d died long before Shawn was born. Adam’s death at the hands of the Mighty Marauders had inspired the registration of metahumans and the formation of METAPOL. The intention was for the organization to be mediators between the Heroes and the government, and to some extent that was what it did. But METAPOL’s almost unwavering support of the superheroes was a constant source of friction in local politics.

Shawn remembered that for a couple of years in high school, he’d worn a “What Would Adam Do?” bracelet. He had meant it at the time - Adam Armstrong was, despite the somewhat skeptical historical portrayal he had gotten lately, a paragon of virtue. He was a King Arthur for the modern world: in between averting natural disasters and locking up super criminals, he’d stop to catch muggers, or even visit terminally ill patients in the hospital. There was never a crack in his impeccable armor, never a hint that he had anything but the best of intentions at all times. He died, in a massive battle that was still the favorite topic of conspiracy theorists everywhere, without ever revealing his identity. 

 “Remarkable, isn’t it,” said a soft voice behind Shawn. He hadn’t heard anyone approach. When he turned around, there was a petite woman with short dark hair, wearing huge movie star glasses and apparently staring at him. “He faces out to sea to stand guard on the city. Simmons, yes?”
 “Yes,” said Shawn, his reverie interrupted. 

 “I’m Shaede,” said the woman, removing her sunglasses to reveal a face that Shawn had seen many times online and in the newspaper. She was beautiful, as a disproportionate number of the female villains seemed to be, but beautiful like a masterpiece sword: all hard edges and flawless planes. Her eyes were completely black from edge to edge, no pupil or iris visible. It made it difficult to tell where she was looking, and was damned disconcerting to boot. “Are you ready to go?” 

 “Is that it?” Shawn said.
 “That's it,” she answered.
 “I guess.” 

 “Pick up your bag, please. Have you eaten in the last twelve hours?” 

 “Uh, yes?” 

 “Good to know,” she said, and reached out to grab him by the shoulder. 


Shawn felt as if his body was being wrung out like a wet towel. He seemed to stretch to a hundred meters tall, and wide, and deep, and directions for which he had no name, before shrinking to the size of a couple of atoms and back again. 


Amazingly, he still heard Shaede’s voice. “It’s about thirty-five hundred kilometers, Mister Simmons, and several hundred meters down. This will take me a few minutes. Another four jumps should do it.”

The sensations were strange, stranger than anything he’d ever experienced, but not unpleasant. A numbness like Novocain had come over his body, and he felt somewhat detached from it. He saw alternating red and blue lights without form, and aside from a couple of updates from Shaede, all he could hear was a deep, bone-shaking hum, as if he were inside some kind of enormous brass instrument. 


As suddenly as it had started, it stopped. Shaede was still holding on to his shoulder, but now they were in a large, open space lit by hundreds of overhead lights. Shawn looked around and saw helicopters and small jets with what he could just barely recognize as vertical takeoff and landing configurations. Workers in jumpsuits walked busily between them. 

 “Where are we?” said Shawn, and immediately felt his stomach heave. Shaede stepped back as he fell to his knees, his meager breakfast trying its best to get as far away from him as possible. Shawn had just enough presence of mind to aim away from his duffel bag as he vomited for the second time in less than a day.”
 “Yeah, it takes most people like that,” said Shaede. “I bring them to the hangar so that it doesn’t stink up the halls.” She sounded almost bored, something that shocked Shawn at least as much as the trip had. How could someone who can do that ever get used to it? “Are you done?” 


He was. Shaede handed him a paper towel that she’d obviously brought for the occasion, then started walking towards a large building. She didn’t look back, not even considering the idea that Shawn might not follow. He looked desperately for a trash can, and finding none, gave up and left the towel on the concrete floor. 


Shawn saw that what they were walking towards wasn’t a building, it was an enormous wall. The entire space was enclosed, easily twenty acres or more, with what looked like a stadium-style retractable roof. “What is this place?” he asked. 

 “Welcome to the Leviathan, Mister Simmons,” replied Shaede as they walked through the door. She removed her blouse and jeans to reveal a purple unitard with a hand symbol below the left shoulder. She put on a dainty mask, which framed her face and pulled her hair back without actually hiding much of anything.
 “The Leviathan? You mean it’s real?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “But only nutjobs and tabloid writers believe in it.” 

 “A state of affairs we’ve tried very hard to maintain,” she replied. “METAPOL knows about it, but they can’t find us, so they’re just as eager to keep it a secret. Nemo in particular finds it quite embarrassing - our acoustic damping shields are better than anything the HOH has at its disposal. And now,” she said, turning to a console built into the wall, “I have better things to do. The Council had me fetch you because landing one of our jumpjets in Adamopolis would have attracted undue attention.”
 “And a couple of people vanishing in broad daylight didn’t?” Shaede turned to him with a wry smile. Suddenly she slid away. She didn’t vanish, but Shawn’s eyes couldn’t seem to focus on her. He knew she was in front of him, but only in a distant way, and it took a force of will to catch a glimpse of costume or hair. 

 “My talents are legion,” said an echo at the edge of Shawn’s hearing. Shaede reappeared, whole and normal, her glamour dropping. “...but my time is not. A Henchperson will be here in a moment to show you to your quarters.” She walked away with businesslike strides, going through a door at the end of the hangar. It was a perfectly ordinary door, but she went through it in an unorthodox manner. Most people would have opened it first. 


Shawn took in the hangar. He still couldn’t believe he was here - the Leviathan was something of a legend, a bogeyman passed around by kids and crazy people. The rumors that he’d heard stretched the imagination, even in their more tame forms. Depending on whom you asked, the Leviathan was either the largest submarine ever built, a small man-made city that moved through the ocean on dozens of nuclear engines, an alien spacecraft adapted for Earth’s sea, or (for the truly deranged) the city of Atlantis with a new paint job. Staring at the hangar he could see why it had been exaggerated: the truth was hard enough to believe. The place must have been the size of half a dozen football fields… and if all of this was part of the Leviathan, the full submersible headquarters of CHAOS must have been many times larger still. 


Shawn ached to find something familiar, and he instinctively pulled out his phone to call Bree… until he realized that there couldn’t be a cell phone signal in the middle of the Pacific. And he’d forgotten his phone charger at home after having his nerves rattled by Crosshair. He sighed and held down the power button, preserving the battery for whatever chance at a call he might have. 


After five minutes, a man in a squeaky leather bodysuit and a full-face helmet approached him, his booted feet ringing out across the concrete. A white sea serpent logo adorned an otherwise jet-black outfit. “Deathface,” said the speakers on the side of the helmet. 


Shawn had to stop himself from turning around. “Ah, that would be me,” he said. 

 “Follow me, sir.” 


It seemed to take forever to get to the quarters section of the Leviathan. Instead of the tight, claustrophobic dimensions that Shawn would have expected on a submarine, the corridors were wide, brightly lit, and mostly free of miscellaneous pipes and other detritus. If it weren’t for the passing of various workers and henchmen in identical black outfits, Shawn might have thought he was in a large office building - inoffensive bulk art hung on the walls in nondescript frames. There were even staircases instead of tiny ladders. Painted lines in various colors ran across the floor; his silent escort seemed to be following a green one. 


He saw a villain heading the opposite way down the corridor, his head bowed over a tablet. Shawn couldn’t help but notice that it was the same model that METAPOL issued to its employees. The man was wearing what looked like an Olympic tracksuit augmented with various bits of armor. A red cowl and highly modified rollerblades contrasted with the black suit, with a stylized and accented “E” on the chest. With his knife-thin mustache
extending several inches from his face, it could only be Monsieur Eclair, whom Shawn had seen on the news robbing three Parisian banks in under five minutes. The man did not look up as he rolled past, the in-line wheels built into his boots clicking as they crossed the tile. 


After what had become something of a hike with his duffel bag, the henchman - or perhaps Henchperson was the more appropriate term, as Shaede had used it - stopped in front of a door that seemed no different from the dozens of others in the corridor. “Doctor O will see you in conference room B17 at seven o’clock. Do not be tardy.” He turned smartly and went back the way they had come. 


The plate next to the door had two slots, both of them occupied with nametags. Shawn groaned as he read “Deathface” in the top slot, but was puzzled by the one underneath it, which read “Veloci-Raptor”. It didn’t match any villain that he had ever heard of. He heard grunts coming from inside. Apparently CHAOS initiates had roommates. 


Shawn opened the door to see a tall man in what looked like some kind of pop art ninja suit. He was admiring his reflection in a full-length mirror while waving a sword in the middle of the tiny room. But since his face, head, mouth, and nose were covered in a helmet with what Shawn supposed was intended to be metal-samurai styling, he couldn’t tell if the man had gained his own approval or not. While Shawn watched, his presumed roommate made a few more poses, holding his katana this way and that, occasionally making a hissing noise as it spun in wide arcs. 


After a swing in his direction, the man noticed Shawn for the first time. “Who the fuck are you?” he asked, pointing the sword at Shawn in a gesture that was more dramatic than threatening. 


Shawn looked at the labels on the door, then at his bags, then back at the man. “Deathface. I suppose.” He entered and dropped his bags on the small bunk bed built into the wall, though he guessed it was technically built into the bulkhead, then began to unpack. He was beginning to feel exposed, and for some reason, he had a pressing urge to put on his costume. It felt strange walking around this place in normal clothes. 

 “Oh wow,” said the man, whom Shawn assumed must be “Veloci-Raptor”. He took off his helmet, revealing a Chinese man of about Shawn’s age. “I saw that beat-down you did on the prison for that bounty, fuckin’ awesome stuff. It took me three years of small-time to get here, and you did it all in one fucking go!” 

 “Yeah,” said Shawn. He looked closer and saw that there were stylized teeth and eyes etched into his roommate’s helmet. Claw patterns were visible on the hands and feet of the costume. It looked incredibly expensive, and still as gaudy as something you’d expect to see on someone asking you to choose between a trick or a treat. “Veloci-Raptor, I presume?”
 “Yeah, man, big fan. You can call me Vinny.” He struck a pose. “Hyper agility, enhanced reflexes, speed, and durability, master swordsman, contract killer, and absolute pussy magnet.” It sounded like he was announcing his own entrance to a boxing match. 

 “Uh, just Deathface, please,” said Shawn. He didn’t want his name getting any farther than it already had. As it was, he couldn’t see how he would stay incognito for long, but the mask would certainly help. He tried to sound tough and menacing, which is hard to do when you’re changing clothes on the bottom half of a bunk bed. 

 “So can you show me?” asked Veloci-Raptor. Shawn had a hard time thinking of anyone in that costume with such a pedestrian label as “Vinny.” It was a name you’d expect to encounter in a garage or a bowling alley, not on the secret underwater base of the world’s most evil organization. 

 “Show you what?” 

 “Those fucking powers, man! They say you’re as strong as some of the golden age guys.” 

 “Oh,” said Shawn, slipping on his homemade mask. “No. Not here. It’s, ah, too dangerous.” 

 “Right on man, right on,” said Veloci-Raptor. “That costume is fucking terrible, by the way. You should talk to my man in Phoenix, he’ll hook you up with some good duds for the right price.” 

 “Thanks.” 

 “He sells Rolexes, too - got me this Submariner 5512 for just ten fucking grand!” 


Shawn looked at the man’s armored gloves. He did a double-take - the left-hand glove had a groove in it, specially made for an expensive-looking watch with a green bezel around the dial. Wearing a Rolex with a nice suit was merely ostentatious - wearing one while in supervillain costume smacked of a desperate need for attention, and enough disposable income to attain it. 


Shawn looked at the small desk in the room. It was split into two sections with a chair and a thin computer terminal on each, not unlike the one he used at METAPOL. There was a message waiting on both screens, but he had no way of knowing how to tell which was his and which belonged to his roommate. He picked the left one at random. 


The alert was somewhat disconcerting: “Welcome to the Clandestine Home For Alternative Ongoing Solutions, initiate!” Inside was what looked like an orientation package for some kind of twisted temp agency. There was a map of the Leviathan, a basic plan of the hierarchy of the organization, and useful tips on how to succeed in “the fast-paced and opportunity-rich world of Alternative Solutions.” One of the attached files was an ebook, which Shawn found strange. He opened it, and the title page stared out from the terminal: 

 

VILLAINY FOR DUMMIES 


Evil For The Rest Of Us! 


by Professor Parasite
 

He skimmed through the first few pages. It looked like a self-improvement book for those of a nefarious bent - tips on how to get started, how to defeat arch rivals, how to recruit sidekicks and henchmen. It had never occurred to Shawn that someone would sit down and think about the best methods for becoming an evil mastermind, never mind put it to the written word. 

 “So we should probably get going, right?” Shawn asked. 

 “Where?” 

 “The guy who brought me here said there was a meeting at seven.”
 “Dude, it’s fucking two-thirty.” 


Shawn looked around the room for a clock, but couldn’t find one. The computer screen had a clock in the corner, and sure enough, it read 2:34 AM. AM? Shawn thought to himself. But he’d met Shaede at the statue at six. 

 “Different time zone, Deathy,” said Veloci-Raptor.
 “Deathface. And exactly what time zone are we in?”
 “Hawaii,” he replied, “but we go by Greenwich Mean Time onboard. This place moves around, see, you’ve got to keep standard. The meeting is later this morning.” Veloci-Raptor opened up the opposite terminal, tapped the screen a few times, and brought up a map. “Right now we’re about four hundred clicks north of The Big Island.” 


Shawn stared at the map and the blinking serpent icon. He couldn’t believe it. He was surrounded by water for a thousand kilometers in nearly every direction. And according to the map, it was two hours earlier than he thought it was. He’d been jet-lagged by a teleporter. 


Veloci-Raptor began to walk towards the small door. “I’m fucking starved. You wanna grab something to eat?” Shawn began to say no - he didn’t particularly desire to spend any more time with this man than he had to. But then his stomach rumbled, reminding him that it had so recently and violently been emptied. He didn’t know how one went about getting food on a giant submarine-slash-evil headquarters, so he reluctantly followed along. 


After a hundred meters or so, the dormitory area of the Leviathan opened up, and what looked like an airport shopping district lay before them. Aside from the narrow corridors and the artificial lighting, it was remarkably similar to several such places he’d seen in terminals all over the country… although none of those places looked like they had been built into a bomb shelter. There were drugstores, bookstores, clothing stores, and yes, restaurants from fast food joints to diners to what looked like gourmet fine dining. He even saw a small dance club, complete with an advertisement for this weekend’s DJ on a banner outside the door. Veloci-Raptor made a beeline for a pint-sized Burger King. 


After ordering at the counter, Shawn pulled out his debit card. The man on the other side (who wore a Burger King polo, not an evil henchman uniform, to Shawn’s mild shock) made a “put it away” gesture. “We only take credit from your CHAOS account here, sir. What’s your account number?” 


Shawn looked longingly at the fries being made not quite out of sight. “I don’t know. I don’t think I have one.” 

 “We can do a reverse lookup from your name if you can’t remember.” 

 “Uh, Shaw-er, I mean Death… face?”
 “All one word?” 


This was surreal. “Yes?” 

 “Here you go, sir, enjoy your meal.” 


The man handed Shawn a receipt. At the bottom, below the summons to win a free Whopper for completing the online survey for the Leviathan Burger King #2, was a small section labelled “CHAOS account.” Deathface, account number 24487, had a balance of $1,249,992.86 United States Dollars. Shawn had never seen that much money associated with his name before.

The two men sat at a plastic table and began to eat. Shawn had to begin by removing his Gauntlets, and Veloci-Raptor had to remove his stylized helmet, something that Shawn could tell bothered him. But he failed to notice the other man noticing him back. 

 “What’s with the gloves, man?” asked Veloci-Raptor, through a mouthful of burger. “They’ve got wires and shit running all over them.”

Shawn invented desperately. He really didn’t want anyone here to know that he wasn’t a world-striding mighty mental marauder. “They’re electric gloves,” he said. “To keep my hands warm.” 

 “That’s fuckin’ lame.” 

 “See, my hands and feet get cold, uh, because of all the energy used by my brain.” This seemed like a promising tack, even if it did sound silly. It wasn’t any sillier than people flying through the air on their own or bench-pressing a bus or stretching out their limbs like rubber. He placed the index and middle finger of both hands to his temple in what he hoped was a convincing demonstration of telekinetic concentration. 

 “Right,” said Veloci-Raptor. The man didn’t seem to really care. “So what do you think they’ll have us do first? I’m hoping for an assassination myself.” 


Shawn tried to contribute at least a small amount of talk to the conversation while Veloci-Raptor waxed about his years spent moonlighting as a small-time thief and killer, though “world-class cat burglar and murderer for hire” was the way that he put it. Shawn took the opportunity to watch the comings and goings of the people in the street, or corridor, or deck, or whatever the nautical term was. Shawn had the terrible suspicion that the names for everything were changed and he’d look like an idiot the first time he opened a door that turned out to be a hatch. 


The remarkable thing about the foot traffic outside was that it was so… unremarkable. People walked by in ordinary clothing, and the fact that it was technically three in the morning didn’t seem to bother them. Shawn would later learn that the small, mobile city that was the Leviathan operated around the clock, as did most of the independent businesses stationed there, since operations took place around the world. And while he occasionally saw henchmen and henchwomen walk by in their full face-covering helmets, most of the people out there seemed to be going from one place to another with a minimum of menace. Aside from Veloci-Raptor and the French speedster, he hadn’t even seen another villain. 

 “Alright,” said Veloci-Raptor as he finished his meal, “I’m going to go check out the equipment alley. There’s a new wakizashi
model I’ve been dying to try out. And I bet there’s someplace here that sells Breitling.” 


Shawn had no idea what he was talking about. “OK,” he said, hoping not to find out. He followed the green line on the floor back to the residential area of the Leviathan, eventually finding his shared room by looking at the nameplates on every one.

The computer on the dorm-style desk had a full Internet connection, and a surprisingly fast one considering that it somehow reached underwater. Shawn felt an urge to log into his personal email, but then chided himself - surely there would be some way for the police to track his access if he did that. For a fleeting moment he considered logging in and sending a message to the police anyway and turning himself in, but his new hosts probably wouldn’t appreciate him doing that while he was sitting in their lair. 


He surfed the major news websites instead. His break-in at Ironbrand was continuing to make headlines, if only because a new “villain” (Shawn cringed) caused a certain amount of excitement and endless debates on the talking head cable news shows. The investigators said that they had no suspects at the time being, but that they had collected DNA evidence from the scene. 


What? thought Shawn. I didn’t leave any… and then he remembered. He’d thrown up right after his horrible battle with Fracture, the fear and anxiety too much for him. They could almost certainly get evidence from that. But Shawn had never been arrested, and as far as he knew, his DNA was never put into any sort of database. He had been given a background check and had his fingerprints taken for his job at METAPOL, but since he had been wearing the Gauntlets during his entire “crusade for justice,” there was no way for them to connect Deathface with Shawn Simmons. He felt relieved, if only a bit, and only for the moment - he was, after all, sitting in a villain’s hideout. Even if it was a villain’s hideout with a built-in Walgreens. 


The Leviathan had an intranet, and Shawn poked around the pages to see what it contained. It reminded him a lot of a university promotional page, highlighting facilities and departments. The map on the page didn’t show everything - only about half of it was accessible to all occupants - but what he could see strained his imagination. It seemed like whoever built the Leviathan, and however they had done it, they intended for it to contain as many creature comforts as possible. In addition to the dining and shopping sections he had already seen, the Leviathan was equipped with a full-service gym, medical facilities, a four-screen movie theater, and a firing range for villains who required practice with their weapons. A firing range on a submarine! Shawn never would have believed it, but then, he had been transported here as if he was beaming up to the Enterprise. Perhaps a little re-adjustment of his personal reality was called for. 


The intranet also had a roster of active members. The roster was filled in by the members themselves, so presumably it wasn’t complete. Deathface had no entry yet. But enough of the villains had allowed their egos to run freely that he could see dozens of CHAOS members with short biographies and capabilities, ostensibly to allow for recruitment. Shaede listed herself as a “tactical infiltration specialist” thanks to her ability to teleport, project a distracting glamour, and “phase shift,” whatever that meant. “Veloci-Raptor” listed himself as “killer without equal,” claiming he had mastered over a dozen forms of martial arts and melee combat to augment his own genetically-enhanced physique. He claimed to be a member of the secret Avian Assassin league, which Shawn had never heard of. Whether this was because the league really was a secret, or because Vinny was making it up, he couldn’t guess. 


The Clandestine Home of Alternative Ongoing Solutions Central Council had a page all to itself. Shawn recognized the names and most of the abilities: Innovator, self-proclaimed genius and super-scientist with an IQ of 284. Frost Wedge, industrial coolant accident victim capable of freezing opponents solid or slicing them apart with regenerating ice blades. Shame, a mental projectionist capable of manipulating fear, dread, and despair. Hard Eight, a reality-bender whose powers gave her control over chance and circumstance. Pale Rider, capable of manipulating nerves to create an instant and often fatal physiological pain reaction in his victims.

Shawn paid special attention to Doctor “O” Obliterate (newspapers had taken to shortening his name to fit it in larger type for headlines), since he would be meeting him face-to-face in a few hours. He was the oldest member on the Council, a veteran of half a dozen short-lived supervillain teams preceding CHAOS. Though he possessed no powers, his technical genius made both his offensive and defensive weapons more than a match for almost any Hero. 


Shawn also took note of Craft, whom he now recognized from his break-in at the prison. Her status as a Council member and an expert mind-reader were on full display, but a small icon below her profile photo proclaimed her to be “on extended leave.” An interim had been appointed, but there was no mention of who it was. 


It was still only a few minutes after four AM by the Leviathan’s clock. Shawn had no idea what would be expected of him tomorrow, or rather, later this morning, so he resolved to get some sleep in before he had to face it. He found the bathroom (or possibly the head, he mused), which had a tiny toilet, sink, and a standing shower. He relieved himself, changed into a t-shirt and gym shorts from his luggage, and squeezed into the bottom bunk bed, hoping to catch a few hours of sleep.

He failed. If his general nervous state hadn’t prevented him from sleeping, his roommate would have. Veloci-Raptor returned with another Japanese-style sword in a high-tech scabbard, but this one was only about half as long as the one he kept on his back. He flopped down into one of the desk chairs, reached into a shopping bag, and pulled out a piece of grey metal with a plastic handle. Without saying another word, he proceeded to sharpen the short sword with long, intentional strokes. The sound filled the room and Shawn abandoned the hope of sleep. He decided to take a shower instead. 


When he jumped into the small shower nook and closed the door, he was disappointed to find that the water came out in a mist. This might have been intentional to save on fresh water on the Leviathan, but Shawn had always preferred a high-pressure shower. If he didn’t have to fight against the water to stay upright, he didn’t feel clean. He gave up on this, too, changed back into his night clothes, and pretended to sleep while Veloci-Raptor sharpened his sword meticulously, then returned to doing what looked like a cross between martial arts forms and movie star poses. At one point, the man actually backflipped onto the top bunk. If Shawn couldn’t actually slumber, he’d try to get what rest he could by simply lying there.
 
 “He’s here, for what it’s worth. I don’t know what you want with this loser.” 


Cassandra smiled her best knowing smile, the kind that she knew Shaede hated. The woman was useful, and she was certainly aware of it, charging more than double the standard CHAOS rate for jobs that included hardly any risk or exertion. But sometimes her overbearing attitude could get on Cassandra’s nerves. No matter - she had her own ways to pay it forward. 

 “And I know you disabled the security cameras like I asked,” said Cassandra. 

 “How?” 

 “Because you’ll tell me in about ten seconds. Or you would have, anyway.” Cassandra savored the not-quite-exasperated sigh. “The money is in your account.”
 “There’s nothing this Deathface guy can do that can’t be done just as well by existing members, you know,” said Shaede. 

 “Yes, I know.” 

 “I don’t think he’s cut out for this place.” 

 “We’ll see.” If Shaede wasn’t going to come out and ask her, then Cassandra felt no need to feed the ship’s thriving rumor mill. 

 

When the time finally came to head for the meeting, Shawn once again put on his costume, Gauntlets, and equipment, and followed Veloci-Raptor to meeting room B-17 in the administrative area.

Veloci-Raptor ran everywhere. Assuming that he was telling the truth about his abilities, which Shawn was reluctantly prepared to take on face, he must have been holding back. He was only able to catch up at the security door, where a Henchperson cleared both of them to enter. Once again, he was following a stranger through strange hallways - the brief flash of the interior map hadn’t been nearly enough. It took them five minutes to navigate up to what was labeled as deck two. Shawn took this on faith, on the assumption that they had no reason to lie. 


The door slid back, revealing two figures in a dark space with an illuminated screen built into a long table. Shawn wondered why the lights were so low. 

 “Enter,” said the figure on the right, which gleamed a dark yellow. He was larger than the other man, though determining that was difficult, since both men seemed to be wearing the mechanized-assisted armor that was so fashionable among the lawfully challenged. 

 “Deathface. Veloci-Raptor. You have both proven your worth and your resolve. Come, take your first step towards alternative, ongoing solutions.”
 “He means sit down and pick up your worksheet,” said another, more gruff voice. This man was covered in a silver sheen. He walked to the wall and flipped a switch, and the light became appreciably less gloomy. Shawn could see that the man in the silver suit was middle-aged, though with a lack of hair and a ball cap it was hard to tell. He sounded Spanish. The other one was older, Caucasian, and had balding hair. He wore enormous, yellow-tinted goggles to match his suit. While Shawn didn’t recognize the man in silver, the other was unmistakably Doctor O.
 “Sorry about the Doc,” said the other man. “He’s old-school, appreciates the drama. Just take a seat and we’ll get started. I’m Tomas Torque, by the way - we’ll be working together for a while.” Doctor O stood beside a table and gave Torque a disapproving look. At least Shawn guessed it was disapproving - he didn’t have a lot to go by with those opaque goggles. 

 “You hope to join the strongest, the smartest, and the best freelance agents of dynamic change in the world,” continued Doctor O, in a stiff voice. “It will not be easy. Before we allow you access to all of the resources at Alternative Solutions’ disposal, you will need to demonstrate your ability to contribute to our goals.” 

 “....but,” said Torque, “we’re getting ahead of ourselves. Let’s go through the rules first.” Shawn noticed that his suit wasn’t actually silver - the flashes of light in the gloom were far too brilliant. It had to be chrome, which made more sense; a suit of silver armor would weigh the better part of a ton. 


Doctor O sat down in his chair, raising his hands in an “if you must” gesture. 

 “First rule of CHAOS: no unsanctioned action without the approval of a member at least two levels above you. You’re starting out on level nine - Doctor O here is only one of seven members who, through diligence and perseverance, have reached level one. He is,” and Torque very nearly managed not to move his eyebrows, “an example to us all.” Doctor O took out his personal tablet and did something which required quite a lot of gestures. 

 “Second rule: The Leviathan is sacred. Take no action that will reveal its location, and never, ever, ever engage in physical combat outside of a training facility. You are cleared to engage anyone in a mission situation, up to and including your fellow initiates, if the circumstances demand it. But one act of aggression towards members, employees, or civilians here, and we fire you out of a torpedo tube. Do you understand?” Both initiates nodded their assent. 

 “Third rule: excessive embezzlement of CHAOS funds will result in the loss of privileges. Your earnings are directly connected to your activities - fail a mission, and your balance will be adjusted accordingly. Fourth rule: you will not access restricted areas inside the facility without proper clearance...” Torque continued for at least twenty minutes, covering restrictions, privileges, and procedures. It reminded Shawn of the legal portions of EMT training. 

 “I think that’s about it. Anything to add, Doctor?” 


Doctor O rose and stretched. “No. Welcome to Alternative Solutions. Your first assignments will be carried out later today - check your CHAOS inboxes for details.” He turned to Veloci-Raptor. “You’re dismissed. Deathface, you will remain here.” 


Veloci-Raptor gave Shawn an interested glance as he left, followed closely by Torque. Doctor O took the seat opposite Shawn. 

 “Now, Mister Simmons, we will begin your first debriefing session.” He placed his hands down on the table. “You will tell me everything I want to know about METAPOL, without exception and in full. If I am not satisfied, you will be killed.” He said it with the flatness of a mild rebuke, as if he was saying, you will be levied with a small but annoying fine.

Shawn was never happier for the lack of illumination and the hood. He had been expecting this. “Right.” 


It took over four hours. Shawn didn’t hold anything back, feeling like a traitor with every word. Locations, personnel, relationships between upper and lower management. He spilled his guts about Hephaestus, about the R&D department, even about the detritus of rumor and speculation that accumulates at the bottom of any organization. He talked until his throat was sore, until he had exhausted every crevice of his work life. 


Except for the Gauntlets. Shawn still had the nagging feeling that revealing himself as a mere mortal would be a one-way ticket to the seabed. He just had to hope that the multitude of information he was supplying in other areas would cover up this omission. 

 “Is that everything?” asked Doctor O. 

 “Yes,” Shawn answered, not risking the terror of polysyllabic expression. 


Doctor O stared at him for ten seconds. Then ten seconds more. “Alright. Head to your quarters, or down to the entertainment deck if you like. You’ve had a long morning. The afternoon will be longer.”




Chapter 8
 
 It’s time to step up your game. Remember that to stand out from the evil-doer pack, you need to maintain mindshare in the media. On the other hand, massive attacks on the public and allegedly beneficent entities like the Hegemony of Heroes will mark you as a priority target. For the best results in the middle rungs of the villainy ladder, try to combine the maximum amount of property damage with a minimum of actual bloodshed. Targeting banks and stock exchanges is a good choice, and might even gain you points with populist types.  
 
 - excerpt from Villainy For Dummies! by Professor Parasite
 

Shawn woke to a screaming alarm clock, and his own internal clock screamed in protest. The one next to the bed read 1:00 PM. It took him a minute for the events of the past few days to reach him through the early-morning haze, but when they arrived, they assaulted his memory with the force of a discrete letter labelled “Internal Revenue Service.” 

 “Come on man,” said a voice that he only vaguely recognized. The bed was hard, and the pillow far thinner than he was used to, making a crick in his neck. 

 “Hrrrrg,” he said. As he opened his eyes he could see that Veloci-Raptor was already dressed in full costume. His own was in a basket at the end of the bed, but he hadn’t washed it, and after the stress of the last day, it could have used it. Shawn settled for clean underwear, then began putting on his various pieces. The ratty sweatshirt and pants, spray-painted mask, and criss-cross belts looked unbearably drab next to Veloci-Raptor’s sleek one-piece suit and various themed accoutrements. 

 “So what’s with the fucking goggles?” asked his roommate. “Don’t they mess with your vision?” 

 “No.” 

 “And you’re wearing a backpack?”
 “Yes.” 

 “Why?” 


Shawn thought, but without the aid of caffeine, he was finding it difficult. “Because I like it,” was all he could come up with. 

 “Whatever man. You look like ass.” 


In another meeting room, Torque again presented a set of slides. It seemed that even the world’s top villains couldn’t escape the scourge of PowerPoint. 

 “Our target is an armored car,” said Torque, “carrying a shipment of platinum bullion out of the city. An informant told us that it’s scheduled to hit the interstate at no later than eight this morning, Pacific Time. We’ll hit it on its westernmost point, to try and get as far away from Mount Victory as possible, and closest to our retrieval point. You will both receive a five percent commission upon completion. Any questions?” 


Shawn raised his hand, then lowered it, feeling silly. “Will there be guards in the armored car?” 

 “At least two.” 

 “So what do we do with them?” 


Torque and Veloci-Raptor stared at him. “What do you think we do?” asked Torque. “Kill them.” 

 “Do we, uh, have to?” 

 “I’m sorry,” asked Torque, “are you Deathface?” Shawn winced at the name. “Didn’t you kill an unarmed man two days ago to collect an enormous bounty?” 

 “I just thought that...”
 “Shut up,” he said, in a clipped Castilian accent. “You may have a few headlines under your belt, but here you’re a rookie. You two will engage, I’ll be providing backup. We move in an hour; meet me in the hangar.” 

 “What was that about?” asked Veloci-Raptor, as they walked through the upper decks. 

 “I just think we should avoid killing people if possible,” said Shawn, trying to keep the pleading out of his voice. He could still hear the snap of the guard’s neck and the fleshy noise that Fracture made as he slammed the backpack into his head. “It’ll be, uh, less messy.” 

 “Whatever you say, man,” replied Veloci-Raptor. “I like a little mess.” He pulled his sword out of the scabbard on his back, then pressed a hidden button. A humming noise came out of the blade. He made a slash towards one of the bulk lot paintings on the wall, neatly cutting through the frame, the painting, the backing, and several inches of steel bulkhead without slowing down. Shawn briefly considered that someone would have to clean it up.

In the hangar, Torque had selected a jet with a swooping belly and a cargo hatch. According to the paint on the side it was his personal vehicle, though there was a separate pilot. When Shawn got inside, he could see why: occupying half the cargo area was the most outlandish motorcycle he’d ever seen. It bristled with blades, automatic guns, and at least two missile launchers. Huge bundled packs were strapped to the front and back. 

 “You boys ever done any skydiving?” asked the chrome-suited man. Both of the initiates shook their heads. “Well today you’re going to learn. Don’t worry, we’ve got automatic systems - these packs have a barometer that will automatically pull the ripcord no lower than 500 meters. Just try not to get whiplash on the way down.” Shawn strapped the pack on over the Gauntlets’ power supply and fastened the straps on his chest and groin. With the extra girth of power supply it was an uncomfortably tight fit.
 “Where’s your parachute?” asked Veloci-Raptor. At Torque’s stern gaze, he added “Sir.” 

 “Don’t need one.” 


The trio sat in silence for an hour, listening to the roar of the engines. All of them and the pilot wore headsets, but none used them. Torque read on his tablet, and from snatches that Shawn could see, it looked like Popular Mechanics. Veloci-Raptor sat sharpening various blades and throwing stars on a whetstone built into the forearm on his armor. Shawn sat, looking at the interior of the carrier jet, doing his best impression of the strong and silent type. 

 “So I’ve been thinking,” Shawn said into his microphone, with an invisible question mark on the end.
 “Yes?” said Torque, upgrading his to a fully opaque one. 

 “This platinum shipment. It’s going to be worth, what, a few million dollars?” 

 “A little over 12 million, actually. I can only carry 300 kilos on the Torquemobile.”
 “The what?” 

 “The bike.” He pointed to the enormous motorcycle strapped down to rails in the floor. 

 “Right.” Shawn did some quick division in his head, reckoning he’d get about $600,000 for his share. Once again he wondered if there was any way to get the money in the Deathface CHAOS account into the real world, or at least, the real world that he lived in. “Right. But the Leviathan, all the technology and people on it, it’s got to be worth a hundred billion easy. Compared to that, a little platinum is chump change.” 


Torque smiled, as if a dog had nailed a trick on the first try. “You’re not as stupid as you look,” he said, pulling one of the decorative red belts on Shawn’s costume and snapping it back. “In fact, the lion’s share of Alternative Solutions’ operating capital comes from taxes and industrial profits.” 

 “What? We pay taxes?” 

 “We pay membership dues. But the citizens of Venezuela, Yemen, Syria, and South Africa pay taxes.” 

 “Why?” 

 “We control them. We own or directly influence their governments, in varying degrees depending on the country. There’s a rumor back on the Leviathan that Mexico and Saudi Arabia are next on the list.” 


Shawn was shocked. “Why haven’t I heard of this?” 

 “Probably because you’re not a spy. The various intelligence agencies of most of the world powers know, at least we think they do, but they aren’t keen to tell the public. It might legitimize us.” 

 “So why don’t you, er, why don’t we tell them ourselves?” 

 “We’re happy with the status quo, at least for the moment. Why is above my pay grade. But in any case, you’re right. This operation is lucrative, certainly, but compared to the kind of money we make in more scheduled ways, it’s a drop in the bucket.” 

 “So why are we…”

Torque put a hand on his shoulder. “You need to be tested. Consider this an extended part of your tryout. If you can handle yourself here you’ll be up for more lucrative assignments. And of course, you can put it on your profile to try and get jobs from other Alternative Solutions members, or use the proceeds to finance your own.” 


When the pilot told them they were five minutes away from the landing zone, Torque stood up. “Alright, pequeños, let’s go get a nice payoff.” He slammed his fist into a panel in the wall and a red light flashed throughout the cabin. The cargo door lowered and a blast of cold air whipped around the bay. “I’ll be staying back unless it seems like you’ll need help. When you’ve secured the truck, the cargo, or both, let me know, and we’ll evac back to the Leviathan. GO!” 


Veloci-Raptor screamed. Shawn supposed it was intended to be a “primal scream,” but it sounded more like someone trying to rip something prickly out of someplace that was not ideally suited for being pricked. Veloci-Raptor ran towards the opening and leapt into the blue with a whoop of excitement, his parachute pack flapping behind him.
 “Get on it, killer,” said Torque. Shawn slowly walked towards the exit. The ground looked a lot closer when you weren’t looking at it through the plexiglass of an airliner window. 

 “I’ve never done this before!” he shouted, hearing his own voice in the headset louder than it was in the rushing wind. “Don’t you need a bunch of training and practice to jump out of a plane?” 

 “I dunno,” said Torque, once again putting a hand on his shoulder. “Let’s find out.” Torque shoved him out of the cargo bay. 


Shawn had never jumped out of a perfectly good plane before, but he found that the act of falling was surprisingly easy. He extended his arms and legs, giving himself as much surface area as possible against the air resistance. He felt the wind flap the skin on his cheeks and whip his hood off, and he had the presence of mind to hold one hand on his mask to keep it from ripping away. Luckily the goggles that were a part of the Gauntlet assembly kept his eyes clear in the wind. A tiny dot below him was Veloci-Raptor, apparently diving. 


Adamopolis looked familiar: it was the same view Shawn had seen from the satellite maps on his phone. The maps usually didn’t have clouds floating by, and they didn’t grow slowly in his field of view. He recognized the interstate, but the cars were just multicolored ants. 


Shawn tapped the button that activated his headset. “Uh, Torque? How do we know which truck to hit?” Shawn heard a blast of engine noise come over the radio as he got his reply. 

 “Our mole at the repository planted a GPS tag on the truck. Let me engage the trackers...” 


Shawn heard a slow beeping on his radio, which grew more insistent as he fell. He looked above him and saw a dark oblong. It rapidly overtook him, and he saw Torque on his bodacious motorcycle, grinning through his helmet as he fell. The chrome on his armor and his vehicle flashed in the morning sunlight.

A long beep from the pack snapped him back to attention. He saw Veloci-Raptor’s rectangular chute expand below him, then Torque’s motorcycle balloon with three circular chutes. All of a sudden, Shawn’s entire world shifted upward, and he was gently floating down. He had been distracted by Torque descending like a Meatloaf album cover, and hadn’t noticed how quickly the ground had come up to meet him. 

 “Got it,”
said Veloci-Raptor, a hundred meters below Shawn. He still couldn’t make out the differences in the cars beyond the odd semi truck or oil tanker, but Veloci-Raptor was zeroing in on something, aided by the gridlock of morning rush hour traffic. Then Shawn saw what he was aiming for: an almost perfectly rectangular gunmetal block. He grabbed the straps dangling above him, feeling the pressure through the Gauntlets, trying to steer. 


He undershot and clattered on top of a Subaru thirty meters away, while Veloci-Raptor tapped lightly onto the armored car and cut his chute free with a quick swipe of his sword. An enormous crash behind Shawn made him turn his head, and he saw Torque’s triple chutes settling over the motorcycle, which was resting on top of the gently crumbling remains of a Fiat. He could see the terrified face of a middle-aged woman in the driver’s seat, being pushed slightly down from the weight of the bike on the hood. 

 “Darse prisa, Deathface,” Torque yelled, as cars and trucks tried to squeeze through the impossible spaces between lanes. 


Shawn undid the snaps of his parachute pack and let the drag slip it off his shoulders, then ran towards the armored truck, not knowing exactly why. The heat of the morning sun on the pavement was already starting to make its way through his sweatsuit. He saw Veloci-Raptor ahead, slicing hunks of metal from the armored truck with gleeful abandon. With horror, Shawn realized that the maniac wasn’t trying to get into the storage area - he was hacking chunks off the cab. 


He sprinted towards the car, activating the Gauntlets with the heads-up display in the goggles as he went. But by the time he got to the cab of the truck, it was too late: Veloci-Raptor was standing on the highway, admiring his handiwork. The cab was a horror show, blood everywhere, several limbs lying haphazardly on the passenger seats. One guard had managed to grab his gun, but hadn’t gotten a round off before the swordsman had gotten to him. The hand was lying on the pavement on a spreading red stain, still holding the pistol.
 “You missed all the fun, Deathy! I sliced ‘em up. My best time yet - three-point-six seconds for both.” 


Shawn fought the urge to gag. Two men were dead, there was no way to change it. He walked towards the back of the truck, ignoring the traffic flowing around the armored car as drivers desperately attempted to get away. 


He used the eye-tracking goggles to switch the Gauntlet’s fields to a pair of crowbar-type protrusions. He was careful not to move his hands while he did it - Veloci-Raptor was watching. He set the power to maximum, hearing the soft whine from the power source on his back and hoping that the villain couldn’t hear it too. 


Shawn slammed the fields into the armored double doors and pulled them apart. They resisted for several seconds, then the left door flew off and skidded to a stop on the pavement. Inside were dozens of small reinforced boxes. 

 “That’s it. Torque, we got it,” said Veloci-Raptor, tapping his headset. He leapt into the truck, then turned to Shawn. “Go drive us the fuck out of here, man.” 

 “Drive?” Shawn asked. 

 “Yeah. Get to it.” 


Shawn went to the cab with a feeling of dread. He opened the door and dragged the driver - or at least as much of him as was left in one piece - out of the door. His body had shielded the seat itself from most of the blood, but there was a coat of red on the wheel and the dashboard. Feeling sick, Shawn reached across, opened the passenger door, and pushed the second body out. 


A banging noise came from the rear section of the truck. “Let’s fucking go, Deathy!” 


Shawn took a deep breath, then pressed the gas and gunned the still-running engine. “Where we going?” he asked through the radio. 

 “Head east for the suburbs. We’ll stop in the first open parking lot we find, then transfer the goods to the jet,” said Torque. Shawn could see the enormous motorcycle in the side mirror. 


Shawn turned onto the off-ramp, a one-lane, twisting semicircle. It was tricky to keep the armored car in line with the slick steering wheel. He had almost reached the surface street when the truck came to a screeching halt, and Shawn rocketed forward. He hadn’t buckled his seatbelt, so his chest slammed into the wheel, and a litany of cursing from the rear of the truck told him that Veloci-Raptor had been likewise tousled. 

 “OUT, THIEF!” 


Shawn raised his head. There were two fur-lined iron boots standing on the dented remains of the armored car’s hood. A leather and hide motif continued up two muscled legs, connecting to a torso that looked like it belonged to one of those enormous, extinct mammals flash-frozen in Siberia. It connected to a pair of python arms, a red beard that seemed to generate its own gravity, and a pair of small, bright eyes topped by a leather helmet. The man looked like Santa Claus had decided to give up on the toys and become an axe murderer. 

 “I SAID OUT, THIEF! YOU WILL FEEL THE WRATH OF RED ERIC!” 


The man held a massive round shield in one hand and an ornate spear in the other. He brought the latter down hard on the top of the car, shattering the bullet-proof windshield and creating a dent that appeared next to Shawn’s head. 


Shawn thought quickly and reconfigured the Gauntlets to project flat fields 1.5 meters away. He pushed, and the man in the viking outfit flew head over heels backwards. The man deftly backflipped and landed in a crouch, iron boots kicking up sparks as he slid back. No one that big should be able to move like a gymnast, Shawn thought. 


Slowly, carefully, he opened the door and stepped out. Red Eric raised himself to his full and impressive height, twirling his spear, but not advancing. 

 “I wondered when you’d show up, brah,” said a voice above them. Shawn saw another man slowly descending out of the air, legs crossed and arms folded out slightly in what looked like a meditation pose. “You showed some seriously bad karma last time, Deathface.” 


The man descended and floated a meter above the ground next to the Viking, looking tiny by comparison. His bare chest was covered in tribal-style tattoos, and his only article of clothing was an orange robe that he’d tied at the waist. His long blond dreadlocks were tied behind his head with a string of pearls. 

 “If you surrender now,” he said, “you can work on that in prison.” 


Veloci-Raptor ran from the back of the truck, clutching his head. “Oh, fucksticks.” 

 “Who are these guys?” asked Shawn. They seemed vaguely familiar, but it had been a few years since he had obsessively followed the Heroes. He felt like a lapsed sports fan returning to his old team.
 “Didn’t you read your Alternative Solutions dossiers? The big one’s Red Eric, your basic brawler with a thousand-year-old chip on his shoulder. That douche,” and Veloci-Raptor pointed his sword towards the smaller, floating Hero, “is Brodi-Sattva. Martial arts and limited telekinesis. And a fucking insufferable new-ager to boot.” 

 “SURRENDER, FIENDS,” boomed Red Eric, “OR SUFFER RETRIBUTION.” His voice was so loud that Shawn could hear the dented panels of the ruined truck vibrating.
 “Jesus,” sighed Veloci-Raptor, switching to a battle-ready crouch. 

 “Uh, Torque?” said Shawn, pushing the button for the radio. “Little help here?” 

 “Move them away from the truck,”
came the reply, “and I’ll secure the cargo. Bonuses for decapitations - Brodi-Sattva helped capture Craft earlier this year.” 

 “I’ll take him then, and you get the big guy, right?” said Veloci-Raptor. “Fuckers!” And without another word, he ran and leapt at Brodi-Sattva. The Hero dodged two throwing stars and blocked several lightning-quick thrusts of Veloci-Raptor’s sword, though Shawn couldn’t see how he managed it. 

 “You need to chill, man,” said Brodi-Sattva. “Namaste.”
 “Eat a dick!” replied Veloci-Raptor. Their rapid-fire blows continued down the off-ramp. 

 “YOU ARE MINE, MURDERER,” said Red Eric, banging his spear on his shield. “YOU WILL NOT ENJOY THIS.” He began to run towards Shawn, boots making a clanking noise as he advanced up the ramp. 

 “Wait,” said Shawn, “this is a mistake! I don’t want to fight you!” 

 “I WOULD NOT WANT TO FIGHT ME EITHER!” 


Red Eric showed no sign of slowing down. Shawn lifted both hands to project the Gauntlet fields, adjusting them for maximum output. When Red Eric slammed into the invisible barriers a good five meters away from him, Shawn fell backwards from the transferred force. Red Eric let out a bellow of laughter. “IS THIS THE BEST THAT CHAOS HAS TO OFFER? TINY, WEAK MIND-MAGES AND PETTY THEFT?”

Shawn’s brain sped up or the world slowed down, he couldn’t tell the difference. This man was capable of killing him with a single blow. When Heroes and villains battled, they went flying and smashed through the local architecture. They tended to defy physics and biology, getting up in a pile of rubble for the next round. But Shawn didn’t have any special offensive or defensive powers, aside from the Gauntlets. He knew from experience that if Red Eric got a decent hit in or managed to send him flying, the best he could hope for was that he might only be crippled. 


Shawn scrambled to his feet again and focused on various parts of the goggles’ heads-up display. He adjusted the compensators to absorb more force instead of directly transferring it to his arms. Red Eric began his offensive lineman run again, and this time he only slowed when he hit the Gauntlet's fields. Shawn stepped back, and the power source on his back squealed. He could feel the heat burning off it as it released the excess energy of the Viking’s charge. 


Red Eric let out a guttural rage as he slowly advanced on Shawn. “ENOUGH!” he cried, then leapt into the air as if the concrete road was a trampoline. Again, Shawn was shocked that a man who looked like the offspring of a Neanderthal and a professional wrestler could move in such a way. He adjusted the fields again and raised his hands up, creating a pair of semi-circular barriers in defensive mode.

The Viking landed, putting all his force and weight onto the invisible wall. A circle of cracked pavement appeared around Shawn, who went to his knees. With speed that Shawn still wasn’t expecting, Red Eric swept his shield at Shawn’s side, and he only had time to block it with the left Gauntlet. The force sent him rolling across the road until he hit the concrete barrier of the off-ramp. A star of pain erupted in his torso - he thought he felt one of his ribs crack.

His head and shoulders dangling over the edge, Shawn saw Veloci-Raptor and Brodi Sattva dodging traffic as they traded blows on the street below. The clanking sound from behind told him that Red Eric was charging once again. 


Shawn extended the field from his left hand to block Red Eric, while placing the one from his right behind him, hoping to shield himself from the barrier. This worked, after a fashion: when Red Eric hit the field, the opposite one broke through the concrete, sending chunks of barrier sprawling down to the street. Shawn felt himself fly out over empty space. He swung the fields down a split-second before he crashed into a news stand. With a whumph noise, the stall collapsed, sending newspapers and magazines in all directions. 


Shawn stood up, pushing away what was left of the empty roof. Amazingly, the fields had managed to absorb almost all of Shawn’s momentum. Of course, he thought, the force of me falling was nothing next to blocking mister Loot and Pillage there.
On cue, Shawn heard a crash as Red Eric jumped to the ground, using a handy parked pickup truck as a cushion. Safety glass and body panels went flying. Motorists abandoned their cars and joined the pedestrians in flight. 

 “WHY DO YOU RUN, COWARD?” asked Red Eric, conveniently forgetting that he’d just pushed Shawn through two feet of concrete. “I WAS EXPECTING MORE CHALLENGE AFTER YOUR DISPLAY AT THE GAOL. METAPOL TELLS ME YOU WERE HANDSOMELY REWARDED. DO YOU ONLY FIGHT UNARMED MEN?” 

 “Are you offering?” said Shawn. Red Eric responded by throwing his spear. Shawn brought up his Gauntlets and it slid off the curved field, embedding itself into the brickwork of the building behind him. 

 “Look, this is a misunderstanding! I don’t want to hurt anyone!” 

 “IF THAT IS TRUE, THEN SURRENDER.” 


Shawn thought of a life spent in prison, of Bree alone, of his parents and friends disgraced. “I can’t do that.” 

 “THEN DEFEND YOURSELF!” 


Red Eric extricated himself from the ruined pickup truck, then grabbed on to the bed with his empty spear hand. The paneling crunched as he gripped the steel frame beneath, then hurled it at Shawn. The truck spun lazily through the air. Shawn didn’t know if the Gauntlets could absorb the impact. He thought quickly, then slammed both hands down on the pavement. It crackled underneath him as the fields impacted, and the opposing force hit his locked arms, shot up into his shoulders, and Shawn was pushed up into the air. 


Just as Shawn was congratulating himself for clever thinking, the top of the spinning car caught his toe as it flew underneath him. Shawn’s body flipped head over heels, and he had just enough time to get one Gauntlet and field beneath him to absorb the impact. He landed face down on the pavement hard enough that the wind was knocked out of him. His already-bruised back blossomed into pain. 


Red Eric shouted like a B-movie barbarian and ran towards Shawn again. Rather than keep trying at a strategy that clearly wasn’t working, he stood up painfully and switched the Gauntlets to claw mode. He grabbed the giant with both projected claws. His forward progress stopped, and the power supply whined in objection. Red Eric grunted and struggled, his arms and shield pinned to his body. With the compensators engaged, he was actually managing to move, albeit slowly. As Eric let out a roar, Shawn considered his options, then stiffened the field absorption, pushed on the Gauntlets and released, reasoning that a man who could replace a car crusher in a pinch could probably handle being thrown for thirty or forty yards. 


Red Eric slammed into one of the highway support columns, causing superficial cracks. He fell to the ground swearing in what Shawn had to guess was Old Norse. Shawn hit the button for the radio again. “Torque? Raptor? I could really use your assistance here!” 

 “No can do, kid,” said Torque, his voice tinged with static in Shawn’s ear. “I’m loading up the platinum for transport.” 

 “I’m,” CLANG “killing,” TSING “this,” CLANG “douche!”
responded Veloci-Raptor, and Shawn could hear screams in his earpiece as civilians dodged the fighting. 

 “Come on, he hit me with a truck!” 

 “Red Eric was driving a truck?” asked Torque, a note of confusion in his voice. 

 “No! He picked up a truck and he hit me with it!” 

 “Improvise, niño. Consider this a learning experience.” 


Shawn couldn’t see any other option. He ran. As he sprinted through the street wincing from the pain in his torso, he tried to remember the layout of the western side of the city. When he had to come this far, he had usually used the subway. The subway! he thought. He looked to his right, and sure enough, there was a sign and a staircase leading down. He sprinted down the street, trying desperately to reach the threshold before Red Eric caught up with him. He slowed as he approached the stairs in order to keep from falling down them. As he started down, he heard a bellow from behind him.
 “DEATHFACE!” Red Eric was there, a block away and outlined against the ocean, and he had already recovered his spear. He started his deceptively fast lope to the accompaniment of clanging iron. Shawn turned and ran down the stairs, dodging pedestrians on their way to work. A few screamed at his masked visage as he passed. 

 “OK, I took care of douchebag,”
said Veloci-Raptor in Shawn’s ear. “Where’s the big one?”
 “He’s following me... into the subway!” shouted Shawn, once again wheezing. He could feel the intense pain in his ribs with every breath. 

 “Ah, good idea. We’ll get him in a confined space!”
his voice crackled with static as Shawn went lower. 

 “Yeah, sure.” 


By the time Shawn had gotten through the ticket barrier by the simple expedient of tearing it apart with the Gauntlets, he could hear Red Eric’s grunts of rage coming down the stairs. When he reached the boarding platform Red Eric was almost right behind him. Shawn turned and grabbed, once again holding the goliath immobile in the Gauntlets’ fields.
 “YOU WILL PAY FOR YOUR CRIMES, MAGE!” 

 “Uh huh.” Shawn heard the familiar metallic screaming of an oncoming train. He whirled like a discus thrower, dragging Red Eric in a wide arc and through a supporting column, which cracked and spread crumbling bricks in all directions. As the train pulled into the station, Shawn pinned Red Eric against a car, the sheet metal wailing in protest. Sparks flew from the studs on Red Eric’s helmet, which made a thud-crack-thud-crack rhythm against the alternating beams and plastic windows. 


The train slowly came to a stop. A group of riders stood immobile on the other side of the doors, dented and crumpled from the force of the Gauntlets pinning Red Eric down. The brakes engaged with a hiss, and without the sound of the rails, Shawn could hear sobbing coming from his left. He looked and saw a woman in tears, kneeling on the ground with a broken brick beside her. Damn, he thought, that’s my fault. 


She was clutching her forearm in her hand, and from the obscene bulge, Shawn knew that it had been broken from the impact of the flying brick. His EMT training kicked in involuntarily: her airway was fine, breathing a little heavy, but a broken long bone might indicate internal bleeding.

Shawn gaped for a moment, checked that Eric couldn’t move, then asked, “Ma’am? Ma’am?”
 “RELEASE ME YOU COWARD!” 

 “Shut up, asshole!” Shawn turned back to the woman. She was tall, perhaps fifty or so, and wearing an expensive peacoat. “Ma’am? Can you look at me, please?” 


The woman looked around, then stared at Shawn in shock. She tried to get up, but screamed in pain and slumped back down. 

 “Ma’am, I need you to remain calm,” said Shawn. A grunt from Red Eric turned his attention away, and he saw that the Hero was making progress against his invisible restraints. He could see the veins popping on Red Eric’s enormous biceps as he struggled against the field. Using the goggles, he dialed down the inertial compensation by twenty percent. Shawn’s own arms nearly buckled from the extra force and his ribs hurt even more as he kept his body rigid, but Red Eric fell back against the train again. Commuters stared through cracked windows. 

 “Ma’am!” shouted Shawn, once again adopting his gruff vigilante impression, in the hopes that an authoritative voice would cut through the panic. “Please remain calm!” 


With a shocked look on her face, the woman stared at Shawn. “What?” 

 “Try not to move, OK?” he replied. She nodded, tears flowing down her cheeks. She was clearly afraid, but apparently obedient, which suited Shawn’s purposes. He looked desperately around while Red Eric resorted to elaborate swearing, but the sparse subway landing offered little in the way of options. He saw an older man with a cane. “You! Sir! Do as I say!” The man and everyone around him stared at Shawn in shock. OK, they’re terrified, but you’ve got their attention. Come to think of it, Shawn was pretty terrified as well - a four-hundred-pound viking was trying to crush him, and the only thing stopping him, to Shawn’s certain knowledge, was an unproven experimental prototype. Red Eric grunted and Shawn’s outstretched arms were tiring, but he wasn’t moving. 


He tried to keep his voice steady, loud and deep. “Break your cane in two.” 

 “You want my cane?” the man said, hesitating. He held it towards Shawn at arm’s length.
 “No, just break it! Now!” The man trembled. A woman beside him with a messenger bag and more presence of mind grabbed the cane and broke it over her knee. 

 “Now what?” she said. 


Shawn looked around. His eyes focused on her bag. “Does anyone have a knife?” he said, struggling to hold his arms steady and keep Red Eric pinned. 


The owner of the cane reached into his pocket and pulled out a Swiss army knife, holding it out as if in tribute. The idiot still thinks I’m trying to rob him! Shawn thought.
It’s like seeing a mask shuts down people’s brains!
 “Take her bag and cut off the straps,” he said, indicating the woman holding what was left of the cane. “Quickly, please! Fold up the knife and put it in her hand,” he nodded towards the injured woman. “Ma’am, hold on to that, OK? Now this is going to hurt, but it has to happen. Now you,” and he shifted his gaze to the woman holding the cane, “I want you to take the sticks and hold them tight up against her arm on both sides. Make sure to keep the whole arm straight, don’t let the elbow bend.” 


The people around stared in silence, no longer scared but definitely confused. Shawn looked back at the older man. “You, sir. I want you to take those straps and tie the sticks to her arm, one just below the wrist, one almost to her shoulder. Can you do that?” The man nodded and proceeded. “Not too tight, just make sure that she can’t move the arm. You,” he pointed at a random teenager in the crowd, “grab her hand and pull it gently away before he ties the knots. It’s going to hurt her a lot, but keep that pressure up!” The injured woman cried out as the other three worked. 


Shawn watched and Red Eric bellowed. He held the Gauntlet claw-fields up, his own arms straining and shaking, giving them instructions as they immobilized and splinted the broken arm. When they’d completed to his satisfaction, he said, “Alright, help her up, carefully. Now, everyone get out of here!” When the commuters continued to stare at him, he did his best villain impression, dropping his voice into a growling, menacing bass. “Everyone leave! Now!”  

Shawn heard a grating voice come through the crowd, accompanied by more screams. “Oh, cool!” Veloci-Raptor was leisurely descending the stairs, sword drawn, a spray of blood covering his chest. “You managed to stop the fucker! Great!” 

 “Uh, yeah. Can we just go?” Shawn replied. 

 “Torque’s taking the goods to the drop-off point. Go ahead, finish him.” 

 “Um.” 

 “What’s wrong?” asked Veloci-Raptor. 

 “I don’t want to.” 

 “What the fuck are you talking about?” 


Shawn sighed. “I dunno, can’t we just knock him out or something?” 

 “What the fuck is wrong with you?”
 “I’m not going to kill him!” 

 “Oh for fuck’s sake. I’ll do it.”

Veloci-Raptor walked towards the immobile Red Eric, readying his sword for a decapitating blow. “No!” Shawn yelled, still holding the fields in place. Red Eric roared, his face flushed. Some of the passengers inside the train stared, some averted their gaze. The leather straps on Red Eric’s shield snapped as he fought against the fields, and the shield itself stayed pinned to the train. Shawn could see the Viking’s fists shaking as he tried to break the invisible bonds. 

 “Extra points!” shouted Veloci-Raptor, pulling back the sword like a baseball bat. 


Shawn dropped the Gauntlet fields. His arms fell to his side in relief. Red Eric let out a breath as he was finally free, his massive hand swinging in an arc. The left fist connected with Veloci-Raptor’s head. 


The villain fell backwards. Pieces of his helmet, which Shawn now realized was largely ornamental, went flying and skidding across the platform. Veloci-Raptor didn’t move. Even from five meters away, Shawn could see the dent in the man’s skull. Half of his head had been caved in. Even as Shawn watched, blood was pooling beneath the body. 

 “No,” sighed Red Eric, his chest rising and falling. He dropped his spear, and it made a clattering sound as it fell. “No.” 


He took a step towards the body, then looked at Shawn. “I didn’t mean to,” he said, his voice pleading. He whirled and looked at the dozens of people still watching through the train windows. “I didn’t mean to!” They stared at the scene in silence. 


Red Eric collapsed to his knees, his huge back to Shawn. He kept repeating to himself, “I didn’t mean to, I didn’t mean to...” 


Shawn felt frozen. The sound of police sirens coming from the subway entrance forced him into motion. He ran towards the front-most entrance in the train, Red Eric making no move to stop him. 


He ran through the aisle, train riders jumping on the plastic seats to get out of his way. He opened the door at the end of the car, slipped between them, and ran down the tunnel. The engineer stared as he ran down an access walkway, fading in and out of the overhead lights. 

 

Cassandra sat in her quarters and watched the candle flame. So far, so good - he had managed to survive with only a minimal injury, his identity was safe for the time being, and the experience was suitably harrowing as to keep him off balance. “Deathface” would be amenable to suggestion for some time. 


The threads of possibility expanded outward, unraveling and re-forming around the changes that had taken place since Fracture’s death. A problem, small in the grand scheme of the ideal world she strived for, but vital to the survival of her more immediate goals, could be solved here. In several hundred extrapolated possibilities, the man’s odd conflict of motivations could be exploited. It would be months before he was truly needed, but Cassandra would have to keep him steered towards her goal until then, like a parent carefully keeping a child’s bicycle from falling to one side or the other. 


She relaxed, closed her mind to as many of the quantum threads as she could in any one moment, and blew out the candle. Before she retired to her bed to regain some of the energy she’d spent peeking at possibilities, she reached for two bottles on her bedside table. She removed one pill from the first bottle, swallowed it, then washed it down with a gulp from the water bottle.

Without the preventative sleep aid, Cassandra’s powers would manifest as dreams, chaotic, uncontrolled, and terrifyingly limitless. A lack of nocturnal fantasy was an easy sacrifice to make for the sake of her sanity. 





Chapter 9
 
 Most heroic associations like the Hegemony of Heroes have a strict no-kill policy. It’s thought that capital punishment is best left to the justice system, which has a necessarily tenuous relationship with those who are more powerful than ordinary humans. Most Heroes fancy themselves ready for the ultimate sacrifice, and a noble do-gooder is always ready to die for the people. This is to be encouraged: it means that you and he have the same aim in mind.  
 
 - excerpt from Villainy For Dummies! by Professor Parasite
 

It seemed to take Shawn forever to get to the next train stop. The ache of his ribs slowed him down. There was a safety walkway on the side that he stuck to, just in case another train came by, but none did. He assumed that the events at the westernmost station had stopped subway service all down the line. 


Once again Shawn shoved his equipment and hoodie into his backpack, and emerged from the station looking like a hobo who’d had a stroke of luck. When the radio started working again, Torque told him to head to the nearest park, where the jumpjet picked him up without incident. 


In the cargo bay, Torque’s bike and the boxes full of platinum made quarters cramped. Torque didn’t seem to want to say anything - he was almost lounging on the bench seat opposite Shawn. After an interminable silence, he picked up his tablet and began reading his magazine again. 

 “Well?” asked Shawn, when he could take no more. 


Torque looked up, his eyes shielded behind his thick brow. “Well what?” 

 “Are we going to talk about it?” 

 “Don’t worry about it. You did a'right.” 


Shawn couldn’t believe his cavalier attitude. “Veloci-Raptor is dead!” 

 “Yeah. Don’t let it bother you. He was a dick.” 


Shawn couldn’t argue this point, but he still felt that there was something incredibly wrong here. “It doesn’t bother you?” 

 “Look, I’ve been training newbies like you for eighteen months. About thirty percent of ‘em die within their first five assignments, usually through overconfidence or some kind of error in judgement. If I opened the waterworks for each one, I'd never get anything done. Now if he’d been captured, it would be a different matter. We’d have to move the Leviathan, take steps to isolate any of his contacts, and fill out a metric shit-ton of paperwork.” He turned the tablet so that Shawn could look at the screen. “Whaddya think of this saddle? The tassels too much?” 


Shawn was stunned. Red Eric, the man who he’d thought had been actively trying to kill him, was more broken up over the death of his teammate than the chaperone. “So... I did OK?” 


Torque stood up and started investigating the seat on his bike, flicking through the tablet and looking at different options. “We got the goods. Radio chatter says that Brodi-Sattva will be out of commission for months, and they probably won’t be able to re-attach his hand. You didn’t need my help to get away from the goodies. Yeah, you did OK. But you’re not getting Veloci-Raptor’s share of the commission, so don’t even ask.” 


Shawn sighed. “Got any painkillers?” 

 “There’s OTC pills in the medical kit,” said Torque, jabbing a thumb towards a white box bolted to the wall. “Once we’re back onboard you can get whatever you like.”

When the pilot had reached what must have been the right coordinates, a steel island rose out of the sea, water spreading over its gently curved surface. A rectangular hole formed and expanded, then the jumpjet lowered and landed. Torque ignored Shawn as he rode his ostentatious bike into a private garage, and Henchpersons came in a small electric truck to haul off the platinum. Shawn felt downright superfluous. He walked back to what he had come to think of as his “dorm.”

When he opened the door, he saw a smear of red on the handle, and realized that his Gauntlets still had blood on them from the steering wheel of the armored car. He did his best to wash them off in the tiny sink, then used a dab of toilet paper to remove the streak from the door. He sat on his bed when he was finished, with the pack beside him. Shawn supposed he should feel guilty, but considering how much he’d come to dislike Veloci-Raptor during their brief acquaintance (not to mention the fact that he’d either bragged or lied about being an assassin) it was hard to feel any remorse. 


Except for the millions of dollars in someone else’s platinum. And two dead guards. And Brodi-Sattva’s reportedly severed hand. And that poor woman who’d broken her arm. Aside from all that, it was hard to feel remorse. 


Shawn tried to consider the situation objectively. The dead guards hadn’t been his fault, and considering Veloci-Raptor’s penchant for needless violence, it was probably for the best that he had been killed. Who knew how many people “Vinny” would have hurt or killed over a lifetime of razor-edged villainy. For a brief, fleeting second, Shawn considered that the outcome had been the best he could have hoped for. Then his rib settled. 


His computer terminal chirped. Shawn saw that he had a debriefing appointment set for the morning, but the next few hours were his to do with as he liked. He looked up the infirmary on the map, then headed towards it with a slow gait that translated the minimum amount of motion to his midsection. 


There was an attractive lady sitting at a receptionist’s desk, with comfy leather chairs and sofas spread around the small but tastefully decorated waiting room. A couple of lamps, cleverly shaped like a serpent coiled around a rod, stood on oak end tables. 

 “Can I help you?”
 “Uh, yeah. I think I broke my rib?” 

 “Yes, sir. Do you have your account number?”
 “What account number?” 

 “New, huh?” said the receptionist, taking in Shawn’s haphazard costume, though not unkindly. “It’s OK, I can look it up from your name.” 

 “Shawn Simmons. Two M’s.” 

 “No, I’m not seeing anything in my database.” 


Shawn sighed. “Try Deathface.” 

 “Ah, yes. Please take a seat.” 


It doesn’t matter if you’re the only prospective patient - you must wait in the waiting room. If you don’t have to wait, it is, in very a real sense, not a waiting room. Shawn considered this universal law as he took in the decor. At least this one had some interesting things to look at. A few paintings that Shawn vaguely recognized as art nouveau were spread around, and one caught his eye. It looked like a piece of stained glass that just happened to be on a canvas, the colors rigidly separated with thick lines but fluid within themselves. A small brass plaque declared the artist to be one Alphonse Mucha. 


The subject, a redheaded woman in a flowing gown, reminded Shawn of Bree. The pale skin, small shoulders, generous hips - even the bit of double-chin reminded him of his wife. He felt an instant and intense loneliness, reaching instinctively for his phone.... which was in his room. Not that it would be of much use, since he was hundreds of miles away from the nearest cell phone tower. 


Forty-five minutes later a separate nurse beckoned him into the not-waiting room. Ten minutes later, the doctor walked in, and by the look of him, Shawn assumed that he’d just come from a soap opera set. Judging from the various diplomas and certifications hanging on the wall, he wasn’t just a pretty face.
 “Hello, Deathface,” he said. “I’m Dr. Concord. What seems to be the problem?”

Shawn was shocked at the ordinary nature of the interaction. If it hadn’t been for the fact that he’d sustained the injury while running from a spear-wielding maniac, it might have been any doctor’s office in the country. The doctor pushed against his chest, felt around the now huge bruise, listened to his heart, and did all the other little things that doctors seem to do simply to impart the fact that they know more about your insides than you do. Shawn was gently ushered to the back where he was given an X-Ray. Showing off his decidedly ordinary chest to this man, who must have been treating evil Adonises on a regular basis, was somewhat emasculating. 

 “So, Deathface,” said the doctor casually, “You’ve got a fracture of your ninth rib. There’s not a whole lot we can do for it - it’ll heal on its own in one to two months. I can give you some hormonal cocktails that we’ve come up with to cut that down to a couple of weeks, but beyond that, I can only give you something to control the pain.”
 “Sure,” said Shawn, helpless in the face of professionalism. 

 “Great. So, we offer aspirin and ibuprofen in prescription strengths, as well as some more powerful stuff like Demerol, Vicodin, Percocet, and OxyContin. And if you’re more into the alternative stuff, we’ve got cannabis, in pill and smokeless form too, cocaine, heroin, and opium.”

Shawn stared at him blankly. “Uh, all of those?”
 “Yup.” 


Shawn looked at him in bewilderment for a moment. A quiet moment passed. “So, which one are you going to give me?”
 “Whichever you like, though I recommend against mixing and matching. Cocaine won’t do anything for your pain, of course, but people seem to enjoy it.”
 “Uh. OK. I’ll take Ibuprofen.” Shawn hesitated. He’d never, ever done illegal drugs, but he doubted a little happy time would add anything significant to his sentence if he were caught. “And, um... pot pills, you said?” 

 “Yes, sir. That’ll be, let’s see here,” he drew up some figures on his pad, “seven hundred fifty dollars for the examination, fifty for a month’s supply of Ibuprofen, three thousand for the hormone supply, and another six hundred for the THC medication.” 


Shawn started. “Doesn’t that seem a little high?”
 “This is a private practice, sir,” he said, “and getting medication out here isn’t like ordering it from the pharmacy.”
 “I don’t have....” Shawn did some quick addition, “thirty-four hundred dollars on me. Do you take MasterCard?” 

 “Well, yes, but it says here that your Alternative Solutions personal account has more than enough to cover it.” 


Shawn looked at the tablet, then looked at the window with “DEATHFACE - FINANCIAL” in the corner. He still had over 1.2 million dollars in his account, and there was a credit for another six hundred and eighty-five thousand that had yet to clear. Damn,
he thought. The wages of sin is death, but the salary seems to be pretty good in the meantime. It was enough money to get Shawn and Bree out of debt twenty times over. 

 “OK, Doc, charge it.”

Shawn left the doctor’s office with a small and very valuable bag containing two of the most expensive bottles of medicine he’d ever bought. He looked inside, found the one marked “Tetrahydrocannabinol,” and popped the pill. It had an appropriate green coating. By the time he got back to his quarters, Shawn was definitely feeling the benefit. He collapsed on his bed and fell asleep. 


His computer terminal woke him ten minutes before the debriefing. He rose, adjusting his sweat-stained and now wrinkled costume, and felt another pang from his rib. What the hell, he thought, pop ‘em if you got ‘em. He took another THC pill, peeked at the map, and headed out the door, grabbing his phone as he went on the off chance that he might want to play some Angry Birds. 


The conference room was three doors down from where he’d met the day before, though the interior looked identical, save for a lack of annoying roommate. The pills must have been pretty powerful, because Shawn didn’t find himself able to care. Doctor O and Torque were inside in their gold and silver outfits, looking satisfied if not overly pleased. A small figure sat on a chair in the corner - probably a woman, but it was so gloomy that Shawn couldn’t tell. “Deathface,” said Doctor O. “Take a seat. A good showing for your first time out.”
 “Uh huh,” said Shawn, “my partner died, you know.” 

 “Not your partner. Your fellow initiate,” replied Doctor O. “We do not encourage regular team-ups with any particular member any more than is necessary. This is the ultimate capitalist meritocracy, Deathface: every man, or as it may be woman, for his or her self. Now let’s go over your performance.” 


The trio reviewed the facts of the mission in a spreadsheet, a method of quantitative analysis that to Shawn seemed all too pedestrian for the occasion. For each portion, they included video recorded from inside the plane, on traffic cameras on the street, and in local businesses. Presumably someone at CHAOS had hacked into the various computers to get a play-by-play of the afternoon. Two “armed civilians” killed, one other killed, one minor wound, one HOH member seriously wounded, and a ninth-level initiate dead on the scene. Property damage estimated at $650,000 including damage to various vehicles and the city highway and subway system.
 “Three civilians dead?” asked Shawn. 

 “Veloci-Raptor killed a doorman while he was fighting with Brodi,” answered Torque. He opened a video file to show a middle-aged man in a long coat lying on the sidewalk in a pool of blood. Shawn felt a small weight added to his conscience.

There was only one red entry for Alternative Solutions: the loss of the ninth-level initiate. Shawn didn’t mention his own injury. It was tallied as a $30,000 expense: the amount of money that Doctor O had estimated in accepting Veloci-Raptor’s application, arranging transportation, and housing and deploying him for one mission. The total value of the platinum bullion was estimated at 13.7 million dollars. Shawn had already seen his five percent commission - Torque had received ten percent for chaperoning and Veloci-Raptor’s share went towards recouping his own loss. 

 “Well done, Deathface,” said Doctor O. “You’ll have a few days before your next assignment. In the meantime, I would recommend that you see one of our menswear outfitters.” 

 “Come again?” said Shawn. 

 “Get a better costume, kid,” said Torque. “You look like ass.” 


And with that they left, the woman rising and walking after them. Shawn saw she was wearing some kind of business attire, but beyond that didn’t pay any attention - perhaps she was an assistant or a stenographer.

Shawn felt like an independant contractor who’d done a satisfactory job. Admittedly the job included grand theft and murder, but in all other respects, it had gone down like a business transaction. He felt sick, but at the same time he was wondering if there was any way to put that money in his real checking account - or at least Shawn Simmons’ personal checking account - without getting an instant METAPOL flag. 


Both men had taken his word that Veloci-Raptor had been killed in a fight with the giant Red Eric. In a way he had, but Shawn had been careful to avoid mentioning that his own actions and his refusal to kill the Hero had played a significant part in it. They didn’t seem interested in…

Shawn stopped. They hadn’t shown video of the subway station. That was strange - surely there were cameras around there recording 24-7. Perhaps they hadn’t been able to hack into that particular system. 


Shawn walked back to his quarters, then paused outside, realizing that he had nothing to do there. He continued walking, feeling the slight mellow buzz from the pill, and decided that he’d explore the supervillain hideout for a lark. 


He passed various Henchpersons and even a few villains, some whom he recognized, some he didn’t. After a while, he saw Monsieur Eclair, leaning against the bulkhead and holding something up to his head. Shawn realized, with no small amount of shock, that it was a cell phone. 


Shawn walked up to the speedster, who was speaking rapid-fire French into the touchscreen. He waited politely until the man finished, then almost shouted, “How are you making a call?!”
 “Excuse moi?” said Eclair, in an affronted voice. 

 “Your phone! How are you doing that here?” 

 “We have the service here.” 

 “What?” 


The lanky man pushed the phone towards Shawn, indicating the full bars with his thumb. “How is that even possible?” 

 “We have Verizon...” 


Shawn pulled his own phone from his pocket and turned it on. Sure enough, he had full bars as well. He’d missed eight calls. “How can they do that?”
 “What, you thought that the mobile companies weren’t pretty evil already?” 

 “But we’re in the middle of the damn ocean!” 

 “Well, they bounce it off relay stations, a satellite, some shell countries in the Philippines, but oui, is Verizon. AT&T and Vodafone as well.”

Shawn gave a quick “Thank you,” wondered if he should have said merci, then dialed Bree with Eclair speed. She answered on the third ring. 

 “Where have you been, you jerk?” 

 “Nice to talk to you, honey,” he said, really meaning it. 

 “Why haven’t you been answering your phone?” 


Shawn scrambled for a believable answer. “I pulled out my charger at the airport for a quick jump, but I left it there. It’s taken me this long to find a replacement that wasn’t forty bucks.”
 “Oh,” she said, somewhat mollified. “Still, you could have called me from your hotel.”
 “Wow, I didn’t even think about that. Welcome to the digital age, huh? 

 “Ass.” 

 “Yes. I am an ass.” 

 “So how’s it going over there? When will you be back?” 

 “Uh...” Shawn tried again. She couldn’t really be buying all this, could she? The minute she called Harry or looked for the conference on the Internet, the whole thing would come crashing down. Nearly a decade of total honesty (with the exception of things like
like, “I’ll do the dishes when I get home”) were in jeopardy. “I’m still not sure. They’re trying to recover Mike’s schedule, I don’t actually have the right permissions.... it’s a mess. Maybe on Sunday, uh, maybe the Monday after that.” 

 “Terry misses you. He’s been doing nothing but sleep around since you left.” 

 “Just Terry?” said Shawn, with a longing that he hoped was not audible. 

 “Maybe someone else, too.” Shawn could hear the smile in Bree’s voice.
 “I love you honey. Don’t worry, this will all be over soon.” 

 “Yeesh, Shawn, it’s just a conference. See you next week, baby.”

She hung up. The distance between wherever the hell he was and the California coast seemed a bit shorter afterwards. 


Shawn continued his plodding exploration of The Leviathan. There were laundries, theaters, sports bars, even a tanning salon. Shawn was barely surprised to see a miniature stock market with the words “DARKNET STANDARD EXCHANGE” scrolling by on an electronic ticker. He vaguely remembered seeing something about it on a badly-coded conspiracy theorist’s website, complete with cross-references to Bilderberg, the Masons, and the Chupacabra. Aside from the fact that about half of the occupants were decked out in Henchperson uniforms, gently wading between suited Wall Street-types, it seemed perfectly ordinary. 


Shawn’s gaze fell on a fancy restaurant with what must have been a fake brick facade. The sign in the double-decker shop declared it to be “Nietzsche's.” Thinking of the balance in his completely untaxed account, he figured that a late five-star lunch couldn’t be that evil. Cooks and waiters had to earn a living, right? 


He walked in and was treated with rich woods and a warm glow. Satin and leather were everywhere, and even the staff looked like they’d walked off a catwalk. The maître d gave him a disapproving over a neat mustache
glare. “We require our guests to conform to the dress code, sir,” he said. “Your... attire... lacks a collar.” 


Shawn had always been a steak and potatoes guy, and he figured that there was somewhere else that he could find both. “You got it,” he said, turning on his heel. As he was walking out, he heard a voice from inside. 

 “Wait a moment, Jim. I’ll have him at my table, please.” 


He turned around. There was a smartly-dressed young woman seated at one of the only tables that was visible from the entrance. She beckoned him to have a seat. 

 “Is this the -” asked the erstwhile Jim. 

 “Yes. We can overlook this little indiscretion, can’t we?” the woman replied. 

 “Yes, ma’am.” The waiter escorted Shawn to the table, all pretense abandoned. The woman didn’t look like the kind of person who would demand instant obedience. She was pretty, in an understated way - a suit jacket over grey sweater and black skirt, legs hidden beneath the tablecloth. Black hair in a bun and light makeup did a lot to highlight a dark complexion on a long and slender face. Almond eyes stared at him with intensity, but not curiosity - she seemed to know exactly what was happening. If Shawn had to guess, he’d say she was a twenty-something junior executive. Next to her, in a homemade mask and wrinkled tracksuit, he probably looked like some kind of drug addict begging off a hopeful mark.
 “You were the one in the meeting, right?” he asked. He was only half sure.
 “Yes. How are you liking the Leviathan, Shawn?” 

 “Uh, just Deathface, please,” he replied, sitting down in the chair opposite her. The long tablecloth draped over his knees. “You must be someone important. Torque didn’t know my real name.” 

 “Well, my
real name is Cassandra, Deathface. Just Cassandra, as long as we’re being formal.” She offered no explanation. “In fact, I was instrumental in bringing you here. Instrumental, at least, in that I didn’t try to stop Innovator from doing so.” Her transatlantic accent, combined with her slightly hooked nose, made Shawn guess that she was from India or Pakistan, or one of the other little countries jammed around the subcontinent that he could never spell correctly.
 “I guess I’m supposed to thank you for that?” 

 “Perhaps not. It’s not what you wanted, is it?”

Shawn tried not to act surprised. “How do you know that?”

Cassandra frowned slightly. “I can see that my reputation does not precede me. I’ll have to talk to my PR manager. Cassandra? The clairvoyant? Mistress of the Mists of Time? Any of this ringing a bell, Deathface?” 

 “Oh,” said Shawn. “That Cassandra.” He had no idea who she was, but she seemed to want it.

Cassandra smiled. “Yes. I’ve spent much of the last few days in meditation, Deathface. I’ve found that if you’re willing, careful, and clever, you could have a long and successful career at CHAOS. And if you’ll accept my help, it could be even longer… or you could be back home in Adamopolis, with several million dollars of liquid assets, in the future.” 


Shawn was speechless. She was the most confident and forthright person he had ever met, and she was offering him more money than he’d ever imagined. She continued.
 “Because we’re meeting here today, I’ve got a pretty good idea of what you’re going to say and do over the next three hours, all of which you’ll be spending with me.” 

 “And if I don’t want to?” 

 “You do. And you will.” 

 “You seem awfully convinced of that. Couldn’t I just walk out of here?” 

 “You could. But there’s a ninety-eight point six percent chance that you won’t.” 


Shawn couldn’t argue with her. After the hectic morning, a candlelit meal with an attractive young woman was a nice change of pace. Still, the thought of his actions being planned out was a disquieting one. “And why not?” 

 “I haven’t the foggiest. I can see the future, or at least several million permutations of it that have a direct connection to events in the current version of the present. I’m not omniscient. I can’t read your mind.” She smiled coyly. “Don’t worry, Shawn, you’ve still got some secrets from me.” 


With a jolt, Shawn felt the toe of her shoes - Heels? Pumps? I can never keep them straight. He gulped. “I’m married.” 

 “I know.” The pressure continued. 

 “Please stop.” 


Cassandra sighed. “My goodness, you are a boy scout, aren’t you? I promise, I’d exercise only the greatest discretion.” 


Shawn thought, and then mentally slapped himself. “No,” he said, firmly. 

 “Very well, then. Now, about your...” 

 “Wait a minute,” Shawn said, “you knew I’d say no.”
 “Yes.” 

 “Then why’d you ask?” 

 “There was a six-point-nine percent chance that you’d respond more amicably. Definitely worth the risk.” She grinned.
 “So you can read my mind.” 

 “No Shawn, I can read your actions. It’s complicated. Let’s just say,” and she let out a breath indicating that she’d had this conversation many times before, “I can see everything that I might do, everything that you might do, and after that, every way in which those around me might act, and every way in which I could react to that, et cetera, et cetera... but it’s more difficult the farther out the choices and the time go. Are you aware of Everett’s many worlds interpretation of Copenhagen-style quantum event postulates?” 


Shawn stared at her. He didn’t even know how to start a response. 

 “Alright. How about Schrodinger’s Cat? I really hate to go to this one, but it’s the most relevant theory that everyone seems to have at least heard of. Good,” she said, not waiting for him to answer yes.
 “Look, what does this have to do with…”
 “Humor me, please. I find that if people have a decent grasp of this, it eases my interactions with them. Anyway, Schrodinger’s Cat. It’s an excellent illustration of at least one way of looking at quantum physics. There’s a box, a single atom of an isotope, and a bottle of poison in a box. If the isotope emits an electron and degrades into a more stable version of the element, the bottle will break and the poison will kill the cat.” 


Shawn tried to remember. He’d heard this on some TV show. “But the point is that it doesn’t kill the cat, right?” 

 “Sort of. The point is that it’s impossible to know whether the atom has degraded without opening the box. In this example, the cat is a macroscopic extension of the quantum superposition of the atom - in layman’s terms, it’s both alive and dead at the same time, until you open the box and observe it.” 

 “Seems like one of those ‘tree falls in the forest and no one is there to hear it’ deals.” 


Cassandra smiled. “You’re getting there. In fact, the thing that most people don’t realize about Schrodinger’s thought experiment is that it was never intended to be taken seriously. Or at least, not taken literally. We live in the real world, or at least a real world - we know that the cat is either alive or dead, no matter whether the box is open or closed.” 


A waiter came to the table with a laden tray, laying heavily garnished steak and mashed potatoes in front of Shawn and a modest plate of grilled fish in front of Cassandra. “I didn’t order this,” he said. 

 “You would have,” said Cassandra, “five minutes from now.” 


The penny dropped. “Of course,” Shawn replied. He took off the backpack, then removed his Gauntlets and put them inside to get comfortable for the meal. 

 “Anyway,” she said, ignoring her own plate as Shawn gratefully began to work on his potatoes. “Schrodinger’s postulate was basically a way to illustrate that physics doesn’t work the way that some of his contemporaries thought it did. The many worlds interpretation is a way to think about particle physics that allows Schrodinger’s sarcastic cat to be true.”
 “And how does it mean that you knew I’d order steak?” 

 “I’m getting to that. The many worlds idea states that the cat is indeed alive and dead at the same time, but in two different versions of the universe. The moment that atom splits off an electron, the universe splits in two, creating two alternate universes: one where it’s still whole, and one where it has degraded.” 

 “I’ve heard of this,” said Shawn. “It’s like on Star Trek, where in one universe Mister Spock has a beard.” 


Cassandra winced. “Broadly. However, these alternate universes aren’t dependent on anything so observable as a beard. The universe doesn’t split if a dictator is or isn’t killed, or if a couple decide to marry or break it off. It splits at the quantum level, when one atom can go in one or two ways, or one of a million different ways. It splits constantly, at every point, forever: there are in fact an infinity of alternate, separate universes - enough to contain every result of every physical and quantum state.” 

 “One where the cat is alive and one where it’s dead.” 

 “Yes. And one where it’s alive now and dead in ten minutes. Another where it’s alive now and dead in twelve minutes. One in which a sadistic physicist was never hired in the first place, and no one put a cat in a box.” 

 “But you probably can’t see atoms or electrons, so.. so you can see the results of these quantum things?”

Cassandra smiled. “Results are the only things I can see, Deathface. I see the results of every quantum reaction, every possible permutation of the future. These tiny changes on an atomic level do, in the real world that we live in, affect events and decisions. Those changed events have even more effects, creating more permutations, creating more possible universes. Like I said, I’m much more accurate up close, and I have to focus to see events that are further out from the present, but I can theoretically see more or less anything that could ever happen.”
 “So you know what I’m going to do. Whatever I’m going to do, always.”
 “No,” she replied, swirling nine dollars worth of designer water. “Alright. I’ve got a pretty good idea of what you’re going to do. But I don’t know what you’re actually going to do until just after you do it. Although,” and she allowed herself a little chuckle, “I get some amazing results, especially over spaces of time less than an hour.” She held her own fork out to Shawn, who looked puzzled. When he put his own fork down, it clanged off the plate and on to the floor.
 “See?” She launched into a speech that Shawn was sure she had performed before. “I’m not omniscient, but I do have the ability to know more or less everything. I’m not clairvoyant, but I can see the various versions of the future and steer events towards the one I want. I’m not perfect, but I can see every mistake I might ever make, and decide not to make them.” 

 “That’s great,” said Shawn, accepting her fork and leaving his own where it lay. “I’m very happy for you. Why am I here again?” 

 “I’m a member of the Alternative Solutions governing council, pro-tem,” she said, with no apparent pride or pomposity. “I believe that you’re already familiar with the incumbent.”

Shawn thought for a moment. “Craft.” 

 “Yes, Shawn.” 

 “Deathface.” 

 “Deathface. She’s the one who can read minds. They tell me that you were in such a state when you encountered her that she could only get your name. Though considering the methods that the HOH has for power suppression, I’m sure she wasn’t exactly in ship shape herself.”
 “And you’re her, what, replacement? Usurper?” 

 “Let’s just say I’m filling in until we can, ahem, ‘recover’ her. But given Innovator’s distrust of Craft, it might be a while until he gets around to it. The council thought that my abilities would be a good fit in the meantime.” 

 “And you’re having dinner with me because?” 


Cassandra took a bite out of her fish, scooped up with her remaining spoon. “Well Deathface, to be a bit cliche, I see great things for you. And that’s not just the clairvoyance talking. Someone with abilities of your magnitude could make quite a name for himself.” 


So she thinks I’m telekinetic too, huh, he thought.
 “And I don’t mean those force projection Gauntlets you took off before you started eating.” 


Shawn froze, looking into Cassandra’s eyes. He couldn’t see anything there. He looked around, waiting for masked men to emerge from the tasteful decor. 

 “Don’t worry, the precise nature of your ‘powers’ doesn’t concern me. I haven’t told anyone else. Most of the people here wouldn’t care anyway. I’m only interested in how useful you can be to me. And trust me, you can be very useful.”
 “Look,” said Shawn, “I’ll level with you, miss: I just want to get back home. I’ve got a wife. We’re trying to have a baby. I want a mortgage, and a minivan, and a house with crayon on the walls. That’s why I’m here - because this council of yours is threatening to kill all of that if I ever set foot in METAPOL again.” 

 “Yes, they can be rather unimaginative in that respect,” said Cassandra through a mouthful. “I know you’ve been more or less press-ganged into working for us. But I think that you want more than that. I think you want to make the world a better place.”
 “I really don’t.”
 “Yes you do. Why else would you try so hard to get into METAPOL, even in a menial capacity? Why else would you murder Fracture? Trust yourself if you can’t trust me: in at least some portions of the present, right now you’re telling me exactly how angry and powerless you felt when your friend’s daughter died.” Shawn’s jaw clenched, and he swallowed a bite of steak with bad grace. 

 “To the best of my ability to tell, you wanted to help people. Judging by the dates on your background checks, your application to the QA department at METAPOL lingered for three years while you continued your EMT work. The best that we can figure, it was your father-in-law, an old army mate of Senator Kirbie, who had to pull some strings just to get you in the door. You,” she said, pointing her fork towards Shawn, “want to change the world.” 

 “But I can’t,” he said. “Right now I’d settle for a plane ticket home and a promise that I’d never see any of you again.” 

 “Let me ask you something,” she said. “What do you think we’re doing here?”
 “Bringing down the free nations of the world, causing terror, despondency and ruin wherever you go,” he said with a sarcastic sneer.
 “That’s the METAPOL party line. Do you really think that Doctor O or Innovator or Pale Rider wake up in the morning and say to themselves, ‘Oh, I wonder how I can cause suffering and pain to as many people as I can?’ Do you think we stuff damsels in distress into refrigerators and laugh maniacally while we brush our teeth?” 


Shawn opened his mouth, then closed it again. That had been pretty much his vision of life as a villain, in not so many words.
 “Would it surprise you to find out that I want to make the world a better place too?”
 “Yeah, right.” 

 “No, really.” She gave an expansive gesture. “Oh, I agree, a lot of the people here are just trying to get as much power and money as possible. Most people would guess that it’s what I want too - I’ve got almost five hundred million in my CHAOS account, and that’s just the commissions off my official work, and nothing next to my more discrete accounts.”
 “Thanks for lunch, by the way.”

Cassandra ignored him. “That’s hardly a unique aspect of the costumed crowd - you might not think much of our profession, but contrasted with ‘respectability,’ it is comparatively honest. But there’s only so much money you can make, so much you can acquire. So I donate sixty percent of my earnings to charity. And now that I’m on the council, I do my best to steer their actions towards less violent options.”

Shawn looked at her. She was sincere - or at least, she was a better liar than Shawn had ever seen. 

 “Alternative Solutions is a surprisingly progressive place, Deathface. We’re the ones who want to change the world. I’ll admit, perhaps it’s not the change that everyone else seems to want, but we’re not content to see the status quo remain, to see the rich get richer while the poor get poorer, to see natural law perverted to hold up bloated institutions. It’s the Hegemony and its Heroes that want to stall progress. We’re the ones who want change - they just want to keep it from happening.”

Shawn couldn’t help himself. He reached across the table and flipped her plate into her lap - or at least the place that would have been her lap, if she hadn’t slid back from the table a split-second beforehand. The other diners paused in conversation to stare at him. “Tell that to my friend’s daughter, bitch.” 


She didn’t blink. Shawn realized that she must have been expecting it. “You’re referring to the release of Fracture.” Shawn gave a huff of acknowledgement. “I regret that. I was against the decision, but you have to understand, it was necessary.” 

 “For what? So you could kill a bunch of do-nothing senators?” 

 “Yes.”
 “WHY?!”

Cassandra sighed, and seemed genuinely remorseful. “I’m sorry, Shawn, that’s on a need-to-know basis. I really do wish I could tell you.” 


Shawn sat down, still fuming, but decades of social graces won over. “You’re a bunch of hypocrites, or else you’re crazy. Right now I don’t know which I’d prefer.” 

 “In any case,” she said, scooting her chair around the ruined plate and closer to him, “you are here, and this is now. Think of the good that you can do here. I listened to the report of your activities yesterday. Your casualties only included one woman with a broken arm. That’s considerably less than your associate. Who, I understand, is no longer with us.” 

 “What of it?” 

 “Shawn - Deathface - if you don’t do this job, someone will. Would you have prefered it if another person like Veloci-Raptor had come with you? No,” she said, rephrasing, “let me put it like this: do you think the woman with the broken arm would have prefered another person like Vinny Nugent? What about her son and daughter, or her husband?” 


She looked at Shawn with a genuine sympathy. “Alternative Solutions will achieve its goals, with or without you. So will I. If you’re a part of it, you can stem the violence and see that some good is done. Change is hard, and always painful. I want to change the world for the better, with the smallest amount of pain possible. I have the best of intentions. I think that in many ways, you do too. We can help each other. And after you’re done, you can go back home, quite a bit richer by the way, and get your mortgage and crayon on your walls.” 


Shawn thought. Then he thought some more. There was some logic to what she said. Sure, he’d have to fight Heroes, but he wasn’t their biggest fan as of late anyway, and it was unlikely that he’d be able to actually kill one if he tried. If he was careful, and he did everything he could not to hurt civilians, and his apparently boundless talent for lying continued…

No. He still couldn’t do it. But he didn’t have a choice, according to Crosshair and whoever was giving him orders. Oh well - odds were he’d die long before his lies caught up with him. 

 “Fine,” Shawn lied. “I’ll do my best.” 

 “Wonderful,” said Cassandra. “Glad to have you aboard. Now come with me.”
 “Uh, where?” 

 “You need to look more presentable.” 





Chapter 10 

 
 A good costume can make or break your career in villainy. Contrasting yet complementary colors and muscular-looking body armor are currently in, while hoods and bulky accessories are out. If you’re a villainess, make sure to show off your assets. It’s guaranteed to get you more media exposure, and you’d be surprised at how many heroes will hesitate when they see a bit of cleavage. That said, if you flub your first attempt, don’t worry - it’s acceptable to change your look after a year of successful scheming, or after your first jailbreak.  
 
 - excerpt from Villainy For Dummies! by Professor Parasite
 

There was an entire alley of the Leviathan filled with tailors whose sole clientele were villains. Shawn was no fashionista, but even he recognized labels that should have been adorning shops in Paris and Milan. Some specialized in the classic cape and cowl, some had sinister trims of high fashion suits and cocktail dresses. Some offered decorative armor and helmets, like Torque and Veloci-Raptor wore, while others had fully mechanized powered walkers. A couple of shops seemed to delight in the leather, chains, whips, and spikes variety of villainy, and after just a quick glance he saw things he wasn’t likely to forget in a hurry. 


The whole of CHAOS and its headquarters seemed less like the opposite of civilized life, as he might have imagined, and more like a funhouse mirror version of it. Everything was recognizable, just twisted in horrible and fascinating shades of exotic mundanity. 


Cassandra practically dragged him to a relatively tame shop named Hesa’s. Inside was a hodgepodge of all the other shops, showcasing styles from the “golden age” of Heroes up to the current fashions of integrated armor and nylon. Shawn even recognized a few of the costumes from villains like Jumper and Janus, who were rumored to be retired. A small, frumpy old woman at the counter lit up when Cassandra entered. 

 “Cassie, so good to see you! You’re here for the new ensemble, yes?”
 “Yes, that too,” said Cassandra, exchanging European-style cheek kisses with the woman. “This is the one I called you about. Hesa, meet Deathface, Deathface, Hesa, the best outfitter on the Leviathan.” 

 “Oh, please,” said Hesa, with false modesty. “Yes, I can see why she brought you to me. I took the liberty, sir - if you’ll come with me.”

Shawn walked in silence as the two women chatted. When they had navigated the small hallways, Hesa showed them into what was probably her main workshop. Long tables were covered with fabrics and other materials. On a dummy was what looked like a cross between a professional luger’s suit and something a Navy SEAL might wear sneaking into an enemy compound. 

 “Here we are,” said Hesa. “I tried to incorporate some of the choices you made in your.... current outfit.” Her distaste was palpable as she looked at Shawn’s attire of sweatsuit, painted belts, and modified Halloween mask. 


He could see that she had. It was mostly black, with two wide bands of red crossed on the chest, and what looked like a series of cunningly-concealed pockets sewn in. Red trim covered other parts, including the high stiff collar. Reinforcements in the elbows and knees looked like Kevlar, and the bits and pieces of extra armor here and there would cover shapely pectorals and abdominal muscles that Shawn did not, in fact, have. Even the boots looked sleek, with an integrated sole and a separated toe. 


The mask was surely the crowning glory. It clung to the dummy head as if it were part of it, with stylistic lines that looked elegant and menacing. It covered the eyes and nose with flairs that went up past the temples and below the jawline, leaving the nostrils, mouth, and hair exposed. Subtle indents around the brow and nose implied a skull shape, but with surprising elegance rather than Halloween gaudiness. Shawn thought it looked like something that an incredibly fashionable space marine might wear to a dinner party. 

 “It’s... really something,” said Shawn, to a huffed response from Hesa. She turned and grabbed a white box, handing it to Cassandra.
 “You try this on dear, and we’ll see if we can’t get the rookie more satisfied, yes?” Cassandra left with a small wave, leaving Shawn alone with a seamstress who suddenly looked a lot larger. 

 “So, Mister Deathface. How would you make this better, huh?” 

 “I can’t think of anything for the suit itself,” Shawn admitted, trying to sound more impressed. “It’s... I couldn’t do something like this in a lifetime.”
 “No, you couldn’t.” 

 “I’ll need my own gloves, though. I’ve gotten used to these, and I might have to drive or, uh, use a pen?” He stretched out his powered-down Gauntlets.
 “If you must.” 

 “And if it’s not too much trouble, a backpack.”

Hesa looked at the torn and ratty pack that was all that was left of the one Shawn had taken to Ironband. “A common request. I can integrate it with some extra armor.”
 “But it needs some air vents,” said Shawn, remembering the heat of the thing on his back as it absorbed energy from Red Eric’s charge.
 “May I ask why?” 

 “Um. Style?” 

 “The customer isn’t always right. But luckily for you, sir, he’s never wrong.” 

 “Right. And one last thing. The mask is fantastic. Really amazing.”
 “Yes?” 

 “But I need to be able to wear these with it,” said Shawn, removing his own shabby red mask and popping out the control goggles. “They’re prescription.” 

 “Easy enough,” said Hesa, grabbing them with more speed than he had expected. She reached into her apron and pulled out a fabric tape with two boxes on it. She slid the boxes to measure the width of the goggles, pressed a small button, and got a “beep” in response. She repeated the process with every possible dimension, then handed them back. “And now, it’s your turn.” 

 “Yes?” 

 “Disrobe.” 

 “What, here?” 

 “Yes. I did my best from your recent video performance, but to ensure a perfect fit, I will need your dimensions. You may keep your briefs, though I recommend against it - you may feel some chafing otherwise.” 


She looked at Shawn’s expression. “Come on, boy, it’s nothing I haven’t seen before. And better, too.” 


Shawn removed his clothes and equipment, feeling strange. When he was completely naked, the woman went to work, measuring what seemed like every inch of him several times over. She measured his chest. She measured his waist. She measured five different points in between. She measured his collar, his neck to his hand, then his elbow to his hand, then halfway to each. She measured his inseam and a dozen other points on his legs, not to mention some very uncomfortable
points around the crotch, each to the accompanying beep of the digital tape. Shawn allowed his mind to wander a bit, and wondered how much money some of the Hero and villain tabloids would give for Hesa’s complete directory of measurements.

She slipped his feet into some kind of electronic shoe, which condensed around them and beeped in the same fashion. Then she started on his head, measuring nose to chin, eyes to crown, and more and more and more. Shawn really wished she’d saved his crotch for last. 


After an appreciable fraction of a half hour, she seemed satisfied, and Shawn started putting his clothes back on. He was still naked from the waist up when Cassandra returned, and he hastened his pace. “What do you think?” she asked. 


When he got his mask back on, Shawn had a look. Cassandra’s outfit was technically a unitard, but it had a toga somewhere in its ancestry. One shoulder and arm were bare, revealing lean muscle - Shawn guessed she was a swimmer. The other had a sleeve that went all the way to her wrist, matching leggings that went all the way down. Hesa must really be the genius she seemed to suggest, because while the shoulders, legs and one arm seemed skintight, the area around her small bust was less defined, leaving more personal details to the imagination. Clever use of the white fabric showed off a toned midriff without actually revealing it, and a purple sash went over her hips, matching the trim that ran on the costume’s side. The shoes looked like more attractive white versions of the boots on Shawn’s new outfit. Her figure was not voluptuous, looking more like a normal person than the cover models that seemed to exclusively populate the Super tabloids. She wore nothing to cover her face, but she had re-styled her black hair into a complex single braid that rested on one shoulder. 

 “Nice” was as far as Shawn would venture, though more descriptive adjectives presented themselves for his consideration. He noticed a series of hard plastic pieces molded and matched to the fabric on her thighs. He pointed and asked, “What are those?” 

 “Holsters,” replied Hesa, “for her pistol and spare magazines. You’re still using the Sig, dear?” Cassandra nodded. 

 “Uh, how come your outfit doesn’t have any armor?”
 “While I’ll admit that most of my fellow femmes fatale could use more practical wear, I don’t need it,” she replied. “I’ve never been hit.” 

 “Right. Of course.”
 “You will wear it out, yes?” Hesa asked, and Cassandra nodded, grabbing the hanging bag that contained her (for want of a better word) “street” clothes. “Then come to the front, please.” 


Cassandra paid first, and Shawn didn’t see what the total was, since she leaned over the digital pad to sign her acceptance. When Shawn’s turn came up he did a spit take, minus the spit. “Sixty-eight thousand dollars?”
 “With your new customer discount, dear.” 

 “That’s insane!” 

 “That’s art, dear. It’ll flatter and protect, and you’ll get some much needed respect. Of course if you’d like to go out again in that deathtrap, you’re welcome to get shot up by every police officer you can’t outrun.” 

 “You’ve got plenty,” said Cassandra. “I know what you pulled in on the job today. And besides, you’ll make more than that on your next assignment.” 


Sighing, and trying not to think of his new villainous suit as a wearable Corvette, he removed one Gauntlet and picked up the stylus. “I can see why you like those, dear,” said Hesa, nodding disapprovingly at his glove. Shawn ignored her. He had to stop himself from signing his own name, and instead signed “Deathface.”
 “Benissimo. I’ll do the alterations in the morning, you’ll have it in the afternoon.” 

 “Damn well better for that much,” said Shawn under his breath.
 “What?” 

 “Nothing.” 


When they got back out of the shop, Shawn turned to Cassandra. “You might have mentioned the price.” 

 “Oh hush up. You wouldn’t get out of one of these shops for less than twenty. That’s twenty thousand, by the way - your current outfit looks like something a bad graffiti artist made in his basement.”
 “Bathroom, actually.” She chuckled. 


They parted, and Shawn made the long walk back to his quarters. He was still too wired to sleep, despite the meal, so he checked his Internet terminal instead. He and Veloci-Raptor were on the front page of every site, as tended to be the case when new villains hit the town. There were even a few editorials blasting the Hegemony, both for allowing the deaths of the civilians and for killing Veloci-Raptor. The public liked its Heroes virtuous. He had two messages. 


The first came from someone named Rodrigo Guzman, and it said that he’d been retained by Alternative Solutions as his official PR manager. He was at Deathface’s disposal whenever he liked, though he would be much obliged if he came into his office on Deck 12 at ten the next morning. 


The second gave Shawn chills. It was from Pale Rider, one of the most notorious Chaos members, stating that he was requested and required to attend a briefing two days later. 

 
 “What do you think?” 


Crosshair was waiting outside her quarters. Cassandra pointedly stopped, not even reaching for the access keypad. 

 “He’ll be ready when we are,” she said. 

 “You’re sure?” he asked. Cassandra just stared at him, daring him to question her. “Fine, fine, I get it. But do you think he’ll be up to it?” 

 “Mister Simmons is surprisingly capable. Not especially smart, but he knows how to think quickly, and he’s taking to his new role faster than most. He’s also an idealist.” 

 “Oh, great. You two’ll get along well, then.” 

 “Don’t count him out, James. Idealism can be very useful,” she said, opening the door and walking through, “when properly applied.” 

 “So you want him kept safe?” 

 “Oh, not too safe,” she replied, just as the door began to close. “He won’t learn anything if he’s too safe. But you probably shouldn’t shoot him anymore, all the same.” 

 

The next morning, at least by the clock on the Leviathan, Shawn took his pain and hormone pills and jumped in the shower. The pressure from the showerhead was still so low that he didn’t feel properly clean, but the heat was soothing to his ribs. He walked to breakfast with a swagger. Then he felt ashamed and assumed his normal pace. This isn’t supposed to be fun, “Deathface”,
he thought. You want to get out. You want to go back to your wife, and your dog, and your life. When he got back to his room he called Bree, still amazingly thankful that she wasn’t interested in checking his story. After chatting with his wife, navigating a conversational minefield of lies and half-truths, he tried to kill time and nervous energy on the Leviathan computer system. 


The intranet included a surprisingly wide range of music and movies, all of which had to be paid for - apparently the most evil organization on the planet still had to pay licensing fees. He loaded up several albums of John Fogerty and Creedence Clearwater Revival, which he played while meticulously parsing through the Alternative Solutions roster. Maybe if he managed to get home with some information that METAPOL didn’t already have, it could be beneficial for Hephaestus… or maybe even help keep him out of jail. Shawn could but hope, so he tried to remember every name, alias, power set, and backstory, at least in so much as they were provided. 


Villains with active powers tended to list the highest rates for hire, but there were a few exceptions. LD-50, a sentient cloud of gas that traveled by means of some kind of containment suit, could poison a city block in under five minutes. He charged two million dollars per engagement. Colonel Scourge, a huge, glowing bodybuilder with atomic powers that could level a building with a single blow, wouldn’t get out of bed for less than five million. But Tin Kelly, whose only powers were mechanical aptitude and a homemade suit of armor, charged just as much. When he saw her resume, he understood - she had been on more than three dozen successful robberies, mostly in Australia and the South Pacific. Apparently she had a penchant for jobs aimed at the super-wealthy or law enforcement. Experience counted for a lot. 


He sat there for longer than he realized, only looking up when there was a knock on the door. 

 “Deathface?” said the delivery man. Shawn stared. He was wearing a FedEx polo shirt. “Deathface?” the man asked again. 

 “Yeah.” 

 “Sign, please.” 


Shawn took the package back inside. Inside the crude cardboard was a light white box, a larger version of the one he’d seen Cassandra take the day before. His new costume - Deathface’s new costume, he corrected his own inner monologue - was inside. 


Chiding himself, knowing that it was wrong to take pleasure in any part of this, Shawn put it on. Every piece was lined with some kind of material that was grippy without being uncomfortable. Hesa must have known that his musculature was nothing to show off, because the costume hid most of the body form that he didn’t have. It bulged where Shawn didn’t, and hid where he did, especially around the waist. There was not an inch of give in the upper or lower pieces, but he felt perfectly capable of moving in any direction. The measurements had been worth it. It was like wearing a second skin. 


The boots were the most comfortable things that Shawn had ever worn on his feet. They felt like stockings, but still cushioned his footfalls. Though they went up to his calves, there was no pressure on his ankles - they might as well have been magic. 


The mask was nothing short of fantastic. A package of spirit gum had been included, and it allowed the thing to snugly tuck onto his face. When he put it on and peered in the mirror, he didn’t look like himself anymore, he looked like someone who really could go out and do what needed to be done without second-guesses or remorse. The focused expression that it forced on his brow would be enough to keep anyone from ever suspecting that an unremarkable quality assurance tester was hiding underneath. True to her word, Hesa had reformed the eyes to fit around the control goggles - there was even a groove inside to accommodate the strap. 


The upper piece bulged in the back with a neoprene backpack covered in Kevlar plates, with red trim continuing from the crossed bands on his chest. Shawn removed the straps from the power supply and slipped it in. Fortuitously, one of the holes in the pack was pretty close to the cable adapters for the Gauntlets. The cables were painfully obvious without the loose hoodie, so Shawn threaded them through the top and out near the back of his neck. With his costume completed, Shawn had to admit: he looked badass. He stuck his phone in one of the larger pouches on the crossed red straps. 


In the early afternoon Shawn walked towards the Guzman Personal Reputation Management office clad in his new costume. The villains that he passed nodded with respect instead of passing with diffidence, and the staffers and Henchpersons looked fearful if they met his eyes at all. Clothes make the man, he thought. Maybe this crap was even worth almost seventy grand if it makes you feel like a million bucks. 


Shawn was happy to see that he barely had time to sit down in the PR waiting room. A man with salt-and-pepper hair in a suit nearly as sharp as Shawn’s own came out with a grin that might have broken his jaw if it were any wider. “Deathface! Man, I am loving the new look!” He gave Shawn a huge hug - a strange thing to do to a known killer, he thought - and steered him into a lush office. “The name’s Rodrigo. It is my job to put you in the absolute best light possible. You, son, will be a star.”
 “Is that really necessary?” asked Shawn. Even his voice sounded deeper, more authoritative, in his ears. 

 “Well, yes, Deathface. The modern Alternative Solutions is all about image. Diplomats and leaders of industry can hardly be seen with someone without much mindspace, now can they?” 


Shawn stood silent. Did this man want him to run for city council or something?
 “But enough about them, Deathy - can I call you Deathy?” asked Guzman, and did not wait for a response. “We’re going to get your image out there. You’ll be the biggest thing since the Dischord and Faust ‘leaked’ sextape.”

Shawn remembered. The triple-threat of lesbians, villains, and bad lighting had made the media rounds for months. 

 “Look, I’m really not interested in that kind of exposure...” 

 “Nonsense!” the PR man said, with an expansive gesture. “We’ve already got your Twitter set up! You’ve got fifty thousand followers as of last night. Ah,” he paused, looking at his computer screen, “fifty-six thousand. They’re so easy to buy these days.”

He turned the screen around and Shawn gawked. The d3athfa¢e account used the same blurry shot from the news as its avatar. 

 “What’s with the alphanumerics?” Shawn asked. 

 “Do you have any idea how hard it is to get a new Twitter name?”
 “Right. And who exactly has been posting messages for me?” Shawn could hear a small amount of menace in his voice. 

 “Ghost-tweeter, baby! Don’t worry, we got the best. Guy was updating in the middle of your action yesterday! But we do need some better shots, OK?” 

 “No,” Shawn said emphatically. “No pictures.” 

 “I’m afraid it’s not optional,” said Guzman, trying to sound as placating as possible. “AS mandated professional portraits as part of their publicity makeover a few years ago. Come on, we’ve got a pro, this will only take a few minutes.” 


A few minutes turned into nearly three hours, but at least the photographer was sensitive to Shawn’s concerns over his identity. It was a common enough request that the handful of professional portraitures on the Leviathan had perfected the art of backlighting and silhouettes. After taking hundreds of photos on various backgrounds, Shawn couldn’t find one that showed his facial features clearly - most had him in only enough light to see the outer bits of the new costume. In the best, the photographer had cleverly made his goggles catch the light even though the source was behind him, using various fill lights and mirrors. Shawn had no idea that evil could be so, well, glamorous. 


The final picture that the photographer and PR manager chose looked like the cover shot for an action movie after a little digital touch-up. Guzman immediately put it on the d3athfa¢e account (fifty-seven thousand followers and counting). 


The experience was surprisingly draining, and Shawn left the office feeling even higher than he had that morning. His CHAOS account was also lighter by $18,435, but at this point he was beyond caring. He was only mildly surprised to see Cassandra waiting for him, likewise in her updated costume, complete with firearm holstered on her thigh. 

 “I’m thinking they should call you Cheshire,” he said, feeling cocky.
 “It’s taken. But don’t you look fabulous, Deathface. Still regretting our trip to Cowl Alley?” Shawn tried to hide a sheepish grin. “I’m here to tell you a little about your next assignment.” 

 “Won’t I get that tomorrow?” 

 “Yes, but I thought you’d like to know I had a little help selecting your target. You’ll be happy to hear that you shouldn’t encounter any civilians. Your companion is a bit of a hothead, but otherwise it should be smooth sailing. Is there anything I can help you with in the meantime?” 

 “Well, the shower in my room is really -”
 “Weak?” she asked. “There’s a Henchperson fitting it with a new showerhead right now. When you go back it will feel like the water’s trying to knock your jaw off.” 


Shawn gaped. “If you’ve already sent someone to fix it, then why did you ask?”
 “If I hadn’t asked, I wouldn’t have known how you felt, of course,” she said. “I’ll see you at the briefing, sharp dresser.” She slunk down the hall, and Shawn tried not to watch. If she knew that she would ask, and knew that I would answer, presumably long before now, then why bring it up at all? he thought to himself. 


Feeling more than a little guilty, he checked in with Bree again, then Harry. Shawn assured the former that the conference was going well and he’d be home as soon as possible, and told his boss that he was definitely feeling better, no really, and he’d be back any day. Overflowing with more confidence than a Kentucky derby contestant, he had no trouble convincing them both. This lying stuff is all about believing in yourself, he thought. 


He had the evening to himself, so Shawn took his time exploring more of the Leviathan. He saw the four-screen movie theater tucked into a corner of the enormous submarine, but he was surprised to find no showtimes on the playbill. “What time would you like, sir?” asked the attendant. 


The ticket was fifty dollars, a shameful extravagance for Shawn Simmons, quality assurance engineer, but Deathface put it on his account and enjoyed a private screening of a summer blockbuster. The seat probably wasn’t the most comfortable theater chair in the world, Shawn thought, but it must have broken the top 10. 


But the fast pace and guns-blazing action didn’t seem quite so extreme or enjoyable as he remembered. The fictional experience had lost its appeal now that he’d had a few of his own. Shawn left, leaving the ticket with the taker, and went home. All of a sudden, the rush of confidence he’d been riding on felt like a shameful thing - which, he reminded himself, it was. 


Shawn made do with cleaning out his inbox on his phone for the next hour. He had to leave his right Gauntlet off to get the screen working. If the sight of a grown man in battle gear and a mask sitting on a bench and fiddling with his phone seemed strange, no one said anything.

What was it that the zen masters said? ‘No mind?’ Shawn tried to achieve such a state as he sat on the bench. His spam-zapping zen moment was broken when a suit of hulking mechanical armor walked past, stopped, and turned to look at him. 


Most of the male villains, and a few of the Heroes come to think of it, incorporated a little bit of protection in their outfits. But this was the whole nine yards, or more accurately, two yards. The figure’s entire body was encased in gleaming blued metal, and the tiny horizontal eye slits glowed green on a box-shaped head. Shawn could see holes for what looked like missiles and an integrated jet on the back. 

 “Who you s’posed to be, drongo?” asked a menacing, amplified voice. “Ain’t seen you around these parts.” 

 “Um. Deathface,” Shawn replied. Whatever the suit was intended for, he was fairly certain it could kill him even if the operator pressed all the wrong buttons, nevermind the right ones.
 “Oh, that guy who hit up the jail and got the Fracture bounty, yeah?” Suddenly the voice sounded excited, even through the sinister modulation. The suit sat next to Shawn with a clank, and he could hear the metal legs of the bench straining. The helmet drew back with the sound of servos, and a bright, friendly, freckled female face grinned out. 

 “Kelly Davis Fitzroy. They call me Tin Kelly. Baddest girl that Glenrowan ever saw. You’ve heard of me, yeah?” Shawn had, and nodded. The woman’s enthusiasm and accent were infectious. “You’re ready to lair it up.” 

 “What?”
 “The clothes, mate. When I saw you on the news you were lookin’ pretty down market.” 

 “Oh, yes. Got them just a few hours ago.” He thought for a moment. “Cassandra helped me.” 

 “Then I’ll bet it cost ya, eh? Still, worth every dollar, I’m sure.” Shawn stared in incomprehension. “You’d best watch yourself with that one. I wouldn’t trust her as far as I can throw her.” 


Shawn looked at the pistons grafted onto the arm portion of her armor. They were thicker than his own wrist. Some analogies just couldn’t survive in the same environment as a supervillain. “What makes you say that?” He asked. “She’s been nice enough. Certainly seems more trustworthy than some of the people I’ve met here.” 

 “Oh no, I don’t mean like that. She’s just a tease.” She grinned mischievously. “Acted all flirty while we were negotiating a job, then turned me down for a date afterwards. More fool me, eh?” She stood and closed the helmet with a snap. The robovoice engaged again. “Nice to meet you, mate,” it boomed, and she slapped him on the back. It was a pity: Shawn had almost forgotten about his fractured rib. He popped another pill when Tin Kelly was out of sight. 


Shawn felt oddly disappointed. For most of his life, he’d thought of villains as insane, cackling psychopaths who would rather eat a puppy than pet it. It was so disconcerting to have his expectations continually challenged. Aside from Veloci-Raptor and Doctor O, most of the costumed villains he’d met on The Leviathan seemed like they were doing a day job. It was strange to think of the place as a swimming city, but that’s what it was: no false grandeur like a cruise liner, no sense of crushing authority like he imagined a naval carrier would have. Just a bunch of people doing their jobs, putting on their pants - or tights, or holsters, or armored exoskeletons - one leg at a time. 


Of course, some of those people killed other people with reckless abandon. That put a quick stop to Shawn’s ruminations on the commonality of man. 


Shawn had an evening meal at the same restaurant he’d been to the night before. No one mentioned a collar - apparently fully-costumed supervillains got a certain amount of leeway. When he returned to his room, he found that Cassandra was true to her word: the shower had so much pressure that he had to make sure not to let it fall directly on his bruised midsection.

In the shower he considered his encounter with Cassandra earlier that morning, thoughts flowing under the hot water. Cause and effect circled in his mind like moons chasing each other around orbital paths. If he hadn’t asked her about the showerhead, then she wouldn’t have known to send the repairman. But she had still sent them, hours before he would have asked. So if he hadn’t… but he might have, in one of these split-off quantum universes, right? But if that was true, she probably could have seen that he’d want a new showerhead a week ago and replaced it before he even got to the Leviathan, thus negating the need for the conversation in the first place. So why not do that and save time? His head swam with the possibilities. 


Between the relaxation of the shower and yet another THC pill, he slept more soundly than he ever thought would be possible in a figurative pit of vipers. He wondered if spies and double agents were ever able to sleep so well - and that was a comforting thought. He wasn’t a terrified wannabe villain in over his head on a submarine full of psychopaths, he was a freelance METAPOL Agent gathering intelligence on an oblivious enemy. It would have to do for now. 


In the morning, Shawn headed for the upper decks, arriving at the conference room fifteen minutes early. Having nothing better to do, he walked in. This one seemed to adopt the ubiquitous “dark and ominous” vibe, and judging by the lone figure sitting at the conference table, there was no appeal. 


The black bodysuit with green trim and cape wasn’t overly ostentatious, at least by villain standards. It was the bright, glowing skull on top that attracted Shawn’s attention - it emitted light that outshone the sparse fluorescents overhead. The empty eye sockets turned to stare at him. 

 “Mister Simmons,” it said, in tones that sounded like iron bells. “You are early.” That seemed all that it was willing to say. It continued its eyeless stare. 

 “You’re... Pale Rider, right?” 

 “‘gainst whom no lock may hold, nor fastened portal bar,” he replied. The bone white jaw did not move. Shawn saw a ring of illumination around the man’s collar, and realized that the famous skull head must have been a holographic projection. It was entirely too real for comfort: Shawn could see the spine going down to meet a clavicle inside the costume. 

 “Uh, sir,” said Shawn. “Could you refer to me as Deathface while we’re... on duty?” 


Pale Rider harrumphed in response, a strange sound to hear coming out of a skull lacking a larynx. “You will respond to any name I choose to give you, puny mortal,” he said. Shawn started. It sounded like the man had taken classes on intimidation or something. Shawn took a seat at the table and tried not to stare. If the villain intended to start the debriefing, he made no movement to do so. A faint whiff of inadequate bathing started to fill the room.

A few awkward minutes later, the door opened again, and Shawn squinted against the influx of light. An enormous figure was silhouetted, and when Shawn’s eyes adjusted, he could see that it was a man of Titanic proportions and Hollywood musculature. He wore what looked like an Olympic wrestling outfit, though his head and shoulders were covered with a bullet helmet and shoulder pads. Extensions to the ensemble distributed weight across his shoulders, arms, and hips. 

 “This the new guy?” he asked. 


Pale Rider’s voice seemed less menacing. “Locomotion, meet our new initiate... Deathface.” Shawn was relieved that he’d switched to the villainous handle. “Deathface, Locomotion. Now both of you underlings sit down and give me your full attention, or suffer the consequences.” Shawn wasn’t sure in the gloom, but he thought Locomotion might have rolled his eyes. If Pale Rider noticed, he made no indication. He tapped a few buttons on the side of the table that Shawn hadn’t seen before, and a screen set below the surface showed a map of the West Coast of the United States. 

 “There is a METAPOL facility a few kilometers outside of the city of Lovelock, Nevada,” said Pale Rider. As he spoke the map zoomed in to show a tiny town that was mostly segmented fields. It shifted west to show what looked like some kind of industrial plant. “It’s disguised as a canola refinery, and in fact actually does produce small amounts of biodiesel fuel. But its real purpose is a backup data center for METAPOL.” 


A wireframe of the various buildings and silos spread out. “We believe that six out of the eight silos contain backup servers, with a high-speed data transfer network contained in the central compound. This is just one of five such facilities in the mainland US, with another two in Canada, one in Guam and one in Hawaii. We have assigned other teams to the other facilities - hopefully by tomorrow morning, METAPOL’s network will be brought to its knees. The only major data center that we are not assaulting is the one we believe to be in Mount Victory itself.” 


The screen flickered off. “You two were selected for your destructive tendencies. Your assignment is simple: destroy every building at the compound and every piece of electronics you can find. We’ll be synchronizing attacks at 9 AM Leviathan time - 2 AM tomorrow morning in Nevada.”

Shawn stopped himself from raising his hand. “What kind of personnel will be there?” 

 “At that time of night, a skeleton crew, we think just two staff and five guards. METAPOL is counting on redundancy and secrecy, so they have been cutting corners on staff.” He shrugged. “Good enough for government work.” It was an oddly pedestrian phrase to hear in the amplified growl. 

 “And if we don’t get everything?” asked Locomotion. 

 “We have a backup ready,” said Pale Rider. “But don’t make us use it. Tactical nukes are not easy to come by, and a cross-continental delivery system is even harder. Plus, you would die.” He grinned. Of course he didn’t have much of a choice, but he grinned all the same. 





Chapter 11
 
 Most villains are understandably solitary, outside of Category 6 confrontations with the Hegemony. But eventually you’ll cross paths with others on the path of unrighteousness. Regular team-ups are rare, but can be advantageous. Like good marriages or political campaigns, it’s best if two villains’ skill sets complement each other. For best results, avoid the word “sidekick” at all costs.
 
 - excerpt from Villainy For Dummies! by Professor Parasite
 

The jumpjet dropped Shawn and Locomotion two miles away from the facility. Shawn was surprised to find that it was freezing - his companion had brought a coat, but the new Deathface costume’s charms did not include cold weather protection. He wished for his hood. For a split second, he considered that he might have to get Hesa to make him a specialized version, then remembered that he hoped to be long gone before that. Somehow. 


There wasn’t a single cloud in the desert, and with the moon hanging low in a crescent, the stars shone more brilliantly than Shawn had ever seen before. The sparse lights of Lovelock were visible on the eastern horizon, but that was it. Shawn imagined himself as sitting in the nosebleed seats for an everlasting performance by the Milky Way. Sand and pebbles crunched underneath his feet. 


Something was bothering Shawn. 

 “Why don’t we have watches?” he asked. 

 “I have a watch,” said Locomotion.
 “No, I mean, radio watches,” he said. “All the TV shows and cartoons when I was a kid had the good guys and bad guys wearing these watches that let them talk to each other, and it looked really cool -”
 “They had them for a while,” said Locomotion, his helmet gently clinking in its harness. “Back in the 80s, when the tech was finally small enough. They were terrible, stupid. Completely useless for stealth, too - have you ever tried to keep quiet while a speaker is blasting out from your wrist? Would you really want to talk into a watch? Be glad we’ve got these in-ear versions, otherwise you’d be using a walkie-talkie.” Shawn dug into one of the pockets of his costume, feeling the outline of the receiver he hadn’t yet put on.
 “So,” said Shawn, getting to what he really wanted to say, “can we try and get the personnel out before we begin the attack?”
 “Why?” answered Locomotion. The interconnected helmet and frame on his shoulders jingled as they walked.
 “You know, um, less messy.” 

 “You psychic types are always so squirrelly. If you wanna get people out, be my guest.” 

 “OK, how about this: the guards and the staffers will be in the central building, right?”
 “Probably.” 

 “Then can you start on the server silos, while I get the interior?”
 “You seem awfully concerned for someone who killed an unarmed man in a cell.” 

 “Just get the outside, OK?”
 “Fine.” 


Shawn sighed. The walk to the compound really was pleasant, despite the cold. But he soon saw the fence lights of the “canola processing facility” overpower those of the small town. Both of them stopped just outside of the sight of the compound’s lights and waited for two o’clock. 

 “Radio check,” said Locomotion. 


Shawn placed the receiver in his ear. “Check.” 

 “Ready to do this?” 


Shawn activated the heads-up display in the goggles, then powered up the Gauntlets. The power pack on his back came to life with a now-familiar hum. He felt like he really, really needed a shotgun, just for the tactile pleasure and appropriateness of racking the slide with a satisfying cha-click. “Ready.” 

 “Right then. See you on the other side.” 


Locomotion started running towards the compound. He had a slow gait, more of a jog than a run, but he built up speed quickly. After a few seconds, he started to pull away from Shawn. 

 “Hey! Slow down, man!”
 “No can do, Deathface,” said Locomotion through his radio. He was accelerating, already too far away to hear his voice. Shawn saw a trail of dust from behind him, making the stars twinkle on the horizon. 


Shawn slowed down from a sprint to a jog. There was no way he would catch up with Locomotion, and he’d need energy once he got there. A scraping noise and a crash accompanied several lights going out, followed by a large boom. 

 “I’m starting on the southwest silo. Get moving,” came over the radio. 


Shawn tried to find a pace that would get him to the compound quickly without wearing him out. He was still breathing hard when he reached the gaping hole in the outer gate. A flash of light and a tacata slapping signaled automatic weapons fire. 

 “Can you get those guys, Deathface? I don’t think they can hit me even in good light, but they’re starting to annoy me.” 


Shawn saw Locomotion come around him in a wide circle, aiming for the silo again. He wasn’t supersonic, but he was definitely outpacing the average world-class sprinter, and he wasn’t stopping for anything. Nothing seemed to affect him once he was at top speed - Shawn had read on the CHAOS roster that Locomotion could smash through ten meters of concrete before he started slowing down, with no ill effects. His helmet gashed a hole in a tanker truck as he passed and vegetable oil spilled onto the ground. 


With a sudden flash of insight, Shawn realized that if Locomotion had just passed him, whoever was shooting would be looking in his direction. Sure enough, two guards ran up to him holding automatic rifles in their hands. They crouched. Shawn pulled up his Gauntlets, projecting flat invisible fields with 100% density engaged. Once again his brain shifted down, focused only on surviving, letting other concerns fall away. 


The bullets moved too fast to see, but the goggles showed Shawn the fluctuations in the magnetic fields as they hit and ricocheted. The fields were perpendicular to the guards, and the bullets flew back towards them, peppering the ground and vehicles around them with their own weapons fire. One cried out as a bullet grazed his leg. 


Shit, he thought. The guards couldn’t hurt Shawn as long as he kept his wits about him, but he might kill someone without thinking. He adjusted the field in front of him into a wedge, with himself at the center - at least now they shouldn’t shoot themselves. 


After only a few seconds, both guards had expended their rifle magazines. Good to know, thought Shawn, the real things can’t fire forever like a Schwarzenegger movie.
They reached back to reload. Shawn ran forward, keeping the fields in front of him. The guards still had time to get a few rounds off before running in opposite directions. Shawn ran after the one on the left, keeping a slanted field behind him with the right Gauntlet. Alarm sirens began to sound. Man, I’m really tired of that noise, he thought.
It means people are trying to kill me. 


He shoved the man just hard enough to push him off his balance. As he rose again, Shawn quickly switched the left Gauntlet to claw mode and snatched the gun out of his hands. With a flinging hand motion, Shawn sent the rifle flying hundreds of feet out of the compound, beyond the view of the lights. 


He grabbed the man with the claw field, and tried to think of something menacing to say. “Are you going to run, or do I have to squeeze your guts out your head like toothpaste? Your call.” The guard nodded, eyes wide, and Shawn let him go. 


He turned his attention to his right side. The second guard had emptied another magazine, and was already firing a sidearm. A clicking noise to his right made him look - two more guards were aiming rifles at him in between a Jeep and a silo. He had just enough time to switch his left field to a flat plane and angle it before they started firing. 


Blocking attacks from the front and the left, Shawn’s ears rang from sirens and gunfire, and another crash as Locomotion continued his work called out over both. He heard a slide and a click behind him - a bullet being chambered. Duh, Deathface. If one guard’s got a pistol, they probably all do. He was about to be shot in the back, and he was out of hands. 


Praying that this would work, Shawn dropped both fields and dove to the ground. The guards in front and to the left kept firing, the man behind him got off two shots. He went down clutching his gut - he must have been shot by the guard on the other side. Shawn twisted as the man fell, adjusted the goggles’ heads-up display madly, and brought up a pair of protective semi-circles. His ribs screamed in protest. On the ground, taking fire from two sides, he hoped the curved surfaces were enough to deflect more bullets away from the remaining guard. 


When the firing stopped again Shawn looked in all four directions. I should be panicking, he thought. I must be getting better at this. He quickly switched the Gauntlets’ fields to claw mode and grabbed both guards on his left, pinning their rifles to their bodies like airline passengers in coach seats. He pulled them in towards his own body, then held them a few centimeters above the ground, in between himself and the remaining pistol-wielding guard. He walked backwards toward the man crouching with a gunshot wound. 

 “Everyone drop your guns, now!” he shouted. The two who weren’t in his fields did so. “I said drop them!” Shawn screamed at the men floating gently before him. 

 “Um. Can’t,” said one. Shawn realized that the Gauntlet’s claw-shaped fields were holding them too tightly. He gave them both just a bit of slack, and their weapons slid on cloth and fell to the concrete with a clatter. 

 “Now, slowly pull those pistols out and drop them. Slowly. Any quick moves and I’ll have to clean my nice new suit, okay?” The guards did as he instructed. “Now you, go sit next to him,” he said, nodding towards the injured man. “Put pressure on that wound. There’s one more of you fellows around, am I right?” The guard on the ground nodded.
 “Just let them go and we’ll talk!” Shawn heard. The fifth guard walked towards him, but one of the ones in his electromagnetic claws was in the way. Shawn swiveled the second around in a double-fisted human shield, holding two floating men between him and, he hoped, the last armed man on the compound.

The guard looked young, probably a METAPOL recruit fresh from one of the military academies. “Don’t try any heroics, please,” Shawn said. “It won’t end well.” 

 “I can’t do that,” said the guard. His face was set with a combination of determination and fear. 

 “Look, I’m just here to mess up some equipment, okay? I don’t have to kill any of you, and to be perfectly honest, I’d rather not. Also, I really don’t want to die. Can we all agree that nobody here wants to die?” 


The kid looked like he was considering it, but the rifle did not waver. 

 “Think of it this way. If I really wanted to, I could have killed him,” Shawn nodded to the guard on the ground, “and these two already,” he nodded to the two men floating between them. The one on the right looked like he was beginning to panic. 

 “We’ve contacted the Hegemony,” said the kid. “You’ve still got time to surrender.” 

 “Okay. Well. That’s not going to happen,” Shawn said glibly. “And do you really want to stick around while we duke it out? There’s a high probability of collateral damage. Trust me.” 


The kid considered this. Another crash came as Locomotion continued his work a few hundred yards away. “What are you suggesting?” 


Shawn tilted his head towards the gunshot guard. “That guy’s been shot. It wasn’t me, as you can probably tell. Now if he lives through the next five minutes he’ll probably live through the hour, but you still need to get him to the hospital.”
 “OK.” 

 “You’ve got people inside, right?”
 “Yeah.” 

 “Wanna tell me how many, sport?” 

 “Not really.” 


Shawn sighed. He had stared down entirely too many gun barrels for one night. “Fine. But I’m guessing that none of them are bristling with weaponry like you, soldier boy, or they’d already be out here trying to turn me into a cheese grater.” 

 “They’re just techs and a couple of janitors. Leave them out of this!” 

 “I intend to. Here’s what I want. You put down that gun and throw all your weapons on the heap here, then radio your buddies in the main complex. Tell them to come out here and hop in... that Jeep, OK? No, on second thought, take the pickup truck. You’ll need the space.” 

 “Then what?” 

 “Then help your buddy there into the bed and drive away.” 

 “Just like that?”
 “Just like that.” 


A long moment passed. “Who are you?” the guard asked.
 “Deathface.” 

 “That’s a stupid-ass name.” 

 “I know.” 


The kid lowered his rifle to the ground, then kicked it towards Shawn. He repeated the process with his pistol, then slowly gripped a radio mouthpiece on his shoulder and leaned his head towards the receiver. “Carol, get everyone together and meet me in the parking lot. Just do it. Get the keys for the F-150. And a first aid kit.” He looked at Shawn. “It’ll take them a minute.” 


Shawn instructed the kid to stand next to the other free guard and the injured one, then released his hold on his human shields and told them to do likewise. He counted five rifles and five pistols, and after a moment’s thought, scooped them up between the Gauntlet claw fields. He squeezed them like a child using the Play-Dough reset button. There was a screeching of plastic and metal. The result looked like the nastier kind of modern art, it wasn’t going to fire any time soon. The sounds of sirens and the booms of Locomotion crashing through buildings continued in the background.

Four people ran towards them: a man and a woman in business casual and two men in janitorial jumpers. They froze when they saw Shawn’s costume. 

 “What’s the holdup, asshole?”
came Locomotion’s voice in Shawn’s ear. “I’ve already got four of these silos demolished.” 

 “Just cleaning up a mess.” 


Shawn ushered the staffers into the cab of the truck and the guards into the bed. One of them was already bandaging the wounded man. 


The kid turned to him. “You’re a weird one, you know that?”
 “Yeah. Get the hell outta here before someone else gets hurt.” 


Without taking his eyes off Shawn, the kid banged on the rear window. The truck sped away toward the plant entrance. 


Shawn turned to the central building, which looked like an innocent warehouse that didn’t deserve what he was about to do to it. He sighed and did some free-form rearranging in the goggle HUD. He made his left Gauntlet field into a cone shape to maximize the force on a single point, and his right field into a large scoop. He walked towards the building.

Here we go. 


Shawn reached back with his left hand and punched at nothing. With a sound of thunder, a gaping hole appeared in the sheetmetal wall. He tore at the opening with the scoop on his right arm, widening it until a modest yacht could fit through. The support beams gave him some trouble, but a few punches with the cone saw to that. 


Inside were various pieces of industrial processing equipment which seemed alien to Shawn. He tore into them anyway, crushing and tearing with reckless abandon. He picked up a large plastic tank and threw it through the wall, machines rolling away like bowling pins. Gallon jugs of an unidentified liquid went flying. One hit near Shawn, spilling a black syrup on his legs. 


And to his own surprise, Shawn found that it was... fun. The feeling of power, the wanton destruction, made him feel alive and vibrant. He found himself giggling as he picked up a forklift like a Happy Meal toy and threw it towards the main office, where it crashed through desks, chairs, and filing cabinets before bursting through the wall and landing outside with a boom. He fought down an involuntary urge to giggle.

So that’s what all the maniacal laughter is about. 


One of the peeled walls revealed a low-ceilinged room with aisles of black, blinking boxes and kilometers of multi-colored Ethernet cables. This had to be the hub. Shawn switched to claw mode and grabbed a piece of a steel conveyer belt, lifted it from its supports, and swung it around. It cleared a thirty foot radius around him, and he grinned. The belt scraped along the linoleum floor as he advanced on the data hub. 


Shawn switched the other Gauntlet to a claw and gripped the belt in both hands like a baseball bat, just for the sheer pleasure of it. He swung, taking out four router-server racks and releasing a jungle of cabling, but the monolithic boxes were heavier than they looked, and the belt assembly split in two. He dropped it and started pulling the machines out one by one with the Gauntlets, tossing them behind him as he went. He counted more than fifty. 


He heard a scraping noise behind him, but caught in the joy of senseless destruction, he paid it no mind. Shawn stopped when a trumpet blast rang out and bounced off the walls. 

 “Stop what you are doing and come with me, please.” 


Shawn turned, and lo, the Hero Gabriel stood before him, a long, thin horn in one hand and a medieval sword in the other. Gabriel himself was striking, with speckled wings outstretched behind him, gleaming centurion-style armor, and braided golden hair. The Hero had six wings, three on each side, all of them at least three meters long - Shawn had read somewhere that standard “bird” wings would never be enough to lift a man, even scaled up to human size. 


But if Gabriel was eye-catching, the sword was impossible to miss. It glowed red as if fresh from the forge, with Greek symbols blazing yellow along the blade. Two halves of a server rack lay on either side of him, their sliced edges still glowing. 

 “I do not want to hurt you,” he said, placing his horn in a sling behind his back.
 “Good,” responded Shawn, “I don’t want you to hurt me either.” 


Gabriel advanced slowly. “Surrender now and you will be given leniency for your crimes. What is your name, child?”

Shawn bristled. It was one thing being talked down to by a literal angel, or at least someone who claimed to be one. But “child” was far too parochial for his taste. “Deathface,” he said, adjusting the Gauntlet fields to straight defensive barriers.
 “Ah, yes, I have heard of you,” said Gabriel, still walking slowly forwards. “I am glad I have the opportunity to stop you before you do more harm. Will you come with me?”
 “No.” 

 “Very well then. I will forgive you.” Gabriel’s massive wings flapped. He tipped forward, strapped his horn across his back with a golden rope, and came at Shawn in a shallow glide. His sword skidded along the ground, kicking up sparks. 


Shawn pulled both fields up, and Gabriel hit them with a thud. He had been expecting it: his top pair of wings came forward to cover his face, and he landed on his feet. The man’s expression didn’t change as he brought the sword down in an arc. 


The power source wailed in its pouch. To Shawn’s horror, Gabriel’s sword cut through the plasma fields, overloading the matrix and bringing the right Gauntlet down. The projections in his goggles jumped and spluttered with computational errors and overload messages. Another slice brought down the left. Shawn re-engaged the fields and brought them both back up defensively, but two even quicker slashes yielded the same result. Gabriel walked forward slowly, never altering his stride, as Shawn stepped back. 


This isn’t working, he thought. He adjusted the Gauntlets to claws, turned to the wall, pushed a couple of smashed servers out of the way, and pulled the sheet metal back like a sardine tin. He ran through and closed the metal behind him, then looked around desperately. He could see another of the silos collapsing in on itself. 

 “Locomotion!” he cried into the radio. “Help?” 

 “What’s the problem?” 

 “Gabriel’s here!” 

 “Dammit. Hold tight, I need to get one more thing done.” 


A glowing X appeared in the wall of the main building, and Shawn saw Gabriel push through the compliant metal. “Please stop,” the Hero said politely. “You are only delaying the inevitable.” 

 “Can’t we just have a wrestling match or something?”

Shawn saw a small industrial crane about thirty meters away. He ran towards it in frantic desperation, Gabriel continuing his slow stride towards him. He reached the crane wheezing, his ribcage in agony. He extended a Gauntlet claw field to the top of the boom and snapped off the upper strut, pulling it down towards himself. Grabbing the boom with both “hands,” he swung it around. The metallic hook at the end of its steel cable spun, smashing into the base of the crane with a satisfying crunching noise.

He turned to Gabriel, who was still striding slowly forward. “Don’t make me do this!” he yelled, with no response. He swung the boom around himself, ten yards of triangulated steel and another twenty of cable whipping around with a huge steel hook on the end. It tore through storage containers, oil tanks, and light poles. The area around Shawn was suddenly an exceedingly messy parking lot. 

 “Stop! STOP!” he screamed at Gabriel. The winged Hero continued his stride and brought the sword to bear. 


With an agonized grunt, Shawn swung the boom towards him. The steel cable made a singing noise as it tore through the air. Gabriel swung his sword almost leisurely. The heavy hook flew away, burying itself into a tank as water exploded into the night sky. Shawn dove to the ground as the steel cable, free of its tension, snapped back towards him. 

 “Enough!” Gabriel shouted. His massive wings flapped and he climbed slowly into the air. He dove towards Shawn as he came back to his feet, angelic feathers making slight adjustments as he came. 


He’s a Hero, right? How much damage can I do? Shawn swung the boom towards Gabriel, but another slash of the sword cut the end off before it reached him. Shawn swung from the other direction with the same result. Thinking quickly, Shawn grabbed both ends of what was left of the boom and snapped it in two, and the steel screamed in protest. Now he was holding a long triangular piece in each Gauntlet claw like two parts of a broken pool cue. 

He smashed the broken boom pieces together when Gabriel was just three meters away. But with a flap of all six wings, Gabriel rose just enough, and the pieces met with an ear-shattering clang in the air beneath him. He reached out with his empty hand for Shawn as his dive continued. 


Working on reflex rather than thought, Shawn separated the pieces slightly and brought them up in an arc. They caught Gabriel on the wings. The Hero finally registered a look of surprise. He began to swing the sword again, but Shawn continued the arc and leaned back, falling to the ground and letting the boom pieces sail over him in a wide arc. The Hero was dragged along and smashed into the remains of the lower part of the crane. 


Shawn lay panting. He looked at the mess of metal and feathers behind him, upside down in his vision. He let the boom pieces clatter to the ground and held his side, trying to will his ribs to stop hurting. A sound of tinkling glass and crunching steel behind him made him rush back to his feet. Gabriel was rising from the rubble, his look not so much vengeful as annoyed. Small cuts and bruises insulted his flawless face. A support beam rolled off his wing. 

 “This is getting quite tiresome, Deathface,” he said, cutting away debris with his sword. This close, Shawn could see the characters blazing on the blade: Εβραίους IV XII. “I think that -” 


But Shawn didn’t find out what he thought. Without warning, Locomotion slammed into Gabriel and stopped on the exact spot that he had been standing, transferring every bit of kinetic energy into the Hero’s body. Gabriel went flying like the other side of an executive desk toy, wings splayed in a futile attempt to shed speed, and he crashed into a storage container that crumpled around him. 

 “Prick,” said Locomotion. 


Both of them walked towards the crushed storage container. Gabriel lay in an angel-shaped dent in the metal, breathing hard. His right wings hung limp, crushed from the impact of his own body on the container. His eyes were closed. 


The glowing sword lay on the ground nearby, smoking and sparking as the blade made contact with the ground. “Neat,” said Locomotion, picking it up gingerly by the hilt. Seemingly enjoying himself, he walked over to an SUV and turned it into a convertible with a single swipe. 

 “Are you done? Let’s go already,” said Shawn. 

 “No way. Gabriel is one of the top brass at the Hegemony. I’m getting the bounty for Holy Roller here.” Locomotion moved towards Gabriel, the sword held out in anticipation. 

 “More of them will be coming! Let’s get out of here!” 


Locomotion ignored him. He paused in front of Gabriel, then stabbed into one of the broken wings with the glowing sword. Feathers sizzled. The Hero’s eyes sprang open, and his screams of anguish nearly brought Shawn to his knees. 

 “Stop it! We’ve got to go!” 

 “This won’t take a minute.” 


Locomotion left the sword in Gabriel’s wing. The opposite wings beat frantically, trying to reach out and strike at Locomotion. He dodged easily, then turned and ran. Shawn was relieved and started jogging towards him.... until Locomotion stopped and turned around. His slow gait quickly increased. 

 “No! Stop!” 


Locomotion ran on towards the pinned Hero. He was gaining speed, leaning forward with his shoulder even as his arms pumped. 


Shawn brought both Gauntlet fields up in planes and projected them in front of the moaning Gabriel at a slant. He set the output and the tension to 100% and braced himself. Locomotion hit the invisible fields and bounced away across the parking lot like a pinball. Even though he was prepared for it, the translated impact sent Shawn flying backwards. He rolled once and fell on the concrete on his back. 

 “You bitch!” 


Locomotion was coming to his feet a hundred yards away. “They’ll kill you for this, you know!” he yelled. “But I’ll save them the trouble, you runty psychic bitch!” 


Locomotion didn’t run towards Shawn, instead going to the right in a long curve. Shawn could hear car alarms and crashes as he went through the parking lot, but the ruins of the main building blocked his view in only a second. “I’m coming for you,” Locomotion whispered in his earpiece. The anticipation was dripping from his voice. 


Shawn raised his shields, trying to get a bead on the villain. But Locomotion came in at an unexpected angle on the right, and he had only a second to adjust. Locomotion anticipated it. The shield buckled, Shawn fell over again, and Locomotion slid to a stop on his shoes. 


Shawn could hear him coming, his footfalls increasing in volume and speed. Shawn remained on the ground and extended the left shield as far and wide as he could, then placed it in front of himself, angled over his own body like a ramp. He switched the right Gauntlet back to claw mode. 


Locomotion sped up, the balls of his feet making scuffing sounds on the blacktop. He hit the Gauntlet’s projected ramp and stumbled. As his momentum sent him flying, the toe of his boot managed to nick Shawn’s mask, sending the mask and the goggles skidding across the ground. Blinded, the fields as invisible now to Shawn as to everyone else, he reached up with his right hand and hoped. 


He felt the Gauntlet claw catch, and he slid along the ground as Locomotion slowed and stopped in midair, his momentum transferred to Shawn on the ground. The villain roared in frustration, unable to find traction in empty space. 


Shawn let a breath of air out. “If I let you down, will you try to kill me?” he shouted.
 “You bet, asshole!” 


OK then. Shawn held Locomotion in the field and limped over to retrieve his mask. As he put it on, he saw Gabriel staring at him out of the corner of his eye. He was still pinned to the container with his own sword, but he glared at Shawn with a disconcerting intensity. 


Crap, thought Shawn.

His ability to see the Gauntlet projections regained, Shawn used the goggles to switch the left Gauntlet to claw mode as well. He looked up at the levitating Locomotion. 

 “Sure you don’t want to give up?”
 “Eat shit!” 


Shawn sighed. He rotated Locomotion slowly, then gingerly grasped the villain’s left thigh in the other claw. He’s probably more resilient than a normal human, Shawn thought. He began to pull down and away, slowly increasing the force, as if pulling a paper wrapper off a drinking straw.

Locomotion roared, then screamed. His cry of pain went louder and higher in register, amplified still more by the radio in Shawn’s ear. He continued. At last, with a gasp from the villain, Shawn saw the leg give and heard an audible pop as the ball joint of the villain’s femur popped out of his hip. Locomotion screamed so loud and so long that he had to take a breath to keep going. 

 “You’ll heal,” said Shawn.

He set him down on the ground gingerly. Through tears, Locomotion glared daggers at Shawn. “You’re dead, jackass. We'll find you. Wherever you go, we’ll find you. I know Apex Ape from way back,” he said. “And I’m gonna to tell him to eat you.” He crawled lamely, his dislocated leg hanging loose. Shawn walked up to Locomotion, and though the man was clearly in agony, he didn’t flinch. Shawn lifted the man’s helmet off, grabbed the radio headset out of Locomotion’s ear, tossed it away, and crushed it into the ground with a Gauntlet field. He turned and walked towards the edge of the compound, trying to find the hole in the fence where he’d originally entered. 

 “You!”

Shawn turned and looked at Gabriel. He was still lying in the hollow his own body had made in the container, breathing hard. The sword was sizzling on the ground. Blood oozed from his wing, and an acrid smell of burning feathers hung in the air. “Why?” 


Shawn didn’t answer. He walked through the fence and past the compound. He heard helicopters descending on the canola plant behind him, but by then he was far from the lights. They would have a hard time finding him in the dark, and with Locomotion as good as captured, they might not even try. He switched the channel on his earpiece. 

 “This is Deathface,” said Shawn. “Pickup for one.” 

 

Bree walked into the waiting room armed with her clipboard. “Lapidus,” she called out. An overweight woman was holding a young boy whose fingers were wrapped with gauze and an ice pack. She put on her comforting face and began to usher them to an examination room. 


As she passed the television, she caught a snippet of a breaking news report. 

 “...reporting that CHAOS operatives have struck seemingly random locations around the Western Hemisphere. Confirmed locations include a slaughterhouse in North Carolina, an office building in Guam, an industrial park in Alberta, Canada, and a processing facility in Nevada. The attacks were simultaneous. Motivation for the action is currently not known, but the noted CHAOS operative Merle King, alias “Locomotion”, has been captured. According to the HOH liaison, several members of the Hegemony were engaged…”

Bree ushered the patient and his mother into the room, made a mark on her sheet, and went to fetch the burn specialist. At least they stayed out of the city this time, she thought. The lady with the broken arm had been singing the praises of some nutjob in a red mask a few days ago. 





Chapter 12
 
 There are unwritten rules, even among villains. The most important ones are also the most obvious, but I’ll recount them for those in doubt. One: don’t recruit henchmen or sidekicks from fellow villains. Two: don’t reveal confidential information such as identity, even to other villains. Three: if you’re suspected of defecting to the so-called good guys, consider yourself vaporized, atomized, eviscerated, decapitated, and generally due a damn good kicking.  
 
 - excerpt from Villainy For Dummies! by Professor Parasite
 

The ride back to the Leviathan was long and dull, as the jumpjet pilot had to avoid radar sites on the West Coast. There were endless stretches of darkness outside the window with tiny islands of light through the slim windows. Shawn wished he could use his phone, if only to break up the boredom.

The jet touched down on the Leviathan landing pad at 3:46 AM ship time. Once the hangar doors closed and the gigantic sub began to sink again, the constant and unwavering lights gave no indication of night or day. Shawn walked down the cargo floor, still in costume and still wincing from the pain in his ribs and various scrapes and bruises. He looked up to see three costumed figures waiting for him. 


Pale Rider, Doctor O, and Cassandra stood impassively on the flight deck. They didn’t have handcuffs, but Shawn felt they might as well have: their stances said “cop” in a dozen languages. 

 “Come with us. Now,” said Pale Rider, in his voice of grinding tombstones.

Five minutes later, all four of them were in yet another interchangeable conference room. Pale Rider dimmed the lights as he came in, then Cassandra put them back to normal brightness. The two shared a glare (or at least as much of a glare as holographic empty eye sockets can manage) but Pale Rider made no move to correct her. 


The three senior villains sat on one side of the table, with Shawn clearly intended to sit on the other. He did so. Doctor O wore a grimace beneath his goatee, and Pale Rider was inscrutable as ever, but Cassandra gave him a kind look. Doctor O spoke first. 

 “Deathface, we’ve called you here this morning because your associate has been reported captured. Whenever that happens, we prepare an incident report and investigate the situation.”
 “Why?” asked Shawn, trying to sound brave. He suspected that he just sounded exhausted. 

 “Capture is the worst thing that can happen to a member of Alternative Solutions,” said Cassandra. “Frankly, we prefer it when someone dies. It’s a lot easier to clean up the mess, so to speak. We’re having to move the Leviathan a couple of thousand kilometers just to be on the safe side, we need to isolate all of Locomotion’s electronic access points, check with all of his alter ego contacts - it’s a clusterfuck, in fact.” 

 “Here,” said Doctor O. He handed Shawn a tablet with what looked like a lot of paperwork on the screen. “Fill these out for our records, please.” 


The incident report was long and confusing, like the nastier type of lease application. There were spots for all his own information and as much about Locomotion as Shawn could reasonably impart. After a couple of pages, there was a large blank box labelled “testimony.” 

 “I have to put it here too?” Shawn asked. 

 “For our records,” said Doctor O. 

 “Additionally,” gargled Pale Rider, “a member of AS has brought forth allegations that you may be harboring an intent to sabotage the mission of the organization.” 

 “What?” said Shawn, trying not to raise his voice. “Who?” 

 “That information is privileged,” replied the skull. 

 “Hang on, now,” said Shawn. “I have a right to face my accuser.” 


The three stared at him blankly. “Not here, Shawn,” said Cassandra. “This isn’t America. This is the Leviathan. Our procedures are… different.” 


Pale Rider leaned menacingly towards Shawn. “You will not be permitted to leave this room until we are satisfied that you share our goals, and have done nothing to hinder them,” he said. “Please recount your actions from your arrival on the Leviathan to now.” 


It was an interrogation, pure and simple. For the most part Shawn stuck to the truth, feeling it was safest not to lie. He was so tired that he figured the best he could do was recount everything calmly, keeping his hands on the table and his eyes forward to avoid any tells. At least that was what innumerable Law & Order episodes told him was the right thing to do. When he reached his account of the battle in the subway, he had already thought of a story. 

 “...then Red Eric managed to break through my, my psychic shield,” Shawn said. “I needed a moment to recover, and he had just enough time to land a blow on Vinny.” 

 “Veloci-Raptor,” said Pale Rider. 

 “Right.” 

 “He broke through your shield,” said Doctor O. “Does this happen often?” 

 “I’d been fighting him ever since the highway. I had a cracked rib. I was tired. My powers aren’t unlimited, you know.” 


Cassandra tapped on her tablet and slid it across the table to Doctor O. He looked at it and nodded. “We see that you sought treatment for a rib injury, and were issued with medication from one of the doctors on board.” 

 “So my medical history isn’t protected either?” sneered Shawn. 

 “Continue, please.”
 “I’m actually hurting pretty bad now. Could someone go and get my pills - “
 “Continue, please.”

He did. He told them everything, and when he got to his meeting with Cassandra, a look in her eye told him that he should proceed with caution. He altered his story only slightly, omitting the conversations and making it seem like he’d entered Hesa’s shop and ordered a costume on his own accord. 

 “And tonight, you saw no way of assisting Locomotion?” hissed Pale Rider. “He has been with the organization for four years. His capture is quite unfortunate.” 

 “It was Gabriel,” pleaded Shawn. “He’s on the HOH council, one of the most powerful Heroes out there. I did everything I could.”
 “And yet he was able to...” Pale Rider looked at his own notes. “...knock out Locomotion after a blow to the leg, but not before Locomotion grabbed his sword and stabbed his wing. During this, you managed to constrict Gabriel with your powers and throw him against the wall, making good your escape.” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Why didn’t you grab Locomotion and take him with you?” 


Shawn reached wildly. “I was exhausted. I still am, in fact. I saw helicopters coming in, and I didn’t know if we’d both make it out.” 

 “So you left him.” 

 “Yes. Would you prefer that we were both captured?” 


Pale Rider stood and began to pace around the room. “I don’t think you’re telling us the truth, Shawn...”
 “Deathface.”
 “...Deathface. I think you’re doing the absolute minimum around here, not pulling your weight, as it were. So far you haven’t killed a single person on two missions, which is well below the Alternative Solutions average, and we believe you harbor an intention to return to METAPOL.” 

 “I haven’t killed anyone because I haven’t had the chance,” snapped Shawn. “Veloci-Raptor got to those guards before I could, and the rest of the time I was too busy fighting the Heroes.” 

 “Not to mention the fact that murder is not actually a requirement of continued membership,” said Cassandra slyly. “Rider, do I need to quote the revised Alternative Solutions guidelines to you? We are not a terrorist organization, after all.” 


Pale Rider ignored her. “You want to leave, Deathface?” 


Shawn tried to see the intent behind the words, but his hologram was the ultimate poker face. You bastard. You’ve put a kill order on my family, you know I can’t get out of here. “If I wanted to leave, I would have run during one of those missions. I fought. I came back. I’m tired of the Hegemony and their posturing.” He looked at Cassandra. “I want to make a difference.” 


Shawn and Pale Rider locked gazes. He held it, knowing that to back down now was death. 

 “Oh, give it up, Rider.” said Cassandra. “If we had anything beyond an accusation, you’d have him strapped to the table already. You can’t kill him for violating etiquette.” 

 “What do you mean, etiquette?” Shawn asked.
 “Nothing, Deathface.”

He heard a shuffling and clinking noise from the other side of the table, and Doctor O spoke for the first time in several minutes. Shawn had forgotten that he was there, which was amazing, considering his hulking armor. “And the secondary objective? Did you achieve that?” 


Shawn’s mouth opened. “What second-”

Cassandra interrupted him. “The access chip that Locomotion left on one of the untouched servers is already reporting back. We should be able to see any oceanographic information that METAPOL and the Hegemony have, at the very least, and hopefully our techs will be able to modify it as well. They’ve already noticed the rise in water levels, and are relaying it to the UN as part of the latest global warming initiatives.” She looked at Shawn. “Sorry, Deathface, the destruction was just a distraction. This portion of the mission was above your pay grade. We were lucky that your chaperone was focused enough to plant the bug before Gabriel showed up.” 


She stood. “I find no evidence of ill intent here. All opposed?” Doctor O and Pale Rider remained silent, though the latter continued to glare at Shawn. “Then Deathface, you are cleared of all charges of unnecessary heroism. You are free to go once you finish your paperwork.” 


Doctor O and Pale Rider left. Shawn got the impression that the skull-faced man was disappointed that the door was of the Star Trek sliding variety, which meant he couldn’t slam it. He breathed a sigh of relief when it closed. 

 “Don’t mind old wooden head, Shawn,” said Cassandra once they’d left. “He’s just ticked that you broke one of the unwritten rules.”
 “What’s that?” 

 “You’re encroaching on his theme.” 

 “I’m sorry?”

She smiled. “Pale Rider. Death. Grim Reaper. Fourth horseman. You know.” 


Shawn put his head in his hands. “I didn’t even pick the name Deathface! Some keyboard jockey on the local news thinks up the worst villain name on the planet, and I’m stuck with it. I wanted Red Justice.” 

 “Yeah, that’s so much better,” she said sarcastically.
 “As if you have any room to talk!” 

 “Excuse me?” Her tone sounded offended, but her smile didn’t move. 

 “You don’t even have a real villain name! Cassandra, really? I didn’t know you were even allowed to keep your own name when you put on a costume.”
 “You’re not very well-read, are you Shawn?” 


Now it was his turn to be offended. “What do you mean?”
 “Cassandra. Also called Alexandra, a princess of Troy. Sister of the more famous Helen. She was blessed with the gift of prophecy, but cursed because no one would believe her. My parents named me Karishma, if you’re wondering, but a Western name gets more headlines. And before you say anything, I had picked out ‘Cassandra’ long before the current Grecian fad began.” 


Shawn slumped. “A prophet, huh? Nice. Now, miss, please tell me that I’ll get to get out of here soon. Thanks for covering for me, but I really do want to go home, preferably with the money I’ve made, but even more preferably with all of my limbs attached.” 


Cassandra’s expression changed from bemusement to resigned compassion. “I wish I could, Shawn, I really do. And you will go home, but not as soon as you’d like.”
 “I can’t be that important. I wasn’t even a part of the real mission! Please, let me go. Tell whoever it is that’s holding that threat over my family to give it up.” 

 “I’m still pro-tem on the council, Shawn. I can only do so much. I can steer you towards the safer, less violent missions by putting them in myself, and I’m willing to do that. Plenty of high-ranking AS members have initiates in their tutelage. But anything more will raise flags and put you in danger.”
 “So what,” he sneered, “you want me as your sidekick?” 

 “Consider me more of a senior associate. The halls of calamitous intent are surprisingly lacking in people who are trustworthy. I’ve found a few, and I know whom to trust, more than anyone alive, Shawn. Remember the original Cassandra? I’ve taken her story to heart. I’d like to trust you, Shawn, because I can see that you’re trustworthy. And you need to believe me. Believe me, and for your sake, do it soon - because if you don’t, you’re never going to make it back home.” 


The weight of prophecy fell upon Shawn. He thought about it. “You said that you can see, what, the quantum thingy of alternate universes? Everything that might happen, and you try and pick the one you want?” 

 “ ‘See’ isn’t really the right word. It’s more like ‘perceive.’ But that’s basically it, yes.”
 “So can you tell me what would have happened if I hadn’t broken into the prison and killed Fracture?”

Cassandra let out a long, slow breath. “Some of this you don’t want to know. I’ve told others of the path not taken, and in a few cases it broke them. I’ve been very careful ever since. But I can tell you this much: if you hadn’t been in the subway, that woman you helped and a lot of other people would have been killed in the fight between Veloci-Raptor and Red Eric.”
 “How did you…” 

 “I asked Shaede to disable the cameras in the subway station before she picked you up. Otherwise you would have been killed when you were debriefed.” Shawn couldn’t help but detect a note of superiority in her tone. “And I can also tell you that your mission tonight would have been handled by Locomotion and Veloci-Raptor, it would still have succeeded, and the Hero Gabriel would now be dead.” 


It was a comfort. A small comfort, but if that was all he was getting, he would take it. 

 “You’re making a difference, Shawn. I promise that if you trust me, you’ll continue to make a difference. I’m working towards something big here, something that’s been building for years. And I promise you, it’s something that will be good for everyone, not just here, not just in Adamopolis, but everyone in the world. Do you trust me?” 


Shawn sat silent for a long moment. “It must be nice to know everything in advance.” 

 “It has its drawbacks. I can never enjoy a mystery novel or a horror movie, for one. Never had a surprise party, either.” 

 “But if you’re asking me to trust you now, it means that I will trust you in the future, right?” 

 “In a sufficiently high percentage of possible quantum divergences, yes.” 

 “Well in this quantum divergence, there’s a 100% chance that I want to go to bed.” 

 “Finish up your paperwork and no one will bother you.” She smiled again, probably trying to reassure him. “Sweet dreams till sunbeams find you.” 

 “That would be quite a find down here,” he replied. 

 

Eventually Shawn finished typing out his story as he’d told it. He didn’t see any place to put the tablet, but when he left the conference room there was a Henchperson waiting. He assumed that the guard had been placed there in case he’d tried to escape. What one grunt in a full-faced helmet could do against a “superpowered telekinetic villain,” Shawn had no idea. The guard reached out for the tablet, and he handed it over without hesitation.

When Shawn woke up in the lower bunk of his quarters, it was well past noon ship time. His costume smelled like sweat, dirt, and blood, so he threw on some of the street clothes he’d brought. Because he still didn’t want to walk around a den of villainy as Shawn Simmons, he put his new mask on, but left the rest of his equipment in the room. 


Since the tiny room had no kitchen, he went to the closest convenience store on the promenade deck for food and caffeine. Not wanting to socialize (and feeling more than a little stupid in his evil casual Friday clothes), he took a pack of pasta and a 1-liter soda back to his quarters so he could eat without the mask. Over his meal, he checked his CHAOS account balance on the computer terminal, finding that it had been credited with another eight hundred thousand dollars and change. An intranet report on recent activities showed that “Operation Data Mine” had been a success: aside from Locomotion’s capture in Nevada and a tactical nuke strike somewhere in Iowa, it had gone as planned. World governments had denounced the action, with the exception of the usual suspects like Yemen and Venezuela, which were silent. 


Shawn’s phone chirped. He checked the screen and found four missed calls, all from Bree. He must have been so tired that he’d slept right through them. He dismissed the voicemail and called her back. 

 “Hey, honey.” 

 “Shawn? What’s going on?” Bree’s voice was full of concern. He knew with certainty that she had been crying. 

 “What are you talking about? What happened?” 

 “The police were at the door this morning, Shawn. They’ve been asking me questions me for five hours but they won’t say why. They want to know about your job. I told them you’re traveling, but they won’t let me go home.” 


Shawn’s stomach dropped. He had to concentrate to hold on to his phone. 

 “Shawn, they tell me there’s no record of you at the airport, and there’s no conference in Orlando. Harry’s here too, he said you’re on personal leave.” 


He stayed quiet. He couldn’t think of anything. 

 “The police captain is here with me now. Shawn…” Bree let out a single sob. “Baby, where are you?” 


Shawn closed the call. He took the cover off the phone and removed the battery, not even waiting to power it down. He started to breathe rapidly, then paced around the tiny room. He could feel his fingers and toes tingling. He knew he was hyperventilating. A rapid swing of his arm knocked over his soda, and he let it spill off the desk and onto the floor. 


An alert came up on his computer. At first Shawn ignored it, but when he sat down on the bed and tried to bring his breathing back to normal, his eyes caught the name “Cassandra.” 


Shawn went to the terminal and opened the email without sitting. It held a single sentence, “You should see this,”
and a link. When Shawn clicked it, a live video feed opened on the screen. 


Major Clint Knox stood behind a podium with the METAPOL logo framing him as he spoke. The Veteran in his old-fashioned fatigues and infantry helmet was visible in the widescreen frame, standing to his right with a constipated look. Cameras flashed constantly. Shawn had seen this many times before - a conference in METAPOL’s press room. 


The major pointed to someone in the crowd. The microphones barely picked up the question, but he answered anyway. “Background checks are standard on all new hires. There is nothing in his personal history to give us a clue as to his motivations.” He pointed somewhere else and answered. “We do not know his location, but we assume that the criminal organization CHAOS is harboring him at this time.” Another question. “We are investigating the means by which he managed to get experimental equipment out of the facility. We will be updating you with our progress. No more questions, please - direct all inquiries to the press secretary.” He left the podium, The Veteran following after. 


Whatever the meeting had been about, the statement was over. The screen showed two faces: one was his own METAPOL identification photo, the other was a computer-generated face that looked like a video game version of himself. It was labelled “DNA ID Extrapolation.” Shawn read the scrolling ticker on the bottom of the screen. It took years to roll by, and he hung on to every word, every letter, with growing dread. 

 

BREAKING: SUPERVILLAIN “DEATHFACE” IDENTITY REVEALED AS METAPOL EMPLOYEE SHAWN SIMMONS
 

Cassandra sighed as she closed the email app on her phone. As the present moved forward and the strings of causality vibrated outward, she could see the ripples of her own actions creating a tidal wave in Shawn’s life. She regretted it. Not that she had done it - she never regretted anything that she had done, not since her powers had manifested; she merely regretted that it was necessary. 

 “We’ve traded the platinum for the last piece that we need,” said Innovator, “and with METAPOL’s intelligence and surveillance network in disarray, we’ll never have a better chance than now. The device is in place?” 

 “Yes.” Doctor O was sitting in his usual place beside Innovator. “It will take a few days to power up the capacitors. The damned thing is more than a quarter-mile across, after all. But we can begin the process at any time.”

Innovator nodded. “Cassandra, what are the odds that we’ll be discovered before the next phase?”

She looked up from her phone and tried to put on the hard expression that she used for dealing with the council. “Miniscule. With the bug in METAPOL’s computer systems, we’ll be able to intercept and modify any oceanographical data that might indicate the position of the machine, and the secondary environmental effects will be overshadowed once we begin.” 


Frost Wedge spoke. “They noticed the aliens. Hard not to notice them. A delivery that size created gravitational effects that NASA and ESA can monitor… and any contact with Nebula’s people without her involvement will raise red flags.” Innovator looked at Cassandra once again, his eyes asking for her input. 

 “It’s a secondary concern,” she said. “They’re still reeling from the recent attacks - the general public didn’t know that CHAOS, that we, could deploy tactical nuclear weapons that far inland. They won’t discover the truth in time, if they do at all.” 

 “Then turn it on,” said Innovator, and Doctor O nodded as he began to type a message on his inlaid terminal. Cassandra closed her eyes, and knew that this, too, was necessary. 

 




Chapter 13
 
 World destruction is an ambitious goal, but a largely outdated one. The glory days of Calamity Incorporated and the Mighty Marauders are over. Eventually the greats of the past realized that ruling the world wouldn’t mean much if there wasn’t anything left to rule over. Today’s modern villains strive to acquire conventional power through unconventional means - those who seek to destroy the planet are generally put down by their fellow villains before they can lower property values too much.  
 
 - excerpt from Villainy For Dummies! by Professor Parasite
 

Eight people sat around a conference table. This one was brightly lit, because it stood in the topmost room of the Hall of Heroes, with Adamopolis and an appreciable portion of the California coastline visible through the floor-to-ceiling windows. 

 “And now we come to Deathface,” said Knox, who looked nothing like his namesake in the room full of Adonises. “Six months since he went AWOL and we still haven’t been able to capture him. He is our priority one target - if you people can’t get him, I’ve got half a dozen SEAL teams who want a crack at it.” 

 “He’s been taking fewer and fewer assignments from the CHAOS brass,” said the Veteran, a scowl in his voice. “We haven’t even had a sighting in four weeks, aside from that thing in the suburbs. He’s just sitting on that damn submarine all the time.” He looked across the table with a glare. 

 “Don’t look at me,” said Nemo, his voice reverberating through his diving helmet. He pointed at Knox. “Your monkeys down in R&D have been working on a way past their cloaking technology for eight years. They say they’re close, but Harry has said that before.”

Nebula rose. The extra-terrestrial spoke so infrequently that everyone else was silenced merely at the prospect. Her voice came out of her torso - though she had a mouth, her lips didn’t move, and no one had worked up the courage to ask her what she used them for. “Gentlemen. The Hegemony and METAPOL are not the only ones who have access to non-Earth technology. I suggest we save the accusations for a later day.” Her black eyes glowed blue for a moment. Only Morningstar had spent enough time with her to recognize the subtle message: This conversation is over. 


Morningstar spoke up, twirling her enormous mace in delicate fingers. “I don’t think Deathface is anywhere near as dangerous as you’re making him out to be, Major. Since his first attack at Ironbrand, we’ve been unable to confirm a single kill by Shawn Simmons’ hand. We’ve even heard reports that -”
 “I’ve read the reports,” said The Veteran. “It’s bullshit. He’s been involved in over a dozen attacks and raids, mostly with other CHAOS agents. At this point I don’t care if he’s Jesus, Buddha and god-damned Santa Claus all in one. He’s going down.” 

 “He could have killed me.” 


Every eye in the room turned to Gabriel, who was standing by the window and looking out. Light could be seen through the feathers in his huge wings. “He had the chance, and he didn’t. He even stopped Locomotion from finishing the job - and Major, I believe that Merle King is still detained at your good pleasure?” He turned. “In fact, sir, he saved me. There’s something else going on here.” 


Ironclad, in his compulsory all-white suit, opened a report on his screen. The sunlight glinted on his metal skin. He spoke in his rumbling Southern drawl. “In roughly forty percent of Deathface’s incidents, the other CHAOS members with him have ended up dead or captured. Would you like to shed some light on this?” 

 “It wouldn’t be the first time you’ve inserted an operative in CHAOS without telling us,” said Grace, her normally soft voice taking a hard tone. “As a matter of fact, there are rumors that you’ve got an operative on the Leviathan right now.” 


Knox was the object of seven stony stares. He didn’t back down. “If you’d believe tabloid fairy tales over the U.S. government, then you’re already off the edge.” 

 “Along with over half the population?” asked Morningstar. 

 “Look!” shouted The Veteran. “I have access to everything the Major does. Every single piece of information. The only one with higher clearance is the President. And I’m telling you, on my honor, that Shawn Simmons is not a double agent. Got it?” 


The rest of the council nodded. You might question Uncle Sam, but no one questioned The Veteran. 


Knox continued. “Deathface is the number one threat to national security. I put forth a motion for a Hegemony KO.” 


Several of the members gasped. A Kill Order was the absolute last option for the Hegemony of Heroes. Its existence was a closely-guarded secret, since it technically violated the HOH charter. 


Morningstar shouted above whispered conversations. “We haven’t had a KO in two decades, Major. You really want to use it for a villain who has exactly one confirmed kill under his belt? We have much more important things to -”
 “He’s a traitor!” Knox shouted back. Spittle flew from his lips. “He was a METAPOL employee, no matter how lowly. He betrayed the greatest trust. We must use every resource to bring him to justice.”

With a grim look, The Veteran took off his helmet and pulled out a small notebook. He tore off a page, folded it in half, then folded it again, and again. He tore it into eight pieces, held one, then passed them to Ironclad on his left. Ironclad took one and passed the stack on. 


The Veteran threw his helmet in the center of the table. “Vote. Now.” 

 

A week later, Morningstar tried not to slip as she walked across the frozen ground towards the temporary outpost. I should have used my cleated boots, she thought to herself. Super strength and agility aren’t going to help save me from any embarrassment when I slip and fall on my ass. 


Beside her Sloha was having no trouble making his way across the ice. He didn’t need any cleats, because his earth-red feet actually compressed the ice by several millimeters with each heavy footstep. He didn’t need the special low-temperature costume that Morningstar wore, either. 


He needed no costume in fact, because he was an enormous hulking golem, and his clay body was impervious to both heat and cold. Sloha had been an ordinary man, a cross between an archeologist and a tomb robber, when he’d found the legendary Golem of Prague sometime in the 1930s. When his assistant had been foolish enough to try and read some of the Kabbalah inscriptions on the oversized coffin, the man’s soul had been trapped inside, animating the Golem. He’d taken the name “Sloha,” Czech for “servant,” and been fighting crime as an enormous clay monster ever since.

At least, that was the official story. Sloha had been on the scene long before Morningstar was born, and it wasn’t her place to question him. 


He said nothing as they approached the huge doors in the temporary metal building. Morningstar probably wouldn’t have been able to hear him over the wind anyway, but Sloha rarely spoke in any situation. He’d volunteered for this checkup mission simply by walking into the plane and sitting down. 


Inside, Nebula looked over a large computer screen. “Nothing,” she said in her strange wordless voice. “We’ve had flyers searching from above and aquatic specialists backed up by submersibles below. Nothing on either side of the ice for ten million square kilometers.” 

 “Could they be cloaked?” asked Morningstar.
 “No. I’ve used some equipment of my own design to search for any significant energy expenditures outside of the few populated areas. There’s nothing.” 

 “Dammit,” she said. They’d had no luck in Antarctica either, even with the search being easier due to the lack of submerged area. “Our sources in South Africa say that the parliament is close to forcing a vote. If we can’t find and stop whatever CHAOS is doing, the dummy party will have enough to win.” 


It had been five months since the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration had detected rapidly elevating sea levels all over the globe, four months since they had determined that it was several times faster than any anticipated global warming could have accounted for, and just two months since CHAOS had declared that they were melting the polar ice caps via secret means. They demanded that each country on the planet hold democratic elections and allow Alternative Solutions a candidate. They were holding the world hostage in one hand and demanding democratic representation in the other.

Venezuela had already elected local villainess Fausta as its president-for-life, and Syria was practically begging for The Great Ghazi to take over and fight their civil war for them. South Africa would be a huge blow to global stability. 


METAPOL and the Hegemony weren’t stupid. Morningstar knew that these were practically puppet governments already, and had been paying CHAOS under the table for years. But this gave the villains their first shred of legitimacy, and they would use these phony victories as a means to crawl into other governments all over the world. They didn’t actually have to kill millions and displace hundreds of millions with rising oceans, as they were threatening. Just the threat was enough to get them at least some credibility on the world stage. 

 “Come on, Nebula, let’s head back to the city,” said Morningstar. “We brought the plane to save you the trip. Nemo is fairly certain that the polar threat is a red herring, anyway.” 

 “I do not see how aquatic life forms factor into the current situation, no matter what their coloration,” replied Nebula.

Aliens, she thought. Never any good with idioms. “He means that they’re lying,” she said. “Raising the sea level some other way. And besides, Harry says he’s almost done. We might not have to figure this out to stop them.”
 

THOUSANDS OF MILES AWAY, THE HEGEMONY OF HEROES DISPATCHES ITS GREATEST CHAMPIONS TO THWART THE EVIL MACHINATIONS OF THE TRAITOROUS DEATHFACE!
 “MWUHAHAHA!” said the nefarious reprobate. “You’ll never defeat me, foolish Heroes!” He struck a dramatic pose, one hand levitating the enormous circular door of the Adamopolis City Bank vault, the other hand holding several canvas bags with green dollar signs conspicuously printed on them. His signature force field claws glowed an iridescent blue in the bright sunshine, almost as shiny as his huge and blood-stained armor bulging with unlikely musculature.
 “Surrender, Deathface! Your heinous crimes end today!” The Veteran stood on the other side of the street in an even more dramatic pose, flanked on one side by Aria and on the other by Sloha. All three held their hands out in accusation, their fingers unmoving. 

 “Never, do-gooders!” shouted Deathface. The bank vault and the blue force field blasted their way towards the Heroes, who stood still as statues while several tons of steel came their way. It bounced off The Veteran, who did not flinch, then knocked Sloha over with a surprisingly soft clatter.
 “Haha! You missed me, foolish bad guy!” The Veteran declared, in defiance of the evidence. 

 “Nu-uh,” replied Deathface, his booming voice sounding uncharacteristically petulant. “That totally hit you!” 

 “No way,” said The Veteran. “I have super-human agility and I dodged out of the way.” 

 “Fine. But it hit the Goyim Golem, I can see he’s knocked over!” 

 “My mom says he’s called Slow-ha, doofus,” said The Veteran.
 “Yeah, well my grandma says he’s The Goyim Golem, because there’s a gentile inside,” retorted Deathface, his arm not moving from when it had fired the vault door.
 “A what?” 

 “He’s not Jewish, he’s a goy. That’s why she calls him the Goyim Golem.” 

 “Fine,” said The Veteran with an exasperated sigh, “he’s knocked over.”
 “I’m knocked over,” said the Goyim Golem from the ground, in an identical voice.
 “But I’ve still got The Veteran and Aria, and they’re totally going to kick your butt!” said The Veteran, self-referentially. An improbably small rocket launcher attached to his arm fired a bright-red projectile at Deathface and missed, while Aria began using her awesome sonic powers. It sounded like a faint whistle.
 “Yeah right, puny Heroes! Come and face your doom!” Deathface went into another round of high-pitched and maniacal laughter. 

 

I wonder if I’m getting any royalties from that,
thought Shawn, as he watched the two children playing a few tables away. Probably not: while the Heroes all had their likenesses trademarked on behalf of the Hegemony, only a few villains had bothered to do so. It was hard to get the USPTO to accept applications from enemies of the state. The girl spun the wheel on the back of the Aria figure causing a high-pitched whine to spread through the cafeteria, while the boy retrieved the spring-loaded claw and re-inserted it into the hand of the Deathface figure with an audible click. 


Shawn kept one eye on the children out of mild interest while paying attention to the open double doorway. If the tech worker on the Leviathan had managed to get the correct schedule from her online calendar, she should be walking in for a mid-shift meal sometime in the next hour or so. Shawn wasn’t exactly sure when - Bree had switched to the day shift at some point. The hospital’s cafeteria was busy enough that no one would recognize him in his elderly disguise.

In the meantime, the fake beard was giving him trouble. There were half a dozen people on the Leviathan that called themselves “masters of disguise,” and getting their services was as easy as flashing some of his ample Alternative Solutions money around. And between the age-enhancing makeup, the fake facial hair, and the out-of-style windbreaker, trucker’s hat, and huge black-rimmed glasses, Shawn looked a lot like his own father. But it itched even worse than his Deathface mask on the mission to the Amazon. That warehouse in Fort Worth had been like Hell while the air conditioning was busted. 


The kids continued to one-up each other, looked over by one bored parent each, while Shawn pretended to eat lunch from his plastic tray. Finally she came in, flanked by a posse of nurses also on their break. 


Shawn circled around as they got in the lunch line. He sat down at a table closest to the rail for the line and waited. When Bree was just a meter away, he began to cough as if he were trying to hack up a lung. He put a little wheezing in just for the effect.

Every one of the nurses turned to stare at him. Shawn locked eyes with Bree, then said pointedly, “I’m fine, thanks.” 


Her faced flashed recognition instantly, then shifted into fleeting fury, and finally settled on a calm mask. “Let me take a look at that for you, sir,” she said, slinging her ever-present stethoscope from her shoulders like a lion tamer’s whip. One of the male nurses made to follower her out of the line, but she held him in place. “I’ve got this, Gary. Save me some of the chicken.”

She grabbed Shawn’s elbow when she was near and half steered, half shoved him to the farthest table from the other nurses. “What the hell do you think you’re doing here?!” she hissed, placing the stethoscope on his chest in a mock examination. 

 “I had to talk to you,” said Shawn. She looked tired. More tired than he had ever seen her on the night shift. She’d lost weight, and not in a flattering way - she’d been eating less, not exercising more. “The papers say you filed for divorce. You weren’t at the apartment -”
 “That’s because I moved in with Monique,” she said. “Between all the damn reporters and tabloid vultures, and the single paycheck, and you,” she punctuated with the diaphragm, aiming the lip between two ribs, “coming back once a week, I couldn’t take that place anymore.” 

 “Please, just listen to me…”
 “There’s nothing you can say that I want to hear, Shawn!” Bree was having trouble keeping her voice down. She gave up on the examination and sat down beside him, pulling her scrub sleeve up to look at her watch. She tapped it twice. Shawn couldn’t help noticing that she wasn’t wearing her wedding ring, though the light patch of skin on her finger was still clearly visible. “I need a minute to make sure the others don’t suspect anything. Get it over with then get out.” She rubbed her eyes, trying to smear tears of anger away. 

 “I…” Shawn had rehearsed this a dozen times. But now, looking at her eyes, red from rage and embarrassment and just a hint of genuine sadness, all his reasons and excuses seemed so small. “I… I’m sorry.” He bowed his head lamely. “I’m really sorry.” 

 “Sorry enough to turn yourself in?” 

 “Look, I… I can prove that I didn’t mean it, that I was doing the right thing…” 


She took a breath in through pursed lips. “Shawn, you killed that man! You stole that money, they say you did things they can’t even tell me about! I defended you, I swore you couldn’t possibly be a bad guy, and then they showed me the video tapes. The tabloids got pictures of me in tears leaving the police station! Do you have any idea how…” She paused, covering her mouth with a clenched fist, then started again. “What did you think would happen, that you’d come back and I’d just run away to… what, to play Bonnie to your Clyde?” 


Shawn said nothing for a long minute. He opened his mouth, then closed it again. Finally he said, “How’s Terry?” 


Bree had almost regained her composure. “Monique’s allergic to dogs. I gave him to my parents.”

Another long silence passed. Shawn felt further away from his wife than when he was five hundred meters underwater. “Okay. Okay. I won’t do this again. I really am sorry.” 

 “I know you are.” She stood up, and the scraping sound the chair made on the linoleum filled Shawn’s world. “But I don’t think you can ever be sorry enough.” 

 

Shawn abandoned his meal and walked through the familiar halls of Grace-Colvin to the front waiting room. When he was a few steps from the doors, they opened to allow a tall black woman in a blue jogging outfit with a hood into the building. She was carrying some kind of padded messenger bag too, which seemed odd. 


Then Shawn looked at her face. He recognized Morningstar at the same moment that she recognized him - the disguise was good, but Heroes had a lot of practice seeing through them. He froze. 

 “Hello, Mister Simmons,” she said. She wasn’t angry or aggressive, but Shawn could tell that her muscles were tensed. 


He thought for a moment. “The watch, right? It looked new.” 


She nodded. “Emergency beacon. We gave it to her after the last time she complained that you were stalking her. It’s a bit of a classic. I was the closest one to the hospital when the call came out.” 

 “I knew watches would come into it at some point.” 


She slipped the bag off her shoulder and reached inside. Shawn could see the tip of her mace, but she didn’t remove it just yet. 


He wasn’t overly surprised. He hadn’t exactly been subtle the last few times - he’d let his desperation outweigh his caution. But Shawn hadn’t been completely careless either. He raised his hands as if in surrender, but he tilted them so that Morningstar could see the Gauntlets.
 “I came prepared too,” he said. 


Morningstar let her bag slip back onto her shoulder and Shawn relaxed a little. “I’ve been looking over your missions, Shawn. I think you’re being very careful. That’s why I came here without raising the alert. I’m not the only one.” She looked around at the bustling waiting room. There must have been forty people inside, men, women, and children, plus half a dozen hospital staff. She pointedly looked back at Shawn. “I don’t think you want to hurt any of these people.” 

 “Maybe,” said Shawn. “But I know that you don’t.” He lowered his hands and started walking towards the Heroine. She stiffened once again and pulled out her mace. The orderly behind the check-in desk gasped. 


Shawn broke into a huge grin and shouted like a groupie who was seeing his idol in the supermarket. “Morningstar! Is that you? It is, MORNINGSTAR!” He raised his voice even higher, just to make sure everyone in the waiting room heard. 


Every head snapped to look at her. She slowly put her mace back into her bag as people started to rush over, first starstruck children, then adults in the grip of celebrity. Shawn even saw an octogenarian with an oxygen tank and a breathing tube rise laboriously from his seat and begin to make his way towards them. Morningstar smiled and greeted her fans, all the while keeping her eyes locked on Shawn.

He walked past the crowd and out the doors. Morningstar made no attempt to follow. 

 




Chapter 14
 
 There are pros and cons to acquiring an arch-nemesis. On the plus side, you’ll generally face off against someone whose strengths, weaknesses, and techniques you already know. Of course, the same can be said for them. It also means there will be at least one Hero who’s especially determined to end your criminal career. If you’re a traditionalist who simply must have one Hero to oppose you, try and pick one of the stupid ones. They’re easy enough to find.  
 
 - excerpt from Villainy For Dummies! by Professor Parasite
 
 “Hey man, you dead?” 


Shawn snapped out of his silent reverie. He looked at Razorwire, a skinny young villain brimming with knives and throwing stars on various specially-made pouches. 

 “Sorry, what were we talking about?” 


The trio of villains continued their small talk around Shawn, who made periodic contributions. He thought it was strange what you could come to accept: the combined crimes of Razorwire, Tin Kelly, and Monsieur Eclair would be enough to put them in prison for approximately seven hundred years each. But when you saw them every day in the cafeteria, they were three of the nicest people you could hope to meet. All of them were around Shawn’s age, and the conversation was comforting - it meant that Shawn didn’t have to think. 

 “And then I stabbed him in the face,” said Razorwire, “and said, ‘How d’ya like them eyeballs!’ ” 


Though the subject matter could be a little grim.

Topics both mundane and exotic were mulled over. Razorwire was thinking of changing his villain name to something more exotic, but the others pointed out that every single combination of menacing animal and color had already been taken. Black Cat, White Cat, Green Cat, Chartreuse Cat. Eagles, rhinos, wolves, sharks, lions, tigers, and bears were all taken - even a few Heroes and villains called themselves pandas. The Crimson Bear-Cat had set off a fad in the early 20th century, which was why the superpowered crowd seemed to be shifting towards Greek and Roman mythological names lately. 

 “Say Montie,” asked Tin Kelly, “you gonna eat that?” She pointed towards a pastry, one of only a dozen on his plate fighting for space against the advancing hordes of potatoes, baked chicken, bread rolls, and fried okra. Eclair didn’t so much fill his plate as erect it - he must have used some of his superhuman agility just to keep it balanced on the way to the table.
 “Oui,” he replied, deftly parrying a thrust from Tin Kelly’s fork. 


Shawn noted the oblong shape and chocolate covering of the pastry. He had to ask.
 “Eclair, why do you call yourself... Eclair?”
 “I am sorry?” replied the speedster. 

 “Well, it’s just... y’know, desserts and high-speed capers. There doesn’t seem to be much crossover.” At Monsieur Eclair’s puzzled look, Shawn pointed to the dessert on his plate. 


He sighed. “This again. Listen to me, please: Eclair is la pâtisserie, the dessert. Eclair,” he said, emphasizing the first syllable, “is foudre, is lightning. You would say, Mister Lighting. Yes?” 


From the look in his eyes, it was clear that he’d had this conversation many times before. From the looks in the eyes of Tin Kelly and Razorwire, they were doing everything they could not to laugh. 

 “Um, didn’t you think that people might confuse the two?” asked Shawn. 

 “I started in Marseille. No one there had the trouble.” He glared at the other three, daring them to comment. The micro-servos in Tin Kelly’s armor fired slightly, then she burst into a torrent of cackling laughter that filled the entire eatery. Shawn and Razorwire chuckled despite themselves. 


Shawn excused himself from lunch, dumping $8 of his $16 chicken sandwich into the trash. He walked up to deck three, where his newer and more tastefully-appointed solo quarters were waiting.
 

Cassandra put her phone back into her pocket. A quantum sense of timing meant that no one else had to know about her 2048 addiction - she had managed to get a tile up to 32,768 on several occasions. The same sense let her dress casually, but not without care, for the maximum desired effect. In a cotton V-neck T-shirt, jeans, and flats, she looked like she might just be there by coincidence.

Shawn rounded the corner in full costume, eyes locked on his own phone, one Gauntlet velcroed back onto the sleeve of his costume to allow unencumbered tapping. Other villains on the Leviathan wore their accoutrements out of some misplaced machismo or for fear of having their identity revealed, but Cassandra got the impression that he was hiding. He was retiring, and shy, and surprisingly dim when he wasn’t being shot at - a classic beta male. Cassandra didn’t even have to break a sweat to deal with him. 

 “Are you stalking me or something?”

But he did get on her nerves on occasion. 

 “Just wanted to have a little chat,” she said, falling in step beside him. 

 “You can make an appointment,” he said curtly. “Shouldn’t you be with the rest of the bigwigs, holding the world for ransom?”
 “There’s surprisingly little to do at this point,” she said. 

 “Do it alone.” 


Shawn punched in the access code for his quarters and pressed the door’s close button as soon as he went through. Cassandra sighed in the face of the door, pulled out her own phone, and opened a custom-made application. It had been designed for emergencies and maintenance, but there are few things that are off-limits to someone who can order an assassination easier than ordering take-out. After a few taps, the door opened on its own. 


Shawn was sitting at his computer terminal. He had taken off his mask and Gauntlets and tossed them on the queen bed. Cassandra stalked in and leaned over his shoulder. 

 “I thought it was illegal to enter someone else’s quarters without permission,” he said. “A.S. rule 164 subsection F or something.”
 “What’s the point of having so much power if I can’t abuse it every so often?” she responded, with a calculated breath in his ear. 

 “Go away.” 


This was the dangerous point. She had to be precise: come on too strong and he’d simply be angry. Come on too weak and she wouldn’t hold his attention. “Nope.” 

 “Go away, please.” 

 “You know, this lone wolf act isn’t doing you any favors, Shawn,” she said softly. 

 “Like you are.”
 “You wouldn’t be saying that if you knew what I’ve been up to.” It was true enough - Shawn’s public-spirited activities had caused her problems on more than one occasion, forcing her to cover them up. More often than not, she simply made sure he wasn’t partnered with any CHAOS members who were particularly valuable. 


Her arm snaked over his shoulder and down his chest, reaching further south. He grabbed it, forcefully pushing her away without looking. She did not resist - after all, it was hardly a surprise.
 “Get out.” 

 “And if I won’t?”

Shawn swiveled his chair around to face Cassandra. “I told you before. Whatever you think’s going to happen here, isn’t.” 

 “So is that a death ray in your pocket, or are you just happy to see me?” 

 “Get out!” 


Cassandra allowed a look of hurt surprise to settle on her face. It had taken practice to get it just right - she wasn’t used to being surprised by much of anything. 


She slunk over to the bed and sat down, picking up Shawn’s Deathface mask and examining it. “You know what they’re calling you?”
 “Who’s they?”
 “ ‘The Albatross.’ That’s why you’ve been given solo assignments lately, when you take them at all. Teaming with you is seen as risking time in a METAPOL cell.”
 “So?”

She sighed, like a mother teaching a child a lesson for the tenth time. Not angry, just disappointed. “You need to show more regard for your fellow Alternative Solutions members, Shawn.”
 “Yeah, I’ll get on that.”
 “And that attitude,” she said. “You’re not showing any enthusiasm. Aren’t we paying you enough? You never take optional assignments, never volunteer for anything. We have to force you to do anything except come to the weekly meetings.” 

 “I’m not seeing your point,” said Shawn, sullenly. “Aren’t we supposed to be about defying authority? Breaking the rules?” 

 “No, Shawn. We’re about respecting our authority. I know you’re upset about your identity, but you’re going to have to get over it eventually. I figured eight or nine million dollars would help there - nice place, by the way.” 


Her gaze fell on the paintings around the room. Four watercolored portraits of women hung on four different walls. The one above Shawn’s desk was the only one that was framed, the only one that was original - Alphonse Mucha’s Amethyst. The others were just prints, but when Monsieur Eclair mentioned he was planning to fence the original, Shawn had bought it off of him for a few hundred million pretty pennies - it would only end up on the black market, after all. 

 “Have I done something wrong? Besides you know, murder, grand theft, resisting arrest, et cetera?”
 “Of course not. But your lack of enthusiasm is beginning to grate on the nerves of your superiors.” 

 “Tough. My wife served me divorce papers. I won’t even see my dog again. I can never go back to my life, the life that you promised I could keep.”
 “Shawn...” Cassandra hesitated for a calculated duration.
 “Spit it out.” 

 “You need to start pulling your weight. Or else someone’s going to trim you down. Your decisions have put you here, whether you admit it or not, and you have to deal with them.”

Shawn chuckled. “That’s a bit hypocritical coming from someone who has the luxury of making all the right ones ahead of time.” He stood, and stared into Cassandra’s eyes. “There is nothing you can do to me. Nothing. Now. Get. Out.”  

She rose, gingerly placing the mask back on the bed. Her eyes were cold. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

She left. Dealing with Shawn was exhausting, but necessary. Cassandra had explored all kinds of options in the privacy of her mind - bribing him, threatening him, even the unsavory prospect of making good on her vicarious threat to kill the man’s wife. But the only way to keep him just interested enough to stay in her corner was this tedious game. Anything else required either a replacement with someone even less stable or major modifications to her long-term plans. 


At least she wouldn’t have to play it for much longer. 

 

The Hall of Heroes had a 24-hour restaurant and bar. It wasn’t often busy since it served the Hegemony exclusively, and there were rarely more than a dozen or so Heroes present to take advantage of its hospitality. 


As Morningstar passed it on her way to her quarters, she saw an unfamiliar figure sitting at the corner of the tastefully-appointed bar, the bartender standing nervously in front of it like a private being reprimanded. That wasn’t exactly true - the figure was familiar, she just hadn’t seen him at the bar before. 


She sat on the stool beside The Veteran, sliding his old-fashioned helmet down to the next seat. Her mace swung from its holster and tapped against the stool as she sat. “I’ll have what he’s having,” she said, and the bartender looked like he was going to respond. His eyes darted to The Veteran, then to his drink, then back to Morningstar, then he thought better of it and nodded. 

 “Never seen you here before, Jack,” she said. The Veteran was sitting up with perfect posture, his back ramrod straight, one hand on his drink tumbler. 

 “I’m not interested in drinking with you,” he said, not looking at her.
 “Come on, you can’t fault me for doing what I think is right,” she said. “I’ve looked over everything that Simmons has done, and he’s no more deserving of death than any of the people we bring in.” 

 “He betrayed us,” he said, almost spitting the words. The bartender carefully placed a tumbler of clear liquid with no ice in front of Morningstar. “It’s treason. And not just treason, treason by an employee of the US government and a member of METAPOL. There’s nothing we could do to him that he wouldn’t deserve.” 

 “You don’t really believe that,” she said. 

 “I do. I’ve given my whole life in service to this country, and to the safety of its citizens and the world. He spat on us. He spat on me.” 


Morningstar took a sip of the drink and tried not to spit on The Veteran. “What is this?” she asked, her face forming a bitter scowl at the taste. 

 “Ethanol, various lubricants, mineral oil, and some very particular vitamins,” said the bartender, trying not to cringe. 

 “It’s the only thing they’ll let me drink,” said The Veteran. “Technically safe for normal humans. You get used to it.” 

 “I’d rather not,” said Morningstar, pushing the glass away. “Give me whatever you’ve got that’s dark and on tap.” She turned back to The Veteran. “Look, it won’t be long before Harry is finished with his project. We’ll probably get him anyway in the big sweep, it’s all Nemo can talk about. We’re supposed to be setting an example, not just for ourselves, but for everyone. You taught us that. I remember hearing that on my dad’s knee…” 

 “It’s different!” he shouted. “Simmons was one of ours! We have to make an example out of him, or we’ll only see more traitors spring up out of the ranks!” 


Morningstar thought carefully about her answer. “From what the shrinks tell us, from what we’ve heard from Bree Simmons and others, Deathface might actually agree with you,” she said. “God knows I don’t mean any disrespect, Jack, but I’m glad that the others didn’t.” 


The Veteran stood up straight as a drill sergeant and drained the last of his transparent drink. “Goodnight,” he said. He left the bar, and Morningstar was careful not to notice the sigh of relief that the bartender let out.
 

After Cassandra left, Shawn looked at the framed photo on his desk. It showed somewhat younger versions of himself and Bree, sitting on the back of an ambulance. It was a decidedly cheesy photo - the two of them were engaged in a chaste kiss. Bree held her six-month certification, Shawn’s was hidden somewhere in the back. Both were wearing the red T-shirts of the Adamopolis Community College Emergency Medical Technician program where they’d met. 


He pulled out his phone. He’d used the same photo for the background - it was the only one that he had on his old phone, and he’d been very careful to transfer it when it had been deactivated. Bree’s number was still in there as well, but he hadn’t been able to find her new one. She probably wouldn’t answer it even if he could. Her lawyer had issued divorce papers and a court summons, at least according to the tabloids. Summons never got as far as the Leviathan.

Shawn felt angry and frustrated. In fact, what he really felt was rage at an uncaring world, sorrow that his circumstances had forced him into this. He felt impotent fury at his own decisions, hatred for himself and his surroundings, and a profound sense of loss and isolation. He felt like time was pressing in on him, forcing him into a tiny ball like matter in a black hole, and he was desperately clinging to the few remaining trace elements of his own life. He felt like there wasn’t a single living soul that could sympathize with him. He felt he understood, in some abstract and terrifying way, the isolation and abandonment that made people shoot into crowds or blow themselves up in the name of some god. Or put on elaborate costumes and do the same thing. 


But Shawn had never been very good at expressing himself, so he settled for “angry and frustrated.” 


Shawn took a flathead screwdriver and a set of tweezers out of the desk drawer. Carefully, he pried up the plastic casing on the terminal keyboard, then reached inside with the tweezers and pulled out a tightly-folded slip of paper. He pressed it flat on his desk and looked at six names. 

 

Veloci-Raptor

Locomotion

The Closer

Mugshot

Hangin’ Johnny

Iron Belle

Six names. Six people who had died or been captured on his missions. Some with his direct intervention, some with negligence, and some with pure luck, which he counted anyway. I am doing good. I am helping people. I am making a difference. I am Shawn Simmons, not Deathface. I have meaning. I am here, this is now. And I am helping. 


Shawn stared at the names for a long moment, then carefully slid the paper back into its hiding place and placed the tools back in his desk. It was only a matter of time before he was captured himself, or one of his superpowered victims escaped both him and the Hegemony and reported back to CHAOS, or he was killed. But until then, he could continue his work. 


Shawn had never been the praying type. If there was a God watching over the world, then He had a lot to answer for. But Shawn offered a silent prayer to anyone who was listening that he could keep going before he lost his nerve, his mind, his life, or any combination of the three. 

 

Doctor O looked across the table at Shawn with disapproval. Shawn stared back through his mask, unfazed. This was par for the course. 

 “We have a special assignment for you, Deathface.” They were alone in the room. This had happened before, but never with this particular manager. Doctor O seemed to be suppressing a smile under his goatee - not a good sign, Shawn decided. “Refusal is not optional.” 

 “Go ahead,” he said. Doctor O grinned. He actually grinned. He tapped a seemingly innocuous part of the table and a photo appeared in the inlaid screen. The man was distinguished, maybe 55, with a head of white hair that was still full. His suit was exquisitely tailored with a small American flag pin on the lapel. “I think I’ve seen him before,” Shawn said, noncommittally. 

 “You should have. This is Senator Jackson Kirbie, one of the most senior members of the U.S. Congress and a contender for the Presidency in another three years.” 

 “And?” 

 “Tomorrow you’re going to kill him.” 


Shawn kept his face impassive. “The Clandestine Home of Alternative Ongoing Solutions does not target individuals or engage in directed killings of any kind,” he quoted. 

 “Ah, at least someone’s been reading our press releases,” said Doctor O. “Even so. You’ve rapidly risen in A.S. during your tenure here, despite your... questionable work ethic. You’re a big boy now, Deathface, it’s time you joined the other big boys.”
 “If I refuse?” 

 “Then you’ll be expressing views counter to the Alternative Solutions mission, and asked to leave the Leviathan.” Despite the stylish gloom, Shawn imagined that he could see a glint on one of the villain’s teeth. “You’re welcome to go anywhere you like.” 


The last time he had checked, Shawn had been number one on the most wanted lists of METAPOL, Interpol, and the FBI. Unless he landed a lucky gig as a goat herder in some place without plumbing, there was nowhere that he could hide for very long. After getting on a CHAOS council member’s hit list, he wouldn’t even be safe in one of the countries controlled by the organization’s puppet governments. 

 “And do I have any backup?” 

 “No one has volunteered thus far. But with those toys of yours, I’m sure you can handle yourself just fine.” 


So it’s mandatory for me, but anyone else would have to “volunteer.” The revelation that Deathface’s “mental” powers were actually experimental tech hadn’t mattered to anyone on the Leviathan. Shawn had worried for nothing - no one cared what he could do, or how, so long as he delivered results. “Is... is there anything else you’d like to tell me?” 


Doctor O pressed a button in the table’s screen and Shawn’s phone beeped in response. “It’s all in the report. You’re scheduled to leave tomorrow morning - Kirbie is giving a presentation to the ASJA at two local time. Kill him before he makes the speech.” He rose. “That is all.” 


Shawn sifted through the information in his quarters. The jumpjet would drop him off a few miles outside of Baltimore before dawn. It was up to him to make his way to Washington and the Walter Convention Center in time to kill the Senator. The methods were entirely up to him. Not that it made him feel any better. 


He used his computer terminal to learn everything he could about Kirbie. Shawn had hoped that the man would be venal, greedy, crooked - a typical politician. But to his dismay, he found nothing but good reports. Even Kirbie’s opponents couldn’t dig up any dirt. The man represented Delaware with integrity and dignity, even fighting for causes the voters had pushed through which he didn’t personally believe in. For God’s sake, the man actually volunteered at a local veteran’s hospital once a month. Doctor O had done the impossible: he’d found an honest politician, a regular Jefferson Smith. 


So what were Shawn’s options? He could follow through with the assignment and kill a good man because the alternative was worse for him. He could be banished from the only place on Earth that would shelter him. He supposed he could kill Doctor O, but that would get him executed. 

 “You’re screwed,” said Rodrigo Guzman. The press relations agent had offered to take him to dinner when Shawn had asked about his options. Shawn often sought him out when he wanted a “normal” perspective, or at least, as normal a perspective as was available from a PR agent who specialized in supervillains. 

 “There’s gotta be some way that I can get out of this,” Shawn said. “You’re my agent, give me some options!” 

 “You can’t turn Doctor O down. He’ll make sure you’re out of here immediately, and he can make it next to impossible to access your funds. You can try to find someone to help you in your mission -”
 “Already tried. Kirbie has a reputation as basically unkillable. He’s on the Metahuman Services and Finances Subcommittee, and they protect their own - there always seems to be at least one Hero protecting him, sometimes more.” 

 “Maybe you could just attack him and run away, then?” said Guzman. “Nobody could fault you for trying and failing where others have failed before. Of course as your agent I have to recommend doing your best. Officially.” He grinned boyishly and took a gulp of his beer. 


Shawn considered it. “It would be tricky. Supervisors watch video of every encounter, and they can usually get angles even the press and police don’t have access to. And they’re especially careful to look over my missions lately.” 

 “Whelp, I don’t know what to tell you, man. I handle your image, your website, and any media coverage you might want. Which you don’t,” he said, with a tiny bit of resentment. “I leave all this ‘take over the world’ business to the amateurs.” 


Shawn decided to sleep on it, and hope for more options in the morning. Since the Leviathan was currently sitting just south of Greenland, he’d have a decent sleep even for a dawn mission on the East Coast. 6AM came around at about the same time Shawn did, and no solutions presented themselves through a shower or breakfast. 


Oh well, he thought. I can always hope for a meteor strike. 





Chapter 15
 
 Beware a practically-minded government. While villains now control quite a few countries either overtly or via puppet regimes, most legitimate governments actively oppose CHAOS and its sister organizations. Their armed forces will not hesitate to attack you, and unlike heroes, they have no qualms about deadly force. METAPOL, the largest international peacekeeping force in current operation, has killed over three dozen villains in its history. It’s a good thing they’re so skilled at resurrection.  
 
 - excerpt from Villainy For Dummies! by Professor Parasite
 

The jumpjet pilot hit the coast at Baltimore, not daring to go closer to the Capitol for fear of more advanced radar. Six months had given Shawn a lot of time to perfect his skydiving technique. He didn’t use the altimeter assist anymore, and he managed to set himself down on a pier at a yacht club on the Patapsco River. He wore plain clothes with his costume and equipment in a duffel bag, his identity relatively safe behind some expertly-applied and expensive makeup from the experts on the Leviathan. In the freezing winter air on the pier, Shawn wore a Carhartt coat and a heavy hat that concealed even that. 


A few minutes of determined walking saw him to a bus station, which he walked past for a 24-hour diner. Shawn savored the experience of eating greasy waffles and eggs over easy while strangers came and went. Attempts at small talk with the tired-looking waitress were unsuccessful, so he contented himself with checking the Amtrak schedule. A ten-minute walk and a half-hour ride, only half full at this time in the morning, got him to Union Station in Washington. He killed time people-watching and studying the map of M Street and the surroundings. 


The only place and time he could be sure to find Senator Kirbie was on stage at 2 PM, which was undoubtedly where Doctor O intended him to kill the statesman. But attacking him there and then would put too many innocent people in danger (and politicians, who usually counted as innocent if they had a decent press secretary). And besides, there would be so much security on him immediately that he’d either be killed or captured in no time. Shawn still hoped for some kind of intervention, divine or otherwise. 


He decided that the best way to attack the Senator, if indeed he could bring himself to do so, was to wait on top of the Walter Convention Center and hope to see the limousine coming down M Street. Assuming that Kirbie would spend the morning in the Capital building, he’d come from the east, and that was a big assumption. It included stipulations like the Senator not taking a late lunch somewhere on the west side of town. But what else could Shawn do? He made his way towards the convention center, stopping only to pack his bags with water and Power Bars for the long wait. 


It was eight o’clock local time before he made it to the huge, glass-walled structure. It was easy enough to get close; there were no fences and a steady stream of people meant that he went relatively unnoticed. Shawn made his way to a corner with little traffic, then surreptitiously put on his Gauntlets and power pack, donning the mask and goggles only long enough to switch the Gauntlets to a crowbar shape. Not only would the goggles draw even more attention, they weren’t necessary - Shawn was so used to the feedback from the gloves he didn’t need them to determine what he was doing. 


Shawn looked around for any would-be sightseers. He couldn’t check all the adjacent buildings, of course, but he would just have to risk it. Once he got above the fourth story or so, even the ever-present traffic wouldn’t present a problem. He placed the plasma crowbar in a concrete seam one story up, then pulled, launching himself in the air. Another deft swipe at a seam to avoid leaving obvious marks propelled him a further story. Shawn ignored the bits of falling masonry and the sound of his coat scraping on the wall, and aimed for the next seam. His upper body had developed in the last six months thanks to Rodrigo’s mandated time in the gym, but he hardly needed his own strength - with the right elasticity settings, the Gauntlets used his own weight to propel him most of the way. In less than three minutes he had scaled to the top of the convention center, only slightly winded. 


He made his way across the roof, treading lightly just in case. On the eastern side he found an air conditioning unit wedged next to a support beam that let him look east without exposing himself to any passing helicopters. There were still four hours to wait until the Senator might show up - he had an appointment at one of the local charities at noon, according to KirbieDelaware.com. 


Shawn’s first job after high school had been at a fast food joint making french fries. He didn’t particularly care about french fries, and he’d never wanted to know how to make them three hundred at a time. But after three months he was an expert - he knew everything there was to know about making french fries in a fryer. Shawn hadn’t wanted to know how to be a supervillain. And you couldn’t really call him an expert, not yet, anyway. But he had learned a thing or two. He idly wondered if there was any way to combine those two skills, perhaps as Captain Combo. 


Shawn sat and turned himself into a ball inside his coat. He wished he could shut his brain down, but the cold made that near impossible. A year ago he’d been looking into adoption, hoping to surprise Bree with a parenthood proposal, before realizing he’d have to save years before it ever became an option. And now he was sitting on top of a building waiting to kill a U.S. Senator - who, according to news reports from the summer, had miraculously survived coordinated CHAOS attacks on several occasions. This was probably suicide. 


Wait a minute, thought Shawn. This IS suicide. This guy’s well-defended in a wide-open public space, and he’s faced more than me before. With only a little surprise, Shawn realized that Doctor O (at the very least) was tired of waiting for him to bungle up a mission enough to nail him, and had sent him to accomplish the impossible, in the definite hope that he couldn’t. 


There’s no way to win here, thought Shawn. Either I die, or he does. I might as well give up now and turn myself in - there’d be less risk that way. But how do I know Crosshair’s threat isn’t still in effect? I don’t. 


Shawn sat, conflicted, indecisive, and cold. He turned on the power source and continually shifted his Gauntlet fields just to generate some heat and block the wind - after all, Hephaestus’ best guess for its lasting power was “something like 2.1 billion years.” And with no visible emissions beyond heat, it wasn’t as if he had to worry about the environment. 


The minutes and the hours crept slowly by. No comet came to erase the Capitol building, faintly visible to the south. No bolts of lightning descended to scorch nondescript Town Cars or limousines, and the fog dissipated by ten. Shawn could hear the murmur of convention-goers sixty feet below, tens of thousands of members of the American Society of Journalists and Authors trickling in for various symposiums and workshops. He had polished off the Power Bars by then, and his phone battery was nearly dead from playing Solitaire and John Fogerty. At noon he finally rubbed off his disguise, then donned his cold-weather costume and red mask. 


He sat down again. Shawn wondered if he could kill himself with the Gauntlets, but couldn’t think of a way of doing it in any dignified way, not to mention the pain. Of course, he could simply jump off the roof - he didn’t have the kind of superhuman protection that Voltaic had shown six months and a thousand years ago. But staring off the edge, his brain’s self-defense mechanisms kicked in. Even in intense loneliness and hopelessness, Shawn didn’t have it in him to punch his own ticket to the undiscovered country.

As he stared at the pedestrians below, one across the street happened to look up. She was a tall black woman in her late twenties. She spotted Shawn.

The woman slowly brought a hand up to her ear, pressed a finger to it, and spoke something that Shawn couldn’t make out. 


Damn. 


Morningstar shrugged off an overcoat to reveal a leather bustier and biker jeans, with her massive spiked mace hidden cleverly in the lower folds of the coat. The muscles on her arms moved under her skin like indistinct but powerful shapes swimming just below the water’s surface. Immediately the pedestrians around her stopped and stared. She shouted something indistinct, and they began to spread out in all directions. 


Morningstar pointed at Shawn, who was too afraid to move. He heard a whooshing sound. Slowly and leisurely, another woman rose from thin air, rising over the lip of the roof right in front of Shawn. 


She had magenta skin and disturbingly huge, dark eyes. 

 “Shawn Simmons, also known as Deathface,” said Nebula, in a strange voice that had nothing to do with her unmoving mouth. “You are wanted on charges of murder, grand theft, larceny, conspiracy, and resisting arrest, under the METAPOL Extraordinary Powers Act of 1987. Will you consent to arrest?” 


Shawn ran, jumping onto the curved roof and sprinting across the slick surface. After a moment, Nebula floated in front of him without apparent effort. “Mister Simmons, I must inform you that the action you are taking will result in further charges. Will you consent to arrest?” 


Shawn stopped, realizing there was no point. “Nope. If you think you can take me in, lady, feel free.”

Nebula nodded. It was a mechanical gesture, more recited than expressed. “Very well.” Her arms glowed a neon pink color, and balls of light formed on each fist. “I will not enjoy this, sir.” 

 “The feeling’s mutual.” 


In a flash she flew towards him. No, thought Shawn, with a poignancy that he thought ill-timed. She’s not flying, she’s levitating. As if gravity was optional. Shawn brought his defensive Gauntlet shields up and absorbed as much of her impact as he could. Whatever energy source she was using, it didn’t interfere with the Gauntlets like Gabriel’s sword had, but he still felt every blast. It was more physical than a bunch of glowing bursts of light would seem to be, and after only a few seconds, Shawn felt his back slide out onto empty air. 


Nebula advanced in a flying one-handed punch, connecting with the Gauntlet field and sending Shawn tumbling over the roof and across the street. A normal person never quite gets used to the feeling of sailing through the air, but experience counted for a lot, and Shawn knew what to do. He formed his shields into a ball and set them to the maximum elasticity, creating an electromagnetic airbag around himself. 


He’d practiced this move for just such an occasion. It usually bounced him around the environment, and it would have done so now, too, if Morningstar hadn’t been waiting for him on the street. Tensing like a clean-up batter, she waited for gravity (which certainly wasn’t optional for Shawn) to deliver her pitch. 


With a small step of her lead foot and a mighty swing, Morningstar connected with the invisible fields. Shawn felt G-force carry him forward as the Gauntlets tried to compensate, then he rocketed back towards the convention center at street level, bouncing off a parked car like a hamster ball at the mercy of a particularly vicious toddler. 


The fields hit a reinforced glass wall, leaving a single crack before Shawn came to a stop. Aside from disorienting dizziness, he was unharmed. He dropped the fields and fell a meter or so to the ground. He stood for a moment, then fell to his knees, the world of concrete and cars swimming in his head. 

 “Shawn! I know you’re listening! Please, give up now, before the real trouble starts!”

Morningstar was slowly advancing across the street, her signature mace drawn in a protective gesture before her. Cars were screeching to a halt in all directions. Shawn could just make out pedestrians fleeing to either side of the street. He looked behind him and saw a few convention-goers staring at him through the cracked glass, eager more for a show than for safety. 

 “Can't,” said Shawn lamely, his head still trying to spin off from his body like a bad TV sequel. He was just able to make out Nebula descending to take position next to the warrior woman. 

 “Why not, Shawn?” asked Morningstar, far more kindly than he’d expected. “I think you’re not as bad as you’re made out to be. Wouldn’t it be so much easier? We won’t hurt you if you cooperate.” 


He looked into her brown eyes and saw, unbelievably, compassion. Shawn almost gave in there. He was so tired, so angry. So tired of being angry. But Bree swam up into his mind again. Even after the cut off, even after seeing her testify against him in his trial in absentia, even after she’d sworn to Larry King that she’d die before speaking to him again, he couldn’t risk her safety. Hope, the treacherous bastard that it was, sprang eternal. 


One’s a tank, and the other’s an alien, he thought. A few bruises won’t kill them. 


With a quick flick of his hand he expanded a spherical Gauntlet shield outward, just enough to throw both Heroines off balance, then quickly switched to double flat fields and pushed. They went flying towards the opposite building. Morningstar was engulfed in the remains of a bus stop while Nebula exploded into the facade of a lawyer’s office. A third thudding sound behind Shawn made him turn his head. 


An older man in combat fatigues was punching the thick, tempered glass with his bare hands, and making the crack that had formed from Shawn’s initial impact larger with each blow. Several journalists behind him pulled out expensive-looking cameras and began to fight for the best position. 


With an enormous clatter, the glass wall shattered into huge chunks. One of the smaller ones flew towards Shawn and took a small chunk out of the left sleeve of his cold weather costume. Once he had checked himself for missing limbs, he realized it had taken a smaller chunk out of his arm as well. 

 “DEATHFACE!” boomed The Veteran. “You’re done! Give up now before you kill more innocents!” 


I haven't killed anyone innocent, you self-righteous dick. Shawn extended his fields towards The Veteran, but the man leapt into the air. As Shawn tried to pull them up, the man’s right hand snaked towards him on an extending steel coil before he could do anything. In a tenth of a second, The Veteran had his hand clamped around Shawn’s throat from ten meters away. 


The second The Veteran hit the ground, the bionic hand clamped even tighter and pulled back, dragging Shawn towards him. Shawn’s costume boots slid across the pavement. When the hand had fully retracted, The Veteran held Shawn above his head in what must have been a front page pose. With his left hand, he reached into one of the pockets of his uniform. 

 “You have the right to remain silent,” said the Veteran, pulling Shawn so close that he could feel the bristles on his white mustache.
Shawn heard a click and felt cold steel clamp on his hand. With a flick of his eyes, he instructed the Gauntlet to emit a quick spherical burst. Both Shawn and The Veteran were blown back, and lay on the street for a blissful moment.

The older man rose first, but when Shawn did likewise, he was focusing on a point behind him. “You’re surrounded, Deathface,” he said, and Shawn turned to see Morningstar free of rubble and once again wielding her mace. “Give up for your own sake.” 


Shawn breathed hard, sweat coating his skin despite the chill, adrenaline flooding his veins. It was certainly over, but he couldn’t give up. He turned to The Veteran and wore his best impression of an evil smirk. “Hey, Veteran! Save any schoolkids lately, or are you still the personal bodyguard to the one percent?” 


The Veteran nodded. Shawn felt arms grasp him in a full Nelson, even as he was slammed forward. He rose, flying straight through the hole that The Veteran had made in the tempered glass, then through the interior of the convention center and through a skylight, concussing him more than a little. The gigantic building spun and shrank rapidly below him. 

 “I should tell you,” said Nebula through the deafening wind, “that The Veteran would like very much to kill you.” 


The two of them rose rapidly. Shawn could see all the way to the National Mall now, the Washington Monument standing starkly with the Potomac glistening in the noonday light. His arms and Gauntlets were extended lamely to either side in Nebula’s titanium grip, the handcuffs dangling from one wrist. He felt colder as they rose, and began to feel dizzy again as clouds approached. She’s trying to get me to black out. 


Shawn tried to think. It wasn’t easy - his head had hurt before he’d rapidly risen to three thousand meters. 

 “Go for her upper neck and jaw. Those fleshy bits are extensions of her lungs.” 


The voice came from nowhere and everywhere. Though soft, it filled his entire head, seeming to shake his skull in its subtlety. 

 “Her neck. Now, Shawn!” 


His arms were still locked, but he could move his head. Shawn jabbed with a reverse thrust of his skull and felt it connect with soft tissue. Nebula made a gasping, choking noise, and loosened her grip slightly. Shawn flipped forwards, seeing Nebula’s purple-clad legs, now upside down from his perspective. Her black eyes were staring at him in an expression of dazed pain. 


Through the haze of his bruised brain, Shawn realized that his arms were free. His vision was tunneling. He couldn’t distinguish direction, but the incredible speed and momentum at which Nebula had been flying was still propelling them both upwards. He switched his right Gauntlet to fist mode, condensed the size down so that the fields just barely covered his flesh-and-blood fingers, and jabbed for Nebula’s throat. He could hear the reverberating scream even though the wind, and she tumbled head over heels away from him in midair. 


Shawn reached the zenith of his ascent. For one glorious moment he was weightless. Exhaustion, depression, concussion, and a lack of oxygen gave him the briefest moment of elated, joyful bliss. The world beneath him was so far away. There were no demands, no dangers, to him or anyone else. Here, above man and one with the stratosphere, here he was effortlessly and gloriously free, unburdened with thought or responsibility. 


I want to stay. 


He began to fall. Slowly at first, then with terrifying acceleration, until he reached his terminal velocity. The approaching city below him focused his addled brain like a shot of nicotine to the cerebellum. 


OK, I’m about 3,000 meters up. I’ve got no parachute. I will hit the ground in less than a minute, and no amount of compensation from the Gauntlets will keep me from becoming the ugliest piece of street art in the DC metro area. 


Slowly, carefully, Shawn made the adjustments in the goggles’ HUD. He set the Gauntlet field elasticity to maximum and the density to minimum, then set both hands to basic flat fields. He extended their surface area as much as the goggles would allow, about fifteen meters square on each side. He faced upwards in a spread eagle, raised his hands, and engaged. 


The fields engaged and caught, expanding and catching enough air to slow his descent even as it let some through. His left Gauntlet flew off his hand from the tension and flapped loose from its power cable, and he had just enough presence of mind to close his right hand into a fist to keep it from doing the same. His elbow and shoulder screamed, taking the weight of both his body and the negative Gs of the makeshift parachute’s deceleration. 


But he was decelerating. Within a few seconds, he was falling at a rate not too much faster than with a normal chute. He reached for his left Gauntlet with his free hand, but it was no use - with the wind and his body hanging from the opposite arm, there was no way to retrieve it. He looked down, desperately searching for a place that would cushion his fall - with the extra speed, he’d need it. He saw the only body of water that he knew he couldn’t drown in. 


Ninety seconds later Shawn touched down in the near-freezing water of the reflecting pool on the National Mall. He hit hard, but the few centimeters of water cushioned him, and he came away with nothing more than a bruised tailbone. Tourists and pedestrians on either side clustered to watch the apparently floating man. Then they ran, as they saw the costume and mask that had haunted newspapers, television, and the Internet for the last half year. 


As Shawn trudged towards the edge of the pool, he noticed that there was a huge chunk missing from the corner of the Lincoln Memorial. A figure in purple lay among the marble rubble like a discarded doll. Shawn breathed a sigh of relief when he saw one of Nebula’s long legs move, and she slowly turned over, coughing. He reached down and put his left Gauntlet back on his hand. 

 “So, mister lone wolf, would you like to listen to me now?” 


Once again the voice seemed to fill his skull, coming from everywhere at once. But with a few minutes of relative calm and the aid of sea-level atmosphere, Shawn now recognized the familiar tones. 

 “Cassandra?” 

 “At your service.” 


Shawn pulled the radio out of his ear. He’d only needed it to contact the pilot, who was by now laying low somewhere in a Virginia pasture. There was no way that sound had come from the earpiece. 

 “Bone conduction speaker,” explained Cassandra. “I slipped it on the inside of your mask last night. It uses vibrations in your skull to activate your tympanic nerve. No, don’t take it off.” 


Shawn pulled his hand away from the mask. It was nigh impossible to disobey a voice of command that was literally bouncing through his eardrums. 

 “Now, do you want my help or not?” she asked. 

 “Where are you?” 

 “Close enough. You’ve got incoming from the north, by the way.”

Shawn heard a loud engine noise sing out through the fog of pain. A motorcycle burst through the trees surrounding the reflecting pool. Morningstar sat astride it, her mace extended to one side. She looked like the cover of an improbably racy sci-fi novel, the effect of which was lost on Shawn, who was trying not to give the pool his own small and very personal liquid addition. 

 “Uh, Cassandra, Morningstar is coming tow-”
 “I know. You can’t outrun her right there. Go for the tires.” 


The motorcycle was in the pool now, sending up plumes of stagnant water on either side. Shawn switched his left Gauntlet field to a piercing lance and stabbed at the front wheel when she came close. Undaunted, Morningstar adjusted herself, standing on the seat and gas tank as the ridiculous machine fell on one side and continued sliding. When she was only a few meters away, she leapt and swung like a golfer towards Shawn, who had just enough time to raise a shield on his right Gauntlet. 


Shawn went flying. The pool fell away beneath him as he sailed backwards. He had enough presence of mind to switch both Gauntlets to claw mode and grab for one of the columns on the World War II memorial as it drifted past. It slowed his progress enough that he hit the ground and rolled. Bits of granite cracked and spread across the semicircular plaza. 


As Shawn rose he heard a pounding noise coming from the pool. The Veteran was advancing in an unstoppable charge. 

 “I’d tell you to kill him,” came Cassandra’s sardonic voice, “But we both know you won’t. Just get your shields up.” 


Shawn did as he was told, walking slowly backwards in a futile retreat. Instead of the extenso-matic arm trick that Shawn was expecting, the Veteran raised his left hand. Bits of flesh popped out and rearranged themselves, being replaced with efficient-looking metal. Inside a few microseconds, something that was undeniably a weapon was pointing at Shawn, a tiny blue pilot light lancing in front of the barrel. 

 “Oh, sh-”

A burst of white-hot flame flew towards Shawn. His shields protected him, visibly flickering as they absorbed the heat. When The Veteran got closer, some of the fuel that served as flamethrower ammunition actually stuck to the shields, creating a sickening burning graffiti effect. 


The flames stopped. The Veteran was right in front of the shield, his “arm” cooling with a hiss. Shawn turned his head and saw Morningstar coming behind him, her motorcycle none the worse for some water and pond scum. The Veteran’s face was locked in a strangely satisfied grimace. 

 “Death to all traitors,” said The Veteran, and kicked the shield. 


Again Shawn flew through the air, but this time there was nothing to grab. He settled for setting his fields to spherical mode with enough elasticity to hopefully avoid turning his insides into mashed potatoes. He bounced along, creating enormous rivets in the slightly browning grass of the mall. He finally rolled to a stop next to a flagpole, the grey-yellow wall of the enormous Washington Monument obelisk behind him. 

 “They’re both coming now,” said Cassandra, “but I want you to wait.”
 “He’s going to kill me!” 

 “Tell you what, Shawn, how’s about everyone who can see the future raise your hand. What’s that? Just me? Do what I tell you and you’ll get through this.” 


The Veteran and Morningstar advanced, the former keeping pace with the motorcycle as it chewed up even more of the lawn. Both paused about twenty meters away, seeing that Shawn didn’t appear to be doing anything. Morningstar dismounted and joined The Veteran in a slow, menacing walk. 

 “We were going to get you and your friends in a few days anyway, but I’m glad you were stupid enough to try and kill me again,” shouted The Veteran. “Surrender. Now.”

Shawn opened his mouth, but heard a hissed, “Don’t say anything, just watch,” from Cassandra. He closed his mouth, but extended his hands forward with maximum shields up.
 “Fine by me,” said The Veteran. His left arm reconfigured again, the pilot light disappearing and various spinning circles winding up. A light that outshone the sun began to emerge from within the barrel just as Morningstar put a hand on The Veteran’s shoulder. 

 “No, Jack,” she said softly. “We agreed.” 

 “I don’t give a damn. This is ending now.”
 “There are bound to be witnesses.” 

 “I DON’T CARE!” he yelled. “There has to be justice!” 

 “This isn’t justice, Jack, it’s murder. Let’s just take him in - “

The Veteran wrenched his shoulder away, then used his right arm to steady his left. He took aim at Shawn. 

 “Uh, Cassandra? That thing on his arm looks really nasty.”
 “It is. Best that we can tell, it hits with an impact of a bunker-buster at about 20,000 degrees. Totally defies our understanding of physics. He had it installed with some alien tech four years ago.” 

 “My Gauntlets can’t handle that.” 

 “Nope.” 

 “Cassandra!” 

 “Stay there. Trust me.” 


The cannon continued its whine, growing higher and higher in pitch as the light got brighter. As The Veteran tensed up, Morningstar stood behind him. Shawn couldn’t hear what she said over the noise, but from her lips, it looked like “I’m sorry.” 


The Veteran’s eyes went wide. Morningstar swung her mace and The Veteran went flying, sliding face-first along the grass. She turned to Shawn. 

 “Now, Shawn, please listen to me. You don’t want to -”

Her eyes bulged as a hand clamped on her throat. Morningstar was pulled away, The Veteran’s right hand retracting into his arm. As she flew towards him, he pulled back his head, then brought it forward, his helmet connecting with her forehead with a clang. Shawn cringed in sympathy. Morningstar’s mace dropped to the ground.
 “You’re relieved,” said The Veteran. 


He extended his hand again, holding the Heroine by the throat above the ground. Then he began to spin around like a cybernetic shot-putter. He released her as his spin gained speed, and Shawn switched to claw mode, but didn’t have enough time to grab for her. Morningstar bounced off a corner of the monument and away, granite and marble spilling out onto the pavement around Shawn. 

 “Where were we?”

The Veteran raised his cannon again. Shawn checked his HUD, hoping for some kind of miracle. “Cassandra, I really need some help here!” 

 “Just a second, it’s on its way.”
 “He’s getting ready to fire! Running seems like a really good idea!” 

 “Stand still, dammit. She’s only got one shot.”

Shawn felt something grab on to his ankles as the whining noise reached its highest pitch. He was surrounded by a strangely familiar hum accompanied by a numbing sensation. He felt himself being pulled straight down, and as his eyes passed through the pavement he was engulfed in darkness. 


A soft voice reverberated through Shawn’s body. “Mister Simmons,” said Shaede. “Long time no see.” 

 “I can’t see anything.” 

 “Right, well, just give me a moment. I’m waiting on Cassie’s signal.” 


Through the ground, Shawn felt the earth move. It shook with the force of Hannibal's legions, with the drama of a thousand elephants smashing together, and a curiously similar noise. Cracks like thunder from a front-row seat rang once, twice, three times. 

 “There we go. Good luck out there, Deathface!” 


Shawn felt a rising sensation. His vision remained dark for several seconds, until he saw a stone hallway extending out in front of him. Light was visible at the end. He rose to the floor, then above it, then through the ceiling and into darkness again. He finally rose into daylight, a heap of crumbled marble extending in front of him. The grip on his ankles disappeared, along with the numb feeling. 


He looked around himself in astonishment. The Washington Monument was lying on its side, crushed into three gargantuan pieces, and he stood on top of it. The obelisk was pointing northwest, its shattered capstone not quite reaching a small clump of trees on the mall. Collapsed masonry was scattered in every direction. From his vantage point on the heap Shawn could see dozens of helicopters closing in, as well as armored personnel carriers hopping onto the lawn from Constitution Avenue. 

 “I told you I had it covered,” said Cassandra through the radio.
 “Holy crap. He must have shot right through it.”
 “You should have seen it, Shawn. I got the video - the Alternative Solutions YouTube channel will be on the homepage for the next year.” 

 “Stand down! He’s mine!” 


A hand appeared on the side of the now-horizontal pillar. With a zipping noise, The Veteran burst over the edge and landed easily on the stone. He dusted off his uniform with his “normal” hand, then began walking towards Shawn. 


He stopped, a scowl appearing on his face. “He’s right here, Goddammit!” He waited a moment, then ripped an earpiece out of his ear and tossed it off the edge. He jumped onto the base of the monument and started running towards Shawn. 

 “What now?”
 “Sit tight.”
 “You’re killing me here!” 

 “Just the opposite, in fact.” 


Shawn saw a purple flash in the sky behind The Veteran. It must have been thousands of meters up. A tiny dot fell, faster and faster, then the same flash fired again, and it was gone. 


He heard the familiar sound of Shaede flashing into existence behind him. The momentum of her fall had been maintained, but she had altered her own direction when she’d reappeared. She flew past him horizontally, feet-first. The Veteran didn’t have time to adjust, and she slammed into him with all the force of a petite woman travelling at thirty-two feet per second squared. She disappeared in another flash, and Shawn could see the Hero fly backwards and into more shattered marble. 


Yet another flash appeared to Shawn’s left. Shaede reappeared, this time using the momentum to send herself straight up instead. When gravity caught her and she hung in the air, she disappeared again. Good trick, he thought. 


A feminine gloved hand snaked out of the marble and caught The Veteran on the ankle. “No!” he yelled, desperately trying to stand up. It was too late. He slowly fell through the stone, wrenching with arms that were suddenly intangible. He stopped with just his head and shoulders visible above the ruined monument, leaning forward, shouting and cursing the grey sky blue, immobilized by tons of stone.
 “There will be others, you bastard!” he screamed at Shawn. “You’ll never win! Sic semper tyrannis!”  

With a burst of purple light Shaede was standing next to Shawn, clutching Cassandra by one bare shoulder. Cassandra swayed, grabbed Shaede’s arm for support, then steadied herself with an “I’m OK” motion. 

 “Here we go, Shawn,” she said. The effect of hearing her voice through the bone conduction headset and his own ears was disorienting. “Kill him.” 

 “No. I’m here to kill the senator.” 


Cassandra rolled her eyes, then walked towards the captive Veteran. She kicked off his helmet, then reached down, grabbed the hairs of his mustache, and pulled. The fake came away easily and she tossed it on the stone. 

 “Bitch,” he said.

Shawn stared. Without the helmet and the facial hair, the older Hero looked like a different person. A familiar person. 

 “Deathface, may I present Senator Jackson Kirbie. Sorry we couldn’t bring along some old man glasses - these costumes don’t have much in the way of pockets.”
 “You gotta be kidding me,” said Shawn. “I read his profile! This guy’s been in public office for nearly three decades! You’re telling me that he’s The Veteran, the leader of the Hegemony, and ten bucks worth of disguise has kept the entire country in the dark for that long?” 

 “Makes you sick, doesn’t it,” said Shaede.
 “He gave CHAOS a nasty shock when we killed the rest of the Metahuman Services and Finances Subcommittee six months ago,” said Cassandra. She squatted down and looked at The Veteran. “Now tell me, Senator, don’t you think that constitutes a conflict of interest?” He sneered and said nothing. 


Cassandra rose and turned to Shawn, all business. “Here’s your target. Kill him and let’s get out of here.”

Shawn stared at the captive man. Getting rid of him would solve a lot of problems. 

 “Kill him, Deathface.” 


Shawn looked into Cassandra’s eyes. “I can’t.” She looked back and smiled beatifically. 

 “I know.” 


Cassandra drew her pistol from its hip holster, gripped it with both hands, and fired. Blood spewed everywhere, staining a red circle into the stone. Shawn lost count of the shots, but she stopped when the slide locked. The Veteran’s head was perforated, titanium alloy visible beneath the splits in his skin. He did not move. 

 “Shaede?” she asked. 


Shaede grabbed both Shawn and Cassandra by the shoulder. They vanished just as National Guard troops came over the lip of the monument. 





Chapter 16
 
 Dealing with aliens is always a toss of the dice. While extraterrestrials can often offer a shortcut to amazing technology, never forget that they’re serving their own goals as well, up to and including chomping down entire planets like matzo balls. Another thing to consider is that there are now so many known alien civilizations that dealing with any one might aggravate the others. What good is conquering one planet if in the process you put yourself in the crosshairs of an angry invasion fleet? Many an embarrassing Hero and villain team-up has been made out of a lack of foresight where aliens are concerned.  
 
 - excerpt from Villainy For Dummies! by Professor Parasite
 

It took them just over an hour to complete the trip through the ethereal realm that Shaede called her own. When they finally stopped, Shawn buckled over and spilt his diner-grade breakfast onto the floor. A dirt floor, he realized. He wiped his mouth. 

 “Where are we?” 


It was hard to see the two women. Light was sparse, coming in through only a few cracks in the wooden walls and the seam of double doors. Dust had been disturbed by the trio’s sudden appearance in the stillness. It danced in the beams like creatures clinging to the sunlight for warmth. 


Cassandra was a few feet away, faring somewhat better than Shawn, swaying but staying decidedly upright. “Kansas,” she said. 

 “Kansas?”
 “Kansas. About ten miles north of I-70, if you’ve ever been here before.” He hadn’t. 


Shawn rose and walked to the doors. After a little fumbling, he gave up and whipped out his phone, using the light from the screen to find an old-fashioned iron bar latch. He opened the doors with both hands, to be met with a sepia tone world. The endless flat horizon was covered with wheat and a thin layer of snow. An old farmhouse, a toolshed, a T-post barbed wire fence, and a dilapidated grain silo were the only things that broke into the cloudless sky. 

 “What the hell are we doing here?” 

 “It’s my place,” said Cassandra, walking up behind him. “I come here for six weeks every year, just to get away from that dreary submarine. You like?” 


Shawn looked at the slim Indian woman wearing a toga-themed costume and a pistol holster, emerging from a broken-down hay barn ten miles north of I-70. 

 “It suits you,” he said. 

 

Shawn and Cassandra sat in the kitchen, the former with his legs wrapped in a patchwork quilt. A few hundred kilometers of extra-dimensional travel had done nothing to dispel the chill from the reflecting pool. The patterned cornucopia wallpaper was brown, just like the appliances, the tile, the table, and against all of Shawn’s previous experience, the sink. Cassandra busied herself with making a pot of coffee (dark brown) in the coffee machine (light brown) and set out cups and saucers (just brown). Shawn could hear The Price Is Right coming from the living room, where Shaede had retired. 

 “So,” said Cassandra, “You’ve probably got some questions.” 

 “Yes,” replied Shawn, lamely, eagerly accepting the mug of steaming coffee. “First of all... a mustache
and glasses? Really?” 

 “I know, right?” she said. “I thought all that stuff was behind us in the age of information, but you learn something new everyday. The Veteran project was commissioned after Vietnam, maybe he had some facial reconstructive surgery.”
 “And he’s... dead?” 

 “Yes.” She tapped her temple. “Call me a liar?” 

 “Well, he did shoot down the Washington Monument. Forgive me if I’m not eager to see him again.”

She reached into her holster and put the pistol on the rickety table, along with a spare magazine. Shawn winced, but she slid her thumb along the top and popped a single bullet out. She tossed it at Shawn, who fumbled and caught it on the second attempt. Shawn was no expert, but it felt very heavy. “Custom-tooled depleted uranium cartridges. Two hundred American dollars each. These things can punch through five centimeters of steel. That cyborg’s brains are warm butter by now.” 


Shawn looked down at the table. He returned the bullet, then cupped his hands around the mug for the warmth of it. 

 “If it’s any consolation,” she said, “it was for the best.” 


Shawn stood quickly. “The best? What do you mean, the best? The man’s a Hero! A national icon!” 

 “Who was trying to kill you.” 

 “And?” Shawn spat. “Didn’t he have every right to? I’m a murderer, and a thief, and a traitor! If I was him, I wouldn’t hesitate to kill me!” 


Cassandra grabbed her pistol and chambered a round. She leveled it at Shawn’s head while still sitting down. The barrel did not move. “You sure about that, Shawn? I’ve got plenty of rounds left.” 


Shawn thought for a moment. He had considered it himself. Weapons were easy enough to come by on The Leviathan, as were more traditional methods of suicide. Now, as then, treacherous hope sprang eternal, and he thought of Bree. “No,” he said, sitting down. Cassandra removed the ammunition and the chambered round and placed her empty pistol back in the holster. 

 “I figured as much. Still pining after the missus?” 

 “Yes, as a matter of fact.” Shawn thought, then pointed at Cassandra. “You know that. I’ve told you plenty of times before. So why do you still play come hither with me, huh?”

Cassandra brought the coffee to her lips and looked up as she drank, in a subtly calculated move of seduction. “Because I knew you wouldn’t do anything.”
 “What!”
 “Well,” she said, raising a hand in a supplicating gesture, “I had a 97% degree of certainty that you wouldn’t.” 

 “Then why keep it up?” 

 “For fun.”

Shawn sighed. “You are a complete bitch, you know that.” 

 “I've been called worse,” she said. “I wasn’t teasing you Shawn - if you’d actually had the stones to rise out of your pity-party, I wouldn’t have turned you down. It’s your loss. And this bitch just saved your bacon, so show a little grace, why don’t you.” 

 “About that. I saw news helicopters in DC. The other council members are going to know what you’ve done. Won’t they be a little miffed that you’ve helped me out? This was supposed to be a solo mission.” 

 “Yes, well, before we talk about that, I’ve got to tell you something.” She took another long draft of coffee, then straightened her back and exhaled in a gesture of preparation. “Within the next six weeks, you’re going to die.” 


Shawn said nothing. He’d faced off against three of the most powerful Heroes in the world and one incredibly annoying villain in the last hour. He realized that whatever powered his sense of surprise had broken. “Really,” he replied, after a long minute.
 “Yes. 99.768 percent certainty.” 

 “99.768. That’s pretty certain.” 

 “Of course, that’s ceteris paribus.” 

 “Cetero-whatsit?” 

 “All things being equal,” she replied. “If you do as I tell you, your odds of survival will increase significantly.” 

 “How significantly?” 

 “44 percent.” 

 “Wonderful.” 

 “Look,” she said, “I’ll be frank: you were supposed to die today. If you didn’t, they’d just send you on more hopeless missions - if you failed, you’d be out of the way, and if you didn’t, they’d still be in the black. If you hadn’t died within the next month or so, Doctor O would have just sent an assassin after you and flushed you into the Atlantic. He tipped off METAPOL that someone would be coming for Kirbie, so they were prepared in force.
 “We’ve faced off against The Veteran before and had our asses handed to us. We’ve known for about a year that Senator Kirbie was a secret identity. Someone as green as you against three of the Hegemony heavy hitters? You were supposed to be wiped out almost immediately. That’s why I played cavalry.” 

 “And what made you so sure that you’d be able to beat him today?” 


Cassandra sighed. “Why do I always have to remind people that I can see the future?” 

 “Oh. Right.” 

 “Not to mention the fact that he wasn’t exactly playing with a full deck.” At Shawn’s puzzled expression, she continued. “He’s had a target on your back, or at least on Deathface, since your identity broke. He’s tried to fight you directly on multiple occasions, but you were always done and gone well before he could get there.” 

 “I see,” said Shawn. “And I suppose that you haven’t saved me from certain death just so you can continue to play little miss cocktease?” 

 “You aren’t wondering why you were sent on a suicide mission?” 

 “I figured Doctor O just hates me.”
 “No. Well, yes, but no. You’ve gotten quite the reputation, mister albatross. Some of the higher-ups, Innovator and Doctor O, specifically, think that you’re making a quick rise to the top. They intended to snuff you out before you could directly challenge their authority or interfere with the current global warming plan.”
 “Me? What could I do?” Shawn squeaked. “They know I’m not telekinetic, right? It’s just these gadgets.” He raised his Gauntlets by way of explanation.
 “So? Innovator doesn’t have any powers - he’s a super-genius, or so he claims. And Doctor O’s just got a better-than-average power suit and a world-class case of paranoia. Which I suppose works at least as well as most super-human abilities at keeping you alive.” She tapped her pistol again. “Most of us are just as dead from a bullet as from a blast from a low-orbit death ray.” 

 “OK, so, they think that I want to, what, take over CHAOS?” 

 “Basically. You wouldn’t be the first rookie who got ideas above his station.” 


Shawn thought for a minute. “I don’t suppose telling them that I don’t would do any good?”
 “No.” 

 “And now that you saved my life, they’re going to think that you and Shaede are part of this plot.” 

 “Almost certainly.” 

 “So what am I supposed to do about it?” 


Cassandra smiled sweetly. “Isn’t it obvious? We’ve got to take control of Alternative Solutions for real.” 


Shawn sat and considered his options. “You’re nuts” seemed like a bad thing to say to a woman who had shot a national Hero less than an hour ago, while the less confrontational “that’s insane” was a little too patte. He settled for the old favorite, outright denial: “No.” 

 “It’s that, or wait for someone to slit your throat while you sleep,” said Cassandra. 

 “You’re sure of that?” 

 “Well, no.” 

 “Aha!” Shawn pointed at her. “I knew-”
 “It depends on who gets the assignment. Atlas would punch you until you asphyxiated on your own blood. Pale Rider would make your nerves ring with so much pain that your brain would die in thirty seconds, and SLAG would just tear all your limbs off.”

Shawn put down the mug of coffee, so that he could better focus on panicking. 

 “Of course, you could just run. Then Doctor O would have to send someone to find you. Assuming that you could avoid the more conventional authorities and the Hegemony, and then survive when CHAOS inevitably attacked whatever prison you were put in. If they didn’t just nuke the courtroom.” 

 “You aren’t helping here.” 

 “My point, Shawn, is that helping me, helping us, really is your best option. In all the possible futures where you and I part ways right now, there’s no indication that you survive.”
 “Couldn’t that just mean that I hide really well? Or that you’re the one who dies?” 

 “Oh, I die in some permutations, of course,” she replied, sipping her coffee in a picture of nonchalance, “so I just pick the other ones. But the best that I can say for you is that you’re either the best fugitive the world has ever known... or you’re taken out so quietly that it doesn’t even make the evening news.” 


He thought for a moment, listening to Mary from Iowa bid $24.99 on a Black & Decker can opener. “How do I know you’re not lying?” 

 “You don’t. But consider this: since we met, who between us has lied more often?” she reached over and tapped his Gauntlets. 

 “Look, I didn’t want this! I don’t want any part in this!” Shawn stood and began to pace around the room. “I just wanted to do one good thing, just one,” he sliced at the air for emphasis, “and now I’ve got to help take over the most hated criminal empire on the planet, or die?” 

 “Have you considered how much good you could do right here? Innovator has let CHAOS become as hated as it is because it suits him. He and Doctor O have no concern for collateral damage, civilian casualties, any of it. If you and I were in charge, we could be more reasonable.”
 “What do you mean?” 


She sighed. “This is going to be a bit of a long story.” 


Shawn looked around the dusty kitchen and at the melting snow outside. 

 “I think we’ve got time,” he said. 

 

Karishma had been born in Birmingham, England. Her parents were both immigrants studying at the University’s physics department when they met, he working on his Ph.D. and she on her masters. They married, graduated, and moved to the United States, where he found a job at the Wolf Creek nuclear generating station outside of Kansas City. 


Like most metahumans, it wasn’t until early adolescence that her powers began to manifest. One night, Karishma began seeing every possible quantum outcome of every action around her, sometimes just a few seconds into the future, sometimes decades. At any given moment she might be consumed with visions of the bus arriving five minutes late or the entire world engulfed in nuclear winter. She dreamed in alternating shades of hope and horror. Her parents didn’t understand what was happening - they thought she was going mad. She nearly did. 


Inaction and isolation seemed to help: when Karishma wasn’t around other people her visions would dissipate and become more manageable. Both of her parents left their jobs and moved to the country. Their savings bought a large farmhouse in an isolated area. Her father also bought the local gas station, allowing him to continue working while her mother tended to her. Slowly, carefully, she became capable of quieting her visions, and even directing them to some extent along more probable and productive avenues. 


Until the morning that she woke up screaming. She begged her father not to go into work, swearing that he’d never come home. He did, and then he didn’t. Karishma blamed herself, her mother, and her father for his death. She left home when she was fifteen.

Even in their limited state, Cassandra’s powers allowed her to stay out of trouble. She made her way to a racetrack in Kansas City and managed to make thousands of dollars picking horses for the regulars. Then she took her winnings to a more high-stakes racetrack on Wall Street, where she changed her name to Cassandra and became the single richest woman on the planet, carefully hiding her wealth in dozens of shell companies and shadowy legal entities. It didn’t take her long to realize that even money has its limits. 


Consulting with the ever-present super-science scene in New York led her to believe that her powers were quantum in nature, and after studying the many worlds interpretation and a variety of other branches of theoretical physics, she concluded that prenatal exposure to some kind of experiment at Birmingham University must have given her the ability to see multiple quantum possibilities. After digging into the school’s records, she did indeed find a disciplinary file citing both her parents for “indecent behavior” during late night work on a small particle accelerator. Her team of doctors said that her occipital lobe demonstrated unusual and entirely unique development, but she never told anyone about her powers. 

 “Why?” asked Shawn, finishing off his second cup. 

 “Because if they had, I would have been forcibly recruited,” she said. The Hegemony, METAPOL, various factions of the US and UK governments. I wasn’t interested. I wanted to use my powers to make the world a better place.” 

 “Um…”

Cassandra looked at him as if he was a puppy barking at a mirror. “You still don’t understand. The government, the Heroes, almost everyone in power, they aren’t interested in change, for better or worse. Change is hard to steer. Every once in a while, they might move things forward a bit when it simply can’t be resisted, like the Civil Rights movement or the fall of the Wall. But what those people really want, what they crave, is the status quo. The whole edifice of the modern social system is put in place, more or less, to make sure that tomorrow is the same as today.” 

 “That’s not true! The Heroes…”
 “Are licensed and registered,” said Cassandra, “the same as any weapon, to make sure that they’re easy to control.” 

 “Well,” said Shawn, “Is that so bad? The Heroes protect innocent people, and stop people like… us.” 

 “In the short term it’s certainly a noble goal. But in the long term it’s simply a band-aid. Capitalism is eating this country from the inside, the same way that socialism destroyed the Soviets, the same way that rigid imperialism destroyed Japan. Consider: this planet has enough resources to feed, clothe, and shelter every human being ten times over, but we seem much more interested in arguing about ideology, about religion, and more than anything else, about money. What’s necessary is a truly centralized world government that can keep the maximum amount of people safe and well.” 


Shawn sneered. “A utopia. I suppose you’re the one to build it, huh?” 


Cassandra deflected his skepticism with a wave. “Not a utopia. That’s impossible, Shawn. In every single quantum eventuality there is sickness, and death, and needless suffering. But there is a single world that I can see, one where the very smallest amount of people are starving or dying. It’s the best world that we can make. And we can’t make it with the Heroes. That’s why I never joined them: they want to protect this world, not change it into a better one. Hamas operates schools and hospitals in the Gaza Strip. Somali pirates attack ships illegally dumping waste off the coast. Pablo Escobar spent millions helping the people of Colombia, even while he ran a drug empire. We can do better.” 

 “And this best of all possible worlds… what, you rule it?”
 “It sounds megalomaniacal, doesn’t it?” she said, chuckling. “But I’m the only one who can do it. I’m not a super-genius, I’m not a god, I’m not even that powerful in and of myself. But I’m the only one who can see what’s coming and guide us through it. Haven’t you ever had one of those moments where you see something awful on the news, and you think: ‘if I ruled the world, I’d never let something like that happen.’ Then you go on to the next story, because it’s impossible.”

She pointed to herself. “With me, Shawn, and only with me, it is possible. I can see the way to save the most people, to stop the bad and reward the good. I can’t stop every tragedy or every injustice, and I’ve had to commit plenty of my own on the path to that single, best world. But I can do it.” She looked him in the eye. “Will you help me?” 


She’s completely insane, he thought. Not in the way that makes people build robot dinosaurs or kidnap the president’s daughter, but she’s lost the capacity for doubt or remorse. Even if she can do what she thinks she can, there’s nothing that she won’t do to make it happen, no matter who gets in her way. But on the other hand, it’s not as if I have a lot of options left. And who knows, maybe she really can do it - she would know, I suppose.
 “If I do this, I’m free to leave?” he asked.
 “Of course.”
 “And I can take any resources I think I’ll need?”
 “Within reason.” 


A future opened up. If he could get to the mainland free and clear, maybe with some of the better disguises and evasion tech available to CHAOS, he might be able to reach Bree. He was sure if he could sit down and talk with her he could convince her that he wasn’t the demon the media had portrayed him to be in the last few months. Then maybe they could run to... where? Switzerland? Andorra? Big Rock Candy Mountain? But that was a problem for later. If CHAOS intended to kill him, he could only improve things by taking them out of the equation. 


He spoke up again. “We only hurt villains. No civilians, not even on the Leviathan.”
 “We’re only targeting council members, and anyone who’s protecting them.”
 “Do we have to kill them?” 

 “Once we start, Shawn, there won’t be any other option.” 

 “Okay. I want one more thing.” Cassandra nodded, knowingly. “The threat against my wife and the rest of my family is lifted.” 

 “You have my word.” 


Shawn took a deep breath. “Alright. Half a league onward.” 

 

Over the next few hours Cassandra’s co-conspirators arrived. Shawn was not surprised to see Tin Kelly’s contrail cross the sky; she’d expressed sentiments against council members in the past. Crosshair arrived in plain clothes driving a rented Camaro. 

 “Hey, look who hit the big time,” he said as he passed Shawn in the living room. “Ready to kill some more bad guys, Robin Hood?” Shawn had to resist the urge to strangle the assassin with his Gauntlets. 


The final three members of the conspiracy arrived in a CHAOS jumpjet, spreading a halo of flattened wheat and blowing snow in the field. When the cargo door lowered, Shawn saw Colonel Scourge in his patchwork armor, looking like an extra on a Road Warrior sequel. The seven-foot wrestler with grey skin and a square jaw was SLAG - Shawn hadn’t seen the undead brute on the Leviathan, but his exploits were the stuff of breaking news on every cable channel. The pilot was an auburn-haired woman with a red outfit that he didn’t recognize. 

 “Fousta,” she said, shaking his hand. “President of Venezuela. Nice to meet you, Deathface.” 

 “Uh, aren’t you cold in that?” Shawn asked. Her skintight outfit left little to the imagination and even more to the elements. 


Fousta smirked and withdrew her hand. She lifted it up, and before Shawn’s eyes it caught fire. She seemed perfectly comfortable, not writhing in pain as a burning hand might suggest. She pulled out a pack of cigarettes (despite the fact that she didn’t have any pockets that Shawn could see) and lit one with an extended finger. 

 “I’m good,” said Fousta. Her hand extinguished itself. 


In the ancient living room, Cassandra used a dusty overhead projector to display a schematic of the Leviathan. It looked like she had sketched it out herself.
 “Shaede will get us as far as the hangar,” said Cassandra, “then we make a beeline for the central control room.”
 “Why? Aren’t we trying to kill the rest of the council? Why not head for the VIP residential area?” asked Tin Kelly. 

 “Because Doctor O is paranoid,” she replied. “He saw the action in DC. The minute we get to the flight deck, he and Innovator will be waiting. Our odds of survival improve dramatically if we defy his expectations. And from the control room and bridge in the interior,” she pointed and her shadow mimicked her, indicating an area near the center of the enormous submarine, “we’ll be able to use the security systems to see them coming. We’ll also be able to remotely lock down the Leviathan, trapping anyone without super-strength, advanced weaponry, or phase shifting abilities.” 

 “Then why we not go straight to bridge?” asked SLAG, the syllables dropping from his massive tongue like bricks. “Shaede take us there.” 


Shaede stood up and shook her head, her short curls bobbing. “Nope. I’m only taking you to the flight deck, then I’ve got my own assignment. Cassie pays well, but not well enough to take on the council. You people are on your own.” 

 “She getting paid?” said SLAG, with incredulity. 

 “Yes,” said Cassandra, “and her money will be her only reward. The rest of you will be earning spots on the new council or,” and she looked at Shawn, “various other favorable conditions.” 

 “So who all are we going after?” Shawn asked, before anyone could dig deeper into that particular hole. 

 “Doctor O will try to kill all of us as soon as he sees us. So will Pale Rider and Hard Eight. Innovator can be reasoned with, but unfortunately he delivered the polar meltdown threat to the world governments personally. If the new CHAOS is to have any standing in the world community once this is over, he’ll have to go too. Frost Wedge will be off the Leviathan during the attack, but plenty of others will be loyal and will try to kill or capture us once the alarm goes out. How many and in what order are too randomized for me to give you a solid breakdown, but rest assured we’ll need to be in excellent form to make it to the control room.”
 “Hold on,” said Crosshair, speaking up for the first time. He was cleaning one of his many pistols on a wide cloth on the floor, carefully sliding a bristly tool in and out of a detached barrel. “You seem to think that we’re going to abandon the polar meltdown project. The brass has already put the legwork in on that scheme - why don’t we just keep it going?”
 “Two reasons. One, because the presence of Alternative Solutions candidates in semi-legitimate elections has the United Nations and METAPOL terrified…”
 “You’re welcome,” said Fousta.
 “...and they’re bringing every resource to bear to either stop the plot itself or find and destroy the Leviathan. They’re getting close to both, so immediately calling off the polar meltdown threat will give the new CHAOS Council…”
 “Us!” shouted SLAG. 

 “Yes, us, some much-needed good will. I’ll be able to use that to get us even more political capital in the future. In six years when a hurricane devastates the western shore of Africa, local governments will be overwhelmed and the population will be bitter at the rest of the world’s tepid response to the loss of human life. When Alternative Solutions lends even more aid to the region than the Hegemony of Heroes, people will demand CHAOS candidates in the following elections.” 

 “You said two reasons,” interjected Crosshair. 

 “Right,” Cassandra continued. “The second is that there never was a polar meltdown. CHAOS didn’t melt the polar ice caps to increase sea levels, they simply poured hundreds of thousands of cubic kilometers worth of water into the oceans.” 


A gasp ran around the room. “Where the bloody hell did they get that much water?” asked Tin Kelly.

Cassandra smiled. “Nebula’s people, the… well, to be honest, I can’t actually pronounce the name of her race, but her home planet is in a situation not dissimilar to our own. But having hundreds of years of progress beyond us, their global warming problem is much more advanced, and their Earth-like oceans are overflowing. I helped CHAOS negotiate a treaty with them. They’ve built a subspace gateway from their ocean to ours - our receptor is about half a kilometer wide, sitting in the Marianas Trench. Even now it’s pumping pure H2O into the ocean, getting rid of the aliens’ excess water and giving CHAOS leverage. As part of the deal they’re filtering out all of the organic and inert material that would raise a red flag for Earth scientists, but they don’t have salt on their planet. Sometime in the next three months METAPOL will figure it out and start searching for the source of fresh water in the ocean and the atmosphere.” 

 “Wait, wait, that doesn’t make sense!” said Colonel Scourge. He rubbed his temples - this was serious thinking for him. “If these aliens have too much water and they have the ability to send it wherever they want with their technology, why send it here at all? Why not just zap it into space or into a star?” 

 “I must admit, that part of the plan was particularly ingenious of Innovator. He didn’t get to be a multi-billionaire industrialist and the leader of the largest criminal empire on the planet by being stupid.” 


Cassandra let a long pause fall on the room. “Well?” insisted Crosshair. 

 “Once CHAOS ruled the world, he promised New Zealand to the aliens.” 


Another long silence spread out.
 “New Zealand? Why would aliens want New Zealand?” asked Tin Kelly. “They got a taste for kiwis or somethin’?” 

 “They’re huge Lord of the Rings fans,” said Cassandra. She couldn’t stop a grin from crawling across her face. “A pirated copy of the DVDs made its way to their planet a while ago. They can’t get enough. I hear they’re already making plans for a Middle Earth theme park.” 


Tin Kelly and Crosshair burst into laughter. The rest of the room followed suit cautiously. “Ha ha!” said Crosshair. “If I could smuggle the Blu-Rays to those purple bastards they’d probably give me a damn spaceship!” 


Cassandra turned off the projector and flipped on a dim light, bathing her costume in light and shadow. “Ladies and gentlemen. We know the mission. We know the stakes. I know the odds. We’ll all have a much better chance at survival if we stick together.” She spread her arms wide. “Do what I tell you and you’ll all have more power and wealth than you know what to do with. Do exactly
what I tell you, exactly, and you might just live long enough to enjoy it.” 

 

Shawn left the farmhouse once Cassandra had walked him through his portion of the battle plan. The sky was still overcast, but it was warm enough that almost all of the snow had melted. Wind blew fields of wheat beyond the fence and he could hear the distant honking of geese. Shawn didn’t feel the chill - he was still wearing the cold-weather costume he had slipped on in Washington DC. 


Crosshair and Tin Kelly were leaning against the fence, he in his overbearing tactical gear and she in her gleaming powered armor. Shawn had never seen her without it. Though she didn’t look particularly big for a woman, Tin Kelly easily stood four inches taller than her companion. Crosshair was trying to strike a lighter, but the wind kept him from lighting his cigarette. 

 “Deathface!” he said. “I gotta admit, buddy, I never thought you’d live this long. Quite a windfall for you, eh?” 

 “Yeah, sure,” said Shawn, noncommittally. He wondered how much longer he would have to stay in this conversation to avoid stepping on anyone’s toes.
 “Watch out for Cassandra, though,” said Tin Kelly. “She’s a real Indian giver, that one.” 


Crosshair gave up on his cigarette. “What, you mean like, curry and rice and really spicy vindaloo?” 

 “Indian giver, ya wozer, like, wah-wah Indian, not dot Indian,” she said. “Deathface, you’re a yank, you tell him.” 

 “Um, it means something like, she’ll want a lot more in return than what she gives us,” said Shawn. “And by the way, I’m pretty sure that ‘Indian giver’ is an offensive term.”
 “Sue me,” she said. “Just keep on your toes out there. A spot on the council’s worth just about any risk, but we shouldn’t take any more than we have to.” 

 “True enough,” said Crosshair. He slipped his pack into one of the pouches in his tactical belt, then started walking back towards the jumpjet parked in front of the farmhouse. “About time to gild our loins, isn’t it?” 

 “Not unless you want to cover your man-bits in gold, you idiot,” said Tin Kelly. “It’s ‘gird your loins,’ not ‘gild’ them. Dontcha know anything aside from how to kill people?” 


Their bickering was drowned out by the wind as they kept walking. Shawn leaned against the fence and looked at miles and miles of Kansas countryside. A flock of geese flew right overhead, drifting gently in formation as they honked, hundreds of them sailing across the sky. On the ground, the wheat billowed and shook, and Shawn suddenly realized what “amber waves of grain” really meant. 


Waves above and waves below, he thought, and no ocean for a thousand miles. Could he simply jump over the fence and keep walking, wade out into a dry sea and never look back? Would Cassandra let him go? Probably. Killing him wouldn’t help her at this point. But that still left the lingering threat against Bree and his parents drifting in the wind, and the prospect of spending the rest of his life in a prison for supervillains didn’t hold much appeal. 


The only way forward was forward. With CHAOS off his back and millions in liquid assets, he might just stand a chance. And Bree would be safe, or at least as safe as anyone ever was with people like CHAOS in the world. With people like Deathface in the world. 


Shawn smiled to himself, a pinch of mad glee in an ocean of melancholy. It’s time to go fight the bad guys, he thought. 





Chapter 17
 
 Large-scale attacks require excellent planning and tactics to execute effectively. Minions are generally the most reliable method, though they require payment and management - the modern henchman won’t get out of his bed without a dental plan. Zombie hoards, robot uprisings, and alien invasions all have their charm, but for maximum fear and dread, I prefer giant insects. Arguably the best invasion of the modern era was Baron Boron’s Dinosaur Army of ‘93.  
 
 - excerpt from Villainy For Dummies! by Professor Parasite
 
 “Hey Fousta?” 

 “Yes, Kelly?” 

 “Have you ever heard about this thing called the Bechdel Test?” 

 “Nope.” 

 “It’s where you see if a movie or a TV show have two women talking, and they’re talking to each other about anything that’s not a man, then they pass the Bechdel Test.” 

 “And if they don’t?” 

 “Then they fail the test.” 

 “That’s it? They just have to talk to each other?”
 “About anything except men.” 

 “Why?”
 “I dunno.”

The trip to the North Atlantic took less time than it should have. While Fousta piloted and Crosshair sat in the copilot seat, Shaede stood in between the rest of them in the center of cargo bay, hands outstretched to the low ceiling. She’d focus, then close her eyes, and the now-familiar sensation of ethereal movement would come over the jumpjet. Shawn didn’t know how far she could move several tons of aircraft, but in a little over an hour they were over the Atlantic, and in another forty five minutes Fousta called out over the radio.
 “We’re here,” she said. “There are a lot of boats down there… no, ships!” 

 “US Navy carrier strike group four,” said Cassandra. “They’re getting close to finding the Leviathan.” 

 “What?” said Shawn. “They’ve been looking for years, how did they do it?” 

 “Your friend Hephaestus,” said Cassandra, with a nod in his direction. “He rigged up a system that monitors sub-surface ocean currents and their effects on surface waves. With a lot of data and some solid guessing he was able to isolate the basic area of the sub. It’s an old technique that he’s managed to perfect, accounting for the Leviathan’s stealth technology.” 

 “Were you going to tell us this? They’re right on top of the Leviathan!” 

 “You didn’t ask. Relax, it’s more than a kilometer down, and they still can’t get an exact location.” 

 “Go down,” said Shaede. The floor slanted slightly as the jet transitioned into vertical mode with a rattle. Shaede took a deep breath, and the tingling sensation that Shawn had felt in Washington returned. 


The jet landed in the water... except that landed wasn’t the word. “You can cut the engines now,” said Shaede. Suddenly choppy black water appeared in the bottom of the cargo hold. Shawn’s feet should have been freezing in the North Atlantic waves, but he couldn’t feel the water or the coldness that should have emanated from it. He fought the urge to hold his breath as it rose, surrounding the shoulders and heads of the occupants. Shawn could hear SLAG breathing hard over the dying engines - the big guy didn’t like being confined. 


Shawn saw the interior lights and the LEDs from the jet’s instrument panel glowing through the murky water. That doesn’t make sense, he thought. If the light from the instruments is being filtered through the water, then it’s tangibly affecting the plane, and me. But I can breathe, and I can’t feel it. Shawn gave up. He was sharing a plane with a hitman, a radioactive biker, a man who looked like a Mister Universe candidate who had been dead for two weeks, a pleasant Australian in a suit with enough firepower to wipe out a city block, a woman who was quite literally firepower all by herself, a glib teleporter, and an Indian clairvoyant with delusions of grandeur. At times like this, logic went into the corner and cried to itself. 


What little light penetrated the upper levels of the ocean soon vanished. Blackness surrounded them, penetrated only by the frail interior lights. “How much longer?” asked Crosshair. 

 “Quiet, please,” Shaede spat as she clung to the hull. “If I lose concentration the pressure will crush us like a beer can.” 


After ten minutes of what Shawn could only assume was continuous descent, steel replaced the water, and glorious, welcome light sprang back into the cabin through the small windows. Fousta re-activated the jumpjet’s VTOL engine system with a roar once they were clear of the Leviathan roof, and Shaede collapsed, gasping and sweating. 

 “Are you alright?” Cassandra asked. 

 “Just give me a minute…” Shaede caught her breath, closed her black eyes, then opened them again. She smiled with confidence. “Good luck, everyone,” she said. She waved a mock salute, then vanished in her signature burst of purple light. 


Cassandra drew her pistol and chambered a round. “Right. You all know the plan. Tin Kelly and Crosshair in front. Head for the starboard double doors, and don’t stop until I say. Your survival will depend on your ability to follow instructions.” The villains nodded. Shawn powered up his Gauntlets as the seven of them tensed inside the jumpjet. 


The jet touched down with the cargo ramp already extended, and the occupants braced their knees. The various weapons, ammunition clips, and accessories on Crosshair’s tactical gear jingled like a middle schooler’s keychain. Shawn had gotten in the habit of bisecting himself at the start of a mission: moving all of the rational and intelligent parts of his mind (the kinds that tended to imagine all the various ways he could be killed in the next few minutes) to one side, and letting the stupid part take over. Not stupid in the sense of dumb, stupid in the sense that he didn’t think at all, he merely reacted. It was easier, and usually safer, to operate on instinct rather than allow himself to plan. The group sprang from the jet and ran across the cavernous hangar. Flight crew and Henchpersons scrambling to get out of the way. 


An alarm klaxon sounded just as they hit the doors. “I’m so damned tired of that sound,” said Shawn. The hallway was cramped, much more so than the usual comfortable Leviathan passageways, and Shawn realized he’d never been to this part of the submarine before. He ran behind Tin Kelly, her mechanized armor whirring and clanking as servos translated her movement. 

 “Follow the red line!” he heard Cassandra shout to his side.

A hatch opened in the bulkhead to the left. A woman in a green costume looked left, then right, and saw the gaggle of villains bear down on her. Her features hardened and she took a deep breath. 

 “Dischord!” Cassandra shouted. “Cover your ears!” she slid on her feet and covered both sides of her head with her hands. Shawn was just quick enough to follow, but even so, the blast of sonic vibrations made his brain scream in protest. The sound was a physical force, stopping him in his tracks and leaving his hands occupied with no way to counter. The other villains followed suit. SLAG apparently felt that these measures were not enough, and began slamming his head into the bulkhead. 


One member of the cadre was unaffected. Tin Kelly stepped forward and swung an armored fist at Dischord, but she was slow in her armor and her opponent dodged lithely. Dischord focused her sonic wail on Tin Kelly, and whatever protection or nullification the suit provided seemed to be failing. Tin Kelly grabbed her in a one-armed tackle, then the rockets in her boots fired, propelling both of them down the hallway. They landed hard and the sound stopped, replaced by the clatter of plastic wheels. 


The villains didn’t have any time to recover. A blur of red and black came whooshing down the corridor, neatly sidestepping Tin Kelly and tripping up Crosshair before he could get his sights squared. Fousta stepped forward and raised her hands, fire already blazing in her fingertips, but Monsieur Eclair was too fast, and he slammed into her with all of his momentum. Fousta went flying into Shawn at the same moment that Eclair skidded to a stop on his roller blades, leaving a long mark on the floor. 

 “Traîtres! Taches de merde! Je n'aurai aucune pitié pour vous,” he shouted. Fousta crawled off Shawn while he beat out the small flames on his costume. Cassandra fired twice, the gunshots deafening in the corridor, but apparently the speedster’s abilities were enough to counter her precognition. He dodged them easily. Eclair spat, turned, and skated back to where he’d come. 

 “MINE,” came a voice from behind Shawn. Everyone made room as the heavy footfalls of SLAG came ponderously to the front line. SLAG grabbed the open door that Dischord had walked through and pulled it off its steel hinges as if popping the tab of a soda can. As Eclair turned around and began back towards them, SLAG threw the door like a frisbee. It flew with an unstoppable force, but Eclair ducked, smoothly rolling on wheels that had popped out of the back of his costume. He continued towards them in a luge position, his momentum keeping him going as the wheels on his back rolled. The still-flying door connected with Tin Kelly as she rose from Dischord, making a sickening crunch and sprawling her another ten meters down the corridor. 


SLAG let out a guttural grunt of rage and slammed one bare foot down on the floor. The steel dented in every direction, crumpling the walls and the ceiling and sending Shawn into a kneel. When Eclair hit the dent in his luge position, his foot caught in the floor and he flew forward, his torso raising up. With speed that seemed impossible for such a huge creature, SLAG caught Eclair’s head in one oversized hand. He held the speedster for a moment, and his slim, costumed body hung from the neck. 


A muffled cry of “fait chier” came from SLAG’s fist. The giant swung Eclair around, slamming him head-first into the crumpled wall. Eclair slumped to the ground and did not move. 

 “Everyone good?” asked Cassandra. 

 “Kelly’s down,” said Crosshair. 

 “She’s alive,” replied Cassandra. “For now, anyway. The staircase is just down here.”

As they approached the stairway door, Cassandra held up her hand, signalling a halt. She raised her pistol and locked her arms. Shawn felt something go wrong with his stomach. A feeling of dread washed over him, despite a lack of any opposing villains around them. He had what his old medical textbooks called, without any sort of irony or humor, a “sense of impending doom.” He could see sudden trepidation in the eyes of the others as well. 

 “Cassandra, I don’t think -” said Shawn.
 “Shut up!” she said. If the look on her face was any indication, she was feeling whatever the effects were, and trying to cope. “Scourge, up front. Everyone else stay here.”

Colonel Scourge moaned low as Cassandra opened the door. The feeling of heavy weariness intensified tenfold. Cassandra took a labored step into the stairwell, pushing Colonel Scourge before her, and both were out of Shawn’s field of vision. Two shots rang out, and the feelings lessened. Another came, and they dissipated entirely. The cadre went through the door slowly. 


Scourge and the villain Shame, one in his patchwork armor and the other in his green cowl, lay on the ground in a heap. Two holes in Scourge’s chest matched the wounds on Shame’s torso, and the splatters on the wall behind him. The bullet wound in Shame’s head was perfectly situated between the eyes in his mask, nearly matching their color. Shawn thought the red and green contrast looked like a Christmas tree. 


With a click, Cassandra lowered the hammer on her pistol. “Let’s go.” If shooting through one of the people she’d enlisted in her coup in order to kill Shame bothered her, she wasn’t showing it. 


Shawn tried to hold it together. In less than two minutes, he’d seen two people die and three others were critically injured at the very least. This wasn’t going well. 


They ran up the stairs. Adrenaline and fear kept Shawn going as much as the stomping sound of SLAG behind him. If he slowed down, the brute might run right over him. Six flights of stairs passed and they came to the deck two entrance. 

 “Crosshair, you’re up,” said Cassandra. 


The hitman stepped forward, apparently unfazed by the recent events, slinging a wicked-looking automatic rifle into his hands. It bristled with accessories, extra magazines, a scope, a laser, and a high-powered flashlight. Cassandra pointed to one spot on the right and two on the left. Crosshair fired bursts of four bullets at each spot, neatly penetrating the bulkhead in tight groups. Shawn could hear moans beyond. When they went through the door into the large control room, he saw two villains that he only vaguely recalled from news reports, and Hard Eight, lying on the ground gasping on either side of the door. Blood was seeping through her white costume. 

 “We knew you’d come,” she said, nodding towards Cassandra. “You’re not stepping off of the Leviathan in one piece, you backstabbing -”

Cassandra drew her pistol again and sighted on Hard Eight’s forehead. She pulled the trigger, but nothing happened. She pulled again with the same result. The pistol was faintly glowing with a silver light, tiny tendrils of energy extending to Hard Eight’s outstretched hand. She smiled. 

 “...bitch,” she finished.

Cassandra turned to Fousta and nodded. The latter stepped forward. Ungovernable flames emanated from her hands. The heat turned the room into an oven - her hair and shoulders glowed white hot as flames licked off her, apparently causing the villain no discomfort. Hard Eight didn’t make a sound. Shawn thought that it must have taken an incredible effort of will. After five seconds Fousta stopped. A charred black figure lay in the center of a gently cooling circle of metal, shading from white, to blue, to orange. She walked past Hard Eight’s corpse and the others followed. Shawn tried to ignore the smell of charred flesh as Cassandra cycled several rounds through her pistol to dislodge the jam. 

 “Everyone who wants to live, get out now,” Cassandra shouted to the Henchpersons manning banks of workstations in their monochrome uniforms. Most of them had their face-covering helmets off, the better to see the monitors. Shawn wished that wasn’t the case - it was a lot easier to fight someone when you couldn’t see their eyes. He caught a movement out of the corner of his eye, but before he could even turn to look Cassandra had fired. The henchman with a pistol in his hand fell over as they watched. The rest moved to the exit in the far wall. 

 “Crosshair, Fousta, you cover the left, SLAG, you get the right. Deathface, you come with me,” said Cassandra. The villains moved to their assigned positions as Cassandra walked to the control station in the middle of the room. “Be ready to raise those shields up while I’m working.” 


Shawn made the adjustments in the eye-tracking goggles while Cassandra’s fingers flew across the keyboard. After a few seconds, the alarm stopped, then the doors closed and emergency locks clamped into place. She didn’t stop. 

 “The civilians are safe now, right?” he asked. 

 “As safe as they can be. The doors are locked all over the Leviathan - they won’t be able to get in our way or anyone else’s.” 

 “So what are you doing now?” 

 “I’m disabling the Leviathan’s external weapons.” 

 “Why?” 

 “Because then I’m going to shut down the stealth system.” 


Shawn thought for a moment. “The Navy will find it. Find us.” 

 “Not just the Navy. Nemo’s personal command ship is about ten kilometers south of here.” 

 “What?” said Crosshair. Fousta and SLAG were looking at her out of the corners of their eyes. “They’ll sink us! They’ve been hunting for this place for years. Even if the Hegemony won’t let them kill us, the Navy won’t have any problem with it!” 

 “That’s a distinct possibility,” said Cassandra. 

 “Well?” 

 “We have enough time to get back to the hangar. In their haste they’ll let the smaller escape subs go - it will take a considerable amount of firepower to take the Leviathan down, even if it’s defenseless.” 

 “There are hundreds of people on this thing!” shouted Shawn. “Most of them aren’t villains or Henchpersons, they’re just doing a job! You’ve locked them up, they’ll all die!” 


Video feeds from the surrounding corridors lit up the monitors around the room. Henchpersons in tactical gear and heavy weapons could be seen setting up defensive positions. Cassandra left the workstation, apparently finished. “Yes, Shawn. They probably will. I’m sorry about that, I really am.” 

 “So don’t do it!” 

 “It’s necessary. The world won’t deal with CHAOS as it is now. We’re going to have to tear it down and build something more acceptable. It’s the only way to build a better world - we can’t completely oppose the Hegemony or the UN, not right now at least. There needs to be a clean break.” 


Shawn thought about Rodrigo his PR manager, about Hesa the tailor, about dozens of people he’d met here in the last few months. They might technically be working for an evil organization, but they didn’t do anything more nefarious than get on with their jobs. Weren’t they the same as a lot of people in the “real” world? They didn’t deserve to die thousands of meters below the Atlantic. “There has to be another way,” said Shawn. His eyes were tearing up underneath the goggles. 

 “There isn’t. Any other way results in CHAOS’s eventual defeat, because the world won’t play these games forever. The name is CHAOS, there’s no way it can make order. Or it will take so long for the world to change that hundreds of millions will die needlessly waiting for the future.” Cassandra looked at him, and her face didn’t have a single crease. She could have been asking for an oil change. “It has to be this way.” 

 “Alright, Miss Cleo,” said Fousta. “How do we get out when the good guys find us? You just locked every door on this tin can!” 

 “That won’t be a problem. Everyone in the middle!” she shouted. Crosshair, Fousta, and SLAG walked to the center of the room. “Deathface, stand here, please. Do you have those shields ready?”
 “Yeah,” he said, trying to keep his voice from betraying his horror. 

 “360-degree shields, please. As far out as you can make them while still blocking at least seven hundred kilograms of force.” 


Shawn obliged, adjusting his Gauntlet fields to cover the villains and about half of the control room in squares of ionized plasma. “Good,” said Cassandra. “A few of the stronger members and any Henchpersons they’ve managed to round up will have gotten through the doors.”

Thumps and shouts sounded from outside the control room. Shawn saw armed Henchpersons populate the video screens, taking positions outside the two doors coming in with the odd colorful splash of a costume here and there. A clamping noise came from both doors; men in heavy padding were attaching what looked like blocks of modelling clay to the seams. 

 “Get ready,” Cassandra whispered. “No one move unless I tell you to.” She moved directly behind Shawn and placed her hands on his wrists, holding up the Gauntlets with a second pair of arms. Shawn didn’t know why she was doing it.

With an enormous crack, the left door blew, blasting in towards the villains. The defensive field from Shawn’s Gauntlet held, but the door bounced and ricocheted off the interior wall, bouncing back towards the group in the center with unreal speed. After a second bounce, it fell to the floor. The right door blew a second later, but its trajectory was nearly straight, and it rocketed back into the hallway before falling over. Gunfire started from both hallways, the bullets glancing off the Gauntlet shields, then back into the room, then back to the shields. The view from the goggles made it look like the villains were inside a fireworks show. 

 “Is this why you strung me along?” Shawn asked. The isolation of the fields muffled the gunshots enough that they could speak with relative comfort. “You saw this?”
 “Of course,” Cassandra answered. 

 “You could have just killed me and taken my equipment,” he pointed out. 

 “It wasn’t necessary. You came. I don’t hurt anyone if I don’t need to.”

Shawn gaped and look over his shoulder. Words failed him. Cassandra’s face was locked in concentration - she didn’t seem to have given any thought whatsoever to what she had said. 

 “And you’re not finished yet.” 


Gunfire cracked from both hallways. Shawn saw bullets impact and bounce back from the shields. As the bullets bounced back he could hear men shouting in pain, and he looked to the monitors around the room to see several fall to the floor.
 “Fousta, move left!” Cassandra shouted. Another peal of gunfire started and continued to bounce off the shields. Fousta obeyed, moving directly in front of Shawn. A green cross appeared in the bulkhead, glowing like some kind of industrial welding operation. Fousta let loose another blast of fire from her hands, once again bathing the room in heat. Something fast and green came spinning through the wall, the Gauntlet shield, and the flames. Suddenly Fousta’s flames stopped. 


The flamethrower fell to her knees in front of Shawn. A high-tech sickle, blade glowing with some kind of green energy, was protruding from her chest. Her hands lit up with fire and she looked back to Cassandra with hatred in her eyes. Cassandra wasn’t looking at Fousta, but through the new hole in the bulkhead. Fousta’s flames blinked out and she fell the rest of the way to the floor. Shawn knew she was dead. 


A gloved hand pulled back the steel of the bulkhead and Pale Rider stepped through, his holographic skull head inscrutable. His other hand held a second sickle still glowing with green energy, but he extended the empty one towards Shawn, as if he was a lawyer accusing a defendant in the witness stand. 

 “You will pay for your insolence!” he shouted. 


Every cell in Shawn’s body exploded in pain. He didn’t know whether the feeling was hot or cold, piercing or blunt, but it was everywhere. He opened his mouth to scream but his lungs were already trying to burst out of his chest. He felt his knees go slack as his body tried to collapse, but Cassandra kept his arms rigid, blocking the bullets that were still raining into the room. He thought he heard Cassandra shout something, but his ears hurt so much that he couldn’t be sure. “Cease fire, idiots!” boomed Pale Rider. “I’m engaging!” Cassandra let go and Shawn fell to the floor. The shields fell. 


Crosshair moved to the cover of the wall and raised his rifle to fire at Pale Rider while Cassandra mirrored him on the right, drawing her pistol again. SLAG leapt forward, blocking both of them from getting any shots off. Pale Rider slashed with his remaining sickle and SLAG’s huge right arm flopped to the floor like a tuna, the wound already blackened and cauterized. SLAG roared in pain and fury. Pale Rider ducked and extended his free hand towards SLAG. The pain faded from Shawn’s body, but he was still so shocked that he couldn’t move. SLAG bellowed and crumpled up on the floor, looking for all the world like a 400-pound infant. 

 “I knew you were up to something, Simmons!” he shouted in his synthesized voice. “Congratulations on making it this far, but I’ll be using your skull as a paperweight tomorrow.” 


He buried his sickle in SLAG’s head, then pulled it out and walked forward to retrieve its twin from the body of Fousta. Shawn focused long enough to get to one knee. 

 “I’m going to enjoy ripping your limbs from your body,” said Pale Rider. Shawn couldn’t see Cassandra and Crosshair, but he could hear gunfire extending out into both hallways.
 “Jesus man,” said Shawn, his need for sarcasm momentarily overcoming his pain, “don’t you ever shut up?” 


Shawn pushed flat Gauntlet fields forward to pin Pale Rider to the wall, but he sliced through them. Whatever was in those sickles must have been similar to Gabriel’s sword. Shawn brought the fields together in a pincer movement, but Pale Rider sliced out with both arms and slid into the gap. 

 “You think I haven’t studied you, Simmons?” he asked, as thumps and a scream came from the left. Shawn looked around - Crosshair and Cassandra were gone, presumably fighting on their own in either hallway. “I know your moves, your techniques. It’s too bad you’ve spent all your time undermining us. You could have been quite an asset. Now I’m going to nail your hide to my wall!” 

 “You need to pick a threat and stick to it,” Shawn said, “I’m having some trouble keeping them straight.” 


Pale Rider threw one of his sickles at Shawn’s head, and Shawn had just enough time to duck. He didn’t dare look, but he could hear it sizzling somewhere behind him. Pale Rider grasped the remaining weapon with both hands and swung it towards Shawn, who jumped back and heard it slice the air where his chest had been a millisecond before. Shawn continued to duck and dodge, not daring to turn and run for fear of a thrown blade. 

 “I will utterly destroy you, traitor!”
 “Whatever.” 


Shawn struck wildly, only succeeding in pushing Pale Rider back out of arm’s reach with so little room to move. He struck out with his foot desperately, crushing his own toe on an armored crotch plate. Pale Rider made a disappointed “tsk” noise that crackled through the speakers, his holographic face unmoving, and struck. 


Shawn spun backwards, but a searing pain on his left arm told him that Pale Rider had managed a glancing blow. Half of his heads-up display went dark - there was no signal coming from the left Gauntlet. The sickle had cut into his tricep and severed the power and data line connecting the Gauntlet to the power pack on Shawn’s back. 


Shawn stood. He felt his mind slip away. His brain shut down as a self-defense mechanism, and what replaced it was a crackling adrenaline-powered energy that filled his body. He was completely in the moment, a being of pure instinct and reaction. 


Pale Rider slashed. Shawn ducked to the right, then brought his right arm around in a cross. In the split-second between pulling back and connecting, his eyes blurred across the screen that only he could see, reconfiguring his remaining Gauntlet field into a wedge with his fist in the center. 


The field connected with Pale Rider’s costume, and Shawn extended the field as it hit, turning it into a lance that pinned the villain to the wall by his side. Even as blood welled out from the wound under Pale Rider’s armpit, crackling on the invisible Gauntlet field, Shawn saw sparks fly from his armor. The visage of the skull flickered and died, leaving Pale Rider’s very human face behind. 


Shawn had never seen anything like it. Pale Rider looked like a feral human, cheeks gaunt, hair long, wild, and extending in every direction. Dirt and sweat covered his face, and his patchy beard was tucked into his armor. The villain must have gone without grooming, or dropping the gruesome technological mask, for years. His eyes were wild and burning. 


The villain screamed, and it sounded almost sorrowful. He tossed the sickle to his other hand and slashed, but Shawn ducked. Now that he could see Pale Rider’s throat, he pulled his fist, reconfigured the Gauntlet field into a shorter spike, and punched. Blood exploded onto Shawn and the floor. He felt the warm spray come over him, drips forming on his goggles like rain on a windshield. Even as he clutched at his throat with one hand, Pale Rider slashed at Shawn with the other. Shawn stepped aside, feeling like the other man was moving in slow motion. 


Shawn heard a roar of rage, and had just enough time to dive to the side before SLAG tackled Pale Rider and slammed him back into the wall. The brute came down with his knees on Pale Rider’s chest, and the second sickle slid away, cutting a dotted line in the wall as it spun. The enormous grey villain was grunting with exertion, the wound in his head still smoking and one half of his face slack. SLAG wasted no time. He punched down with his remaining fist, again and again, screaming and grunting. After a few seconds there was no point, but he continued, until what remained of Pale Rider lay in a spreading pool. 


Finally SLAG seemed exhausted. He turned to Shawn, a look of mad triumph in his one functioning eye, and smiled. His teeth gleamed a surprising white. Then his eye rolled up into his head, and he slumped over the body of his victim, unmoving. His brain must have finally realized that it was dead. 


The present rushed back at Shawn in a torrent. He felt incredible pain from his tricep, and the loss of one Gauntlet was suddenly crippling. He held his arm and looked around, the gleaming edge of Pale Rider’s sickle catching his eye. He tried to think through the fog of pain. He reached down and tore off one of the rags of the vest that SLAG used as clothing, and used his teeth to help tighten the makeshift bandage around his arm.

A sliding, thumping noise came from down the hall. Cassandra limped through the doorway, left leg dragging on the floor. It was covered in ice, her thigh and calf stuck at a slightly bent angle. She looked at the scene of carnage with a distinct lack of surprise. 

 “Deathface,” she gasped. “Some assistance, please?” 

 “I thought you said that Frost Wedge wasn’t on the Leviathan,” he said. 


Cassandra shrugged. “Sidekick,” she said, by way of explanation. 


Shawn walked over to her and switched his single working Gauntlet to a pre-defined chisel shape. After a few whacks, being careful to avoid a direct blow to Cassandra’s leg, he was able to remove most of the ice. She managed to crack the rest with her own muscle power. 

 “Thanks.” She nodded towards the sickle in Shawn’s hand. “I see you took care of Rider.” 

 “Yeah. SLAG’s probably dead, though.” 

 “Oh don’t worry about him.” It was an instruction, not a suggestion.
 “And Crosshair?” 

 “Yo, big man!” came a jubilant voice from the other side of the room. The assassin’s head poked out of the door, a streak of blood on his temple, but otherwise fine. Behind him Shawn could see the bodies of Henchpersons. Crosshair and Cassandra took a moment to reload their weapons - in Crosshair’s case, it took quite a while. “So what’s next?” he asked. 


Cassandra paused, closing her eyes and focusing. “Back to the hangar,” she said. “Innovator is already gone, but I had Shaede place a bug in his escape pod while we were busy. He’ll be swept up in no time. Doctor O is going for his personal sub.”
 “And it’s in the hangar?”
 “No. There’s a dock on the port side. We’ll have to go through the hangar to get there.”

Weariness fell on Shawn like a cartoon safe. The other two walked through the hole that Pale Rider had made in the wall, then walked through the next one and the next, making their way through the Leviathan’s locked interior. Shawn followed as best he could. Luckily Cassandra couldn’t run flat-out with her wounded leg, and Crosshair didn’t dare outpace her. Good, thought Shawn. If we’re slow enough, maybe he’ll get away and this will be over. 


Just before they crossed the final hole into the hangar, Cassandra stopped them. “As soon as we get through, load up that shield again,” she said to Shawn. 

 “One of my Gauntlets was damaged - I’ve only got one left. It won’t be as strong a shield as before.” 

 “I know.”

The three of them ran through, and Cassandra shouted, “Now!” after a few steps. Shawn raised the shield only a second or two before one of the armed Henchpersons shouted an alert. 


Dozens of Henchpersons and a handful of villains surrounded the jumpjet that they had arrived in. Bullets, lasers, freeze rays, and even a few grenades were being fired at the small plane, apparently to no effect. Shawn could see the various beams passing right through the jet and hitting the roof of the hanger, some of them making small holes that were now leaking pressurized streams of water. Shaede must have been inside the jet, holding it in her intangible power.

The group turned to Cassandra, Crosshair, and Shawn. Doctor O was leading them. He shouted something, but in the general noise and the muffle of the shield, Shawn couldn’t make it out. Every one of them started to shoot at the trio, and Shawn could see in the Goggles that the incoming kinetic, thermal, and electrical energy was starting to overload the Gauntlet’s tolerance level. 

 “This isn’t going to work forever!” he shouted, as a patch of what looked like liquid glue levitated on the field. That meant that the Sticky Bandit was here as well. 

 “I know,” said Cassandra. “Just get us as close as you can, then switch to a flat three by three meter field when I say. Crosshair, get ready to shoot.”

The three of them ran forward, Shawn hovering the goggles’ iris cursor over the icon for the flat field. “Getting close,” he said, as a particularly bright laser hit. 

 “Wait for it.”

A bolt of electricity fired from a female villain’s eyes. “Any second now!”
 “Wait for it…” Cassandra held her pistol in her right hand, then grabbed Shawn’s own right wrist with her left. “Now!” 


Shawn activated the square plasma field. With a smaller surface area to cover and less to block, the field’s compensation could now easily handle the incoming fire. That meant that the Henchpersons and villains to the far right and left could get a shot in, but Crosshair was methodically shooting them as they circled around, and Cassandra shot on the opposite side, one bullet per opponent, conserving her ammunition. At the same time she moved Shawn’s arm with hers, adjusting the shield to the left or right to block the most pressing threat second-to-second. The three of them slowly advanced on the jumpjet. 


Doctor O’s face crinkled with frustration as more and more of his underlings were struck. He shouted something, then grabbed a long metal tube from the nearest Henchperson. He shoved what was unmistakably a small rocket inside, then dropped to one knee to aim. 

 “Um, Cassandra, I don’t think my shield can…”
 “I know. But it can deflect it at the right angle,” she said. 

 “Are you sure?” 

 “Absolutely.” 


Doctor O fired the rocket. It came towards them at an insane speed - Shawn could barely see the red tip surrounded by exhaust and smoke. Cassandra grabbed his wrist and tilted it, setting the Gauntlet field at an extreme angle. Shawn cringed, both from the mild pain in his wrist and from the realization that Cassandra couldn’t actually see what she was doing. She was drawing a bead on another Henchperson even as the rocket advanced. 


The rocket struck the field on its side, and Cassandra gave it a push in a tiny fraction of a second. It veered to the left, the smoke from its exhaust drifting over the Gauntlet field, and exploded into a parked jumpjet. It must have reached the fuel tank, because the entire jet burst into flaming debris. A few smoking pieces blasted toward the trio, but the largest piece was a severed wing that spun out like a boomerang. The wing smashed into the group of villains and Henchpersons, sending them scattering like marbles. A few flew backwards, into and through the jumpjet that Shaede was still keeping intangible. 


Shawn gaped and actually dropped his Gauntlet field, wondering what Cassandra’s margin of error had been. Cassandra and Crosshair used the confusion to pick off the last few stragglers. 


Two figures remained between them and the jet: Doctor O, a sizeable chunk taken out of his armor, and a man with an enormous minigun and an outfit that looked like it was ripped out of an Eastwood movie. As they watched, the barrels on the minigun began to spin. 

 “Captain Caliber,” Crosshair said, with obvious distaste. 


Cassandra nodded. “Shaede’s inside. She can’t keep that up forever. Could you...?”
 “I’ve been waiting a long time for this.” 


Crosshair reached to the small of his back, and to Shawn’s surprise, drew an old-fashioned revolver. “Twenty-nine magnum,” said Crosshair, grinning mischievously. He called out to the gunman. “Hey, dickless!” 


The two gunmen, Shawn and Cassandra paused for a long moment. Shawn whispered, “Uh, Crosshair? Aren’t you supposed to...” 

 “Don’t worry about it, kid,” he replied, not taking his eyes off the other gunman. “You two go have fun.”

As the gunmen engaged each other with mutual childlike glee, Doctor O broke for the nearest doors. Cassandra ran towards him, somewhat hindered by her still-injured leg, and Shawn followed and overtook her. Doctor O glanced down and entered a series of commands on a console on his wrist, and the locked-down door opened for him and shut afterward. As they approached, Cassandra grabbed Shawn by the shoulders and dove to the ground, taking both of them to the floor with her pistol skittering away across the flight deck. A split-second later, the door exploded outward, flying and sliding on the deck. It would have flattened them both. 


Doctor O emerged, leading with his fist. He saw the two of them rising to their feet, and began heavily loping towards them. Shawn switched the Gauntlet to claw mode and raised his hand. 


The villain stopped in midair, and Shawn felt the force on his arm and shoulder. Doctor O spluttered as his yellow mirrored glasses fell to the deck and cracked. Shawn looked through his own goggles to see the claw clutching Doctor O around the shoulder piece of his armor. The impact was crushing the metal, and apparently his chest underneath. 

 “Deathface,” he rasped. “I didn’t think you had it in you.”

Cassandra clutched his shoulder. “Distract him. Kill him if you can, but don’t take more than two minutes. I need to help Crosshair prepare the jumpjet.” 

 “What?” asked Shawn, his arm on fire. He adjusted the compensation to relieve some of the tension. 

 “He’s going to kill us all.” 

 “But we’ve won!”
 “Trust me, Shawn,” she said. She didn’t wait, but turned and ran towards the jumpjet. Crosshair and Caliber were still running and jumping around the hangar, simultaneously firing, dodging, and reloading like ballerinas at an NRA convention. 

 “She’s right,” said Doctor O, still held in the air. He was grinning in anticipation. “If you want to live, you need to run now.” He raised his free arm, unclutched by Shawn’s claw, and pointed it in a threatening gesture. 


Shawn started to raise his other Gauntlet, then remembered that it had been disabled in the melee with Pale Rider, and it was holding the energy sickle in any case. He panicked, released Doctor O from his vicarious grasp, and re-engaged the flat shield. Doctor O fell to the ground, chuckled, and raised his hand towards the ceiling of the hangar. Tiny rockets engaged and his armored glove flew away. 

 “You gotta be kidding me,” Shawn yelled. “Did you just steal an idea from your own action figure?!”

The glove flew up and up, inaccurate, aerodynamically unstable, ridiculous. When it connected with the roof, the explosion was not dramatic - you couldn’t fit a large amount of explosives into a rocket glove without it being, well, just a rocket. But it managed to punch a hole in the steel. It was small, perhaps a meter wide. Seawater torrented into the hangar in a fine spray, slowly expanding the hole as he watched.
 “I’m not letting that bitch have my Leviathan!” Doctor O screamed. He fired his second rocket-powered glove, and Shawn had just enough time to think about trying to catch it with the Gauntlet fields before it was too far away to matter. A second hole appeared followed by a second spray of water, and a scream of metal rang out as a dent appeared in the retractable roof, giving in to the intolerable water pressure. Both holes expanded. A thin stream of water was already forming on the flight deck, like a bucket tipped out over pavement. 

 “I’m dead,” said Doctor O, “you’re dead. Everyone and everything here is dead, except maybe a few who can get to the escape pods. Innovator is gone, of course - he evacuated the moment you made it to the stairwell. Not noble, perhaps, but certainly pragmatic.” The man laughed, shaking his bare hands in fury. Shawn couldn’t tell if he was sincere - he seemed to be enjoying the monologue like a fine vintage. “And let me tell you something, Simmons: we’ll rebuild. There are enough Alternative Solutions members at large. And the first order of business after we do will be killing everyone you’ve ever met.” 


Shawn thought about Bree, about his parents, about his dog. The water was ice cold and rising. He thought about running. He thought about fighting. He reached for a third solution. “What can I do to save them?”

Doctor O’s expression did not change. “Nothing.”
 “So why don’t I kill you now?” he said, holding up Pale Rider’s sickle to demonstrate. It could probably cut through anything that the villain’s suit had left. 

 “Why don’t you?” 


Shawn recalled the look on Fracture’s face. The lack of fear. The lack of change. The futility of his efforts for good. And it wasn’t worth it. He dropped the sickle, hearing its energy blade sizzle and boil in the water.

The retractable roof buckled. It sounded like the bones of the earth cracking. Water rushed and sprayed into the hangar in a flood.

Doctor O rubbed his neck, then threw back his head and laughed. He spared himself a few seconds for the sheer pleasure of the sight, then turned and waded down the corridor. 


Shawn stood in the freezing water. He looked around desperately. Jumpjets and storage boxes slid on the deck, pushed by incredible pressure. He thought he could feel the Leviathan itself begin to tilt. There was one jumpjet that didn’t seem to be affected, and it had its cargo door down. The body of Caliber was clinging to one of the struts. It was pulled away by the current as he watched. Cassandra stood on the door, shouting at Shawn but inaudible over the rush of water. The rapidly filling tide was going right through it. 


He took one step towards the plane, then another. Bree wasn’t dead yet - as long as he lived, he might be able to stop them. A sound like the death rattle of a skyscraper boomed through the hangar, and the second massive overhead door began to spew water from all four sides. It buckled. A tsunami rained down. 


Cassandra looked at Shawn. Her eyes were kind, but resigned. She shouted something inside, and the cargo door closed. The jumpjet vanished in Shaede’s purple flash. 


The wave came towards Shawn, an army of white water ready to engulf him. Shawn set his one functioning Gauntlet to its protective bubble mode, and hung on. The water immediately around Shawn was trapped inside with him, and he felt the chill penetrating through his costume. The wave hit with the force of a million linebackers, and Shawn slammed into the side of the hangar in his bubble of electrified plasma. He could see jets and people bobbing up and down as seawater filled the hangar like a fishbowl. 


Shawn treaded water inside the bubble. It was up to his chest, but even as more water rolled over him, the field held. He didn’t know how long it would last - the power supply could only put so much energy through a single Gauntlet. Shawn shivered as he floated like a cork, quickly coming up to bob on the uncollapsed hangar door. For an awful moment he was stuck, but as the undersea giant rolled to port, Shawn rolled along the roof. A henchperson bounced off the field, screaming and spitting up seawater. And then Shawn was loose, surrounded by darkness, spit out of the dying Leviathan like a minor prophet.

Through the goggles, Shawn could see the Gauntlet field compressing, straining against the incredible pressure of the sea. Shawn’s ears popped. He looked down to watch the enormous submarine sink lower. The lights flickered, once, twice, then died, and all he could see were a few escape pods desperately fleeing in the everlasting night. 


Shawn continued to float in the water, trapped in his bubble of life. There was nothing else he could do. He supposed he was floating upwards, but there was no way to be sure - he had no point of reference. It was almost peaceful. He could feel his body shutting down in the icy water. His breathing became ragged. The air supply was running out, and all around him was darkness. The dark crept in at the corner of his eyes. 


He used the goggles’ control panel to lock the Gauntlet field in place so that he no longer had to hold his hand open. He hoped it was enough that he might float to the top. Then Shawn thought some more, shook his head, and disengaged the lock - if he made it to the surface in an impenetrable bubble, he would suffocate before he drowned. He took a deep breath, realizing that it might be his last, and released the field. The darkness claimed him. 





Chapter 18
 
 The only sure things in life are death and taxes. But villains seldom bother with the latter, and it’s amazing how often they manage to escape the former as well. Building a parachute into your costume is a handy way to escape the heroes’ favorite way of non-culpable killing, the long fall down a deep crevice. Body doubles, identical twins, and plastic surgery are good if you can manage the advance planning, but for immortality on the installment plan, nothing beats a good lab full of clones.  
 
 - excerpt from Villainy For Dummies! by Professor Parasite
 

Shawn swam through a sea of ink, unfamiliar sensations rocking his limbs and torso. Bree was there, and Harry, and Michael too, but that wasn’t right. So was Cassandra, and Fracture, his body broken, and Red Eric, weeping for sins past. Friends from childhood, snatches of books, an Abbott and Costello routine, the Adampolis bus seats, the taste of pancakes, a life’s worth of experience assaulted Shawn’s mind. His life didn’t flash before his eyes, it tried to fill every last portion of awareness that he possessed. Moments of today, yesterday, a million years ago, filled his mind. He swam, and sank, and drowned in himself. 


He awoke slowly, aware of a blinding light, but only abstractly. Through the haze, he could tell that he was on a soft surface, looking up at a fluorescent overhead lamp. 


Wait a second, he thought. That’s not how these things are supposed to go. I was expecting clouds, or flames, or more likely nothing at all - not cheap industrial lighting. 


He lay there for a long time, alternately opening and closing his eyes until his vision and consciousness came to the full. His body was wracked with pain, especially his arm, but he was somewhere soft. Though not especially warm, he wasn’t cold either. He came to the hesitant conclusion that he was alive. 


Shawn pulled back cheap cotton sheets and heard the springs of the thin mattress creak as he rose. He found that he was clad in a hospital gown, and his left arm was covered in a bandage that looked like it had been applied by someone who knew what they were doing. The room wasn’t a room, it was a cell: bare white walls were adorned with a sink, a toilet, and the bed he was sitting on. A nearly inaudible whirring noise came from a black camera dome next to the light in the ceiling. 


The fourth wall was missing. When he looked closer, he could see a group of floating circles and a rectangle. A serious-looking lock seemed to levitate next to it. He grabbed the flimsy pillow and flung it towards the lock. With a soft noise, it bounced on what looked like several centimeters of heavy-duty transparent plastic. Beyond were more cells like the one Shawn was in, all empty. 


The sound of feet coming down the hall was muffled but audible. Shawn rose unsteadily, and realizing his thirst, bent over the sink and ignored the approaching strangers. He took a long, grateful draft of the tap water. He didn’t particularly care where he was - he was alive, no one seemed interested in killing him, and no one was asking him to kill someone else. It was a net improvement to his situation. 


When he lifted his head from the sink, Shawn saw three figures standing just beyond the glass. Major Clint Knox was flanked by Morningstar and Ironclad, she in her black uniform, he in his ever-present three-piece suit. Morningstar had one arm in a sling, a huge bruise clearly visible on her forehead, but Ironclad’s metal skin and white suit were impeccable as ever. Knox wore the army blues he always appeared in, livery shining on breast and shoulder. 


Shawn stared, trying to remember how to make his mouth work. This was going to be a cliche, but it couldn’t be avoided. “Where am I?” 

 “San Quentin,” replied Ironclad in his Southern drawl, “the brand new metamax facility. You and your CHAOS fellows are the first to occupy it.”
 “How am I not dead?” 

 “We’re not without resources ourselves, Mister Simmons. You had a huge amount of blood loss, some hypoxia, and decompression sickness - Grace said that you taxed even her powers. If it hadn’t been for the hypothermia that slowed your system down, you probably wouldn’t have made it, but she’s patched you up since then.”
 “And you took me here?”

Knox stepped forward. “When the Leviathan sank, its stealth facilities finally went offline. We’ve got Nemo trying to recover it and any survivors still in non-flooded sections now. With that thing finally visible on our sonar, most of the Hegemony’s aquatic members were dispatched alongside the Navy to pick up the survivors. We’ve managed to piece together most of it - a group of rogues attacked, and the primary hangar - ”
 “Was flooded by Doctor O,” said Shawn, taking a seat on the bed. 

 “Really?” asked Ironclad. “We haven’t been able to identify his remains yet. Here’s hoping.” 

 “How long was I out?” 


Ironclad shook his head. “That’s enough questions out of you, son. This ain’t a social call. We’re here to ask them of you.” 


Shawn sighed. “Go ahead. I’ve got nothing more to hide.” His voice cracked from dehydration.
 “Is Cassandra alive?” asked Knox.
 “Probably. I saw her teleport away with Shaede, and I think Crosshair too.” 

 “What about the rest of the CHAOS council?” 


He slumped back on the bed, letting the events of the attack flow over him. “Pale Rider, Hard Eight, and Shame are dead. Frost Wedge wasn’t on the Leviathan, or so I was told. I think you probably have Innovator. If you haven’t found Doctor O, he’s probably escaped...” Shawn stopped. “My wife.”
 “Come again?”
 “The council threatened my wife, and my family. You’ve got to protect them!”
 “We’re not doing anything of the sort,” said Knox. “Terrorists aren’t entitled to any kind of privileges - you’re not even officially here.” 

 “Please!” Shawn rose and banged on the glass, feeling the cool air on his backside as he strode away from the bed. “They know where she is! They know everything! Oh God,” he said, “she might be dead already! How long have I been here?!” 

 “You’re not-”
 “Four days,” said Morningstar. It was the first time she’d spoken. Knox and Ironclad gave her a dirty look, and she shrugged. “What, he’s never going to look at a calendar again?” 

 “I won’t say anything else until you protect Bree!” Shawn tried to sound brave, but he could hear the pleading in his voice. 


Morningstar walked forward. Her eyes weren’t sympathetic, but they weren’t hateful, either. “Think about it, Mister Simmons. If you don’t help us, we don’t have a whole lot of motivation to help you. In any way. I know you’re worried about your wife.” She turned to the men. Knox gave an almost imperceptible nod. “Why don’t you answer all of our questions, and then we’ll see what we can do, okay?” 


Shawn sighed, and nodded. Knox strode up directly to the speaking holes. “How did you steal Hephaestus’ Gauntlet project?”

Shawn spilled. He told them everything, from Fracture’s attack, to his theft, to the surprise meeting in his own living room, his unconventional recruitment, his treason, and his eventual discovery. He told them everything he knew about Cassandra, Innovator, Doctor O, everyone he’d met, everything he’d done in the last six months. He told them about the deception behind the polar meltdown, and where to find the interstellar pump that was, presumably, still sending excess water into the ocean.

It took hours. By the end, he was slumped on the floor, voice rasping, soul deadened. At last, the questions seemed to be at an end. “Just one more thing, Shawn,” said Morningstar. “Why did you do it? Why did you attack Fracture? Why didn’t you leave it to the professionals?” 


Shawn looked up, defiance in his eyes. “Because you wouldn’t finish the job. You heroes, I used to look up to you. You were my role models. I wanted to be like you. I changed my job just to help you. And then you let a man like that escape. How many hundreds, thousands of people have died because you wouldn’t take that final step towards justice?”

Morningstar looked at him, half in disbelief, and half in pity. “And now that you’ve done it for yourself, do you think it’s better?” 


Shawn sat in silence for a long moment. She continued. “We know you were upset about your co-worker. But did you not even think about campaigning for his release? You worked for METAPOL, your boss was a former hero. It’s not as if you didn’t have options…”
 “I know!” shouted Shawn. “I know. I’ve thought about it since, but in the moment… in the moment I thought I was doing the right thing.” He thought about Cassandra’s rock-hard confidence. “It must be a real boon to make all your decisions right the first time around.” He held his head in his hands, his bandaged arm sparking in pain from the movement. 


Ironclad spoke up. “Well, son, you’ll be spending the rest of your life right here. High treason, murder, assault on federal officers - we’ve got enough proof that under the new METAPOL standards, we don’t even have to try you. Get comfy - these walls are going to be your friends for the next fifty or sixty years.” 


Shawn rose, ready to go back to bed. 

 “Or.” 


He turned. Knox had spoken, and he was clearly interested in something else. “Or?” asked Shawn. 

 “We can see that your heart, if not your head, was in the right place,” replied Knox. “We’re going to give you an opportunity that few men in your position receive. You’ll be able to fight on the front lines.”

Shawn stared at them. Knox opened his jacket and removed the red Deathface mask. It was absent the goggles, just ornamentation. 

 “We have intelligence that says Cassandra is most definitely alive, and trying to restructure what’s left of CHAOS into a new organization of her own. We do indeed have Innovator in custody, but even assuming Doctor O survived, most of CHAOS’s wealth and clout was centered on the Leviathan. With Cassandra’s net worth in offshore accounts and interests estimated at over sixty billion USD, she’ll probably be the choice of most of the at-large villains.” 

 “What do you want me to do?” asked Shawn, with a sinking feeling.

Ironclad stepped forward. “Well, we figure you’ve got two choices. One, you can sit in that cell and rot for the rest of your life. Getting used to prison food and plenty of time to read the classics. No one outside of METAPOL knows you’re here, and that’s the way it’s going to stay. The most exciting thing you can look forward to is a new guard every five or six years.” 

 “Or,” said Shawn. 

 “Or,” said Knox, “you can continue in your role as Deathface. We know Cassandra was grooming you - you’ll become her lieutenant. Be our mole. Kill a few of them if you can, especially Shaede and Crosshair, who have become our priority targets along with her. You’re not bound by Hegemony code, after all. Feed us information, help us take down CHAOS, or whatever she’s working on now.”
 “For how long?”
 “However long it takes.”

Shawn slumped down again. “I can’t do it. I can’t kill anyone else. I can’t keep this up.”
 “You sure about that, son?” asked Ironclad, with what sounded like genuine concern. The other two were having a heated discussion behind him. “The alternative ain’t pretty, and if what you told us is true, your folks are in real danger.”

Shawn raised his voice. “Cassandra is a goddamned clairvoyant! Sooner or later she’d catch on and kill me!”
 “Cassandra isn’t as powerful as you think,” said Morningstar. 

 “What?”

Ironclad took a tablet out of his suit and began scrolling through something. “We’re familiar with the quantum nature of her powers. She can see into nearly infinite possible realities, and act towards choosing the one most beneficial to herself. Most of CHAOS presumes her to be basically omniscient. But based on the experiments her parents were performing during her… uh…”
 “When she was conceived,” said Morningstar.
 “Right. Our scientists think that her predictive powers are personal, not universal. We think she can only see those futures that have at least some connection to her life and her actions.” He returned the tablet to his jacket. “She’s no god, in other words.”

Shawn shook his head. “I don’t understand.” 

 “Basically, we’re fairly certain that events outside of her knowledge and control aren’t visible to her. She can’t see everything, just everything that will - or might - affect her,” said Morningstar. “We also think that her perception of possible futures is even more limited by her own mental abilities. She might technically be able to see unlimited realities based on quantum events, and their effects into infinity, but she can only actually process what’s closest to her own “real” timeline. That’s still a lot of possible futures, but it’s not everything. She’s only human, in a manner of speaking. Naturally, she tends to exaggerate her own abilities to make herself seem more powerful.” 

 “So…” Shawn insisted. 

 “So anything that she doesn’t know now, and won’t know in the future, and won’t know in the closest few thousand possible futures, she probably doesn’t have access to.”
 “Then… that best possible world she was always talking about,” he said. “The one where the fewest people suffer. It’s not real?” 


Morningstar shrugged. “It might be. Who knows what she sees? But if she’s telling the truth, she’s only telling her truth. She’s not accounting for the possibility of the rest of the world getting its shit together without her ‘benevolent’ leadership. And her powers - limited though they probably are - have given her an ego the size of that submarine.” 

 “I don’t see how this helps me,” said Shawn. “She’ll still be able to see the effects of any intel I report to you. She’ll still be able to see my eventual defection or discovery, assuming that I live that long.” 

 “That’s where we can take advantage of her weakness,” said Knox. “If we can get you out and remove you from any future contact with Cassandra or her associates, she won’t be able to catch wise. A faked death is usually the way to go. If we do it well, and do it so well that it also works in the nearest quantum realities, we think we can get you out alive.”
 “You think?”

Ironclad shrugged. “We didn’t say it would be easy.” 

 “And you’ll protect my family?”
 “METAPOL has the best witness protection program on the planet,” said Morningstar. “Your family would be well provided for, and totally, completely safe.”
 “Even if I fail?”
 “No.” 


Shawn thought for a moment. An idea, pure and simple and obvious, emboldened him. “Yes.” 

 “Who do you think is in charge here?” asked Ironclad. 

 “I am,” said Shawn. “Even if Cassandra has the weaknesses you say she does, you’re terrified of her abilities. And you should be. But you should be more afraid of her resolve.” His eyes darkened. “I saw her kill people who trusted her. She left me, and all but two of her companions, to die. She was willing to kill every last person on the Leviathan, including civilians, to achieve her goals. She says she sees an ideal world, and she’ll do anything to get it. I don’t think there’s any sacrifice, any amount of pain or death she can inflict, that she wouldn’t to get her best possible world.”

Shawn jabbed a thumb at his own chest. “And she trusts me. I’ve helped her, and I’ve probably got a spot on her new council or whatever, if I want it. You’ll never get another chance as good as the one I’ve got. If you won’t give me a little damn help, a little compromise, then I can afford to spend the rest of my life in a box.” He pointed to Knox. “Can you afford to let me?” 


Knox and Morningstar looked at one another. “Excuse us a moment,” she said. 


The three of them spoke for a long while just outside of Shawn’s hearing. He watched their faces. Morningstar and Ironclad kept calm, and even Knox was only a little heated. He seemed to think that Shawn wasn’t bluffing. Shawn wondered about it himself.
 “There’s a compromise,” said Morningstar, returning to her place in front of the see-through barrier. Knox stood behind her, arms crossed and face crosser. 


Shawn looked up. “What?” 

 “You go back as Deathface, no, wait, hear me out,” she said, seeing the defeated look on his face. “You’ve committed crimes, Shawn. You murdered Fracture. You aided and abetted terrorists. You were complicit in the murder of the Veteran, even if he did violate Hegemony order. There has to be a price. And the one that I think, we all think,” she said, looking at Knox, “is fair, is this.” 

 “I’m listening.”
 “You stay Deathface for no less than a year, no more than eighteen months,” she said. “You take your place as Cassandra’s right-hand man and feed us information. We’ll round up what’s left of CHAOS. You try not to kill anyone, and we’ll do the same.
 “Due to the nature of Cassandra’s precognitive abilities, it will get more and more dangerous for you the longer you’re in there. I give you my word: we will do our best to apprehend Cassandra as soon as we get all of the other high-profile targets.”
 “What happens after eighteen months?” asked Shawn. 


She looked at Knox, who curtly nodded. “You will have served your time. You’ll join your family in METAPOL WitSec. You’ll have new identities, new jobs, a home, even reconstructive surgery. You can go back to the real world.” 

 “And if I refuse?” 

 “Then you stay here,” barked Knox. “You’ve paved your road to Hell, and now you can walk down it.”
 “But,” said Morningstar, glaring at Knox before she turned back to Shawn, “we'll put your family in WitSec anyway, for the information you’ve given us and your continued cooperation.” 


Shawn thought. Then he thought some more. “What are my odds of survival if I help you?” 

 “Not good,” said Knox. “But your odds of surviving a handful of encounters with the Hegemony armed only with some experimental tech weren’t good either.” 

 “I think I’ll just stay here, then.” 

 “Think about it, Shawn,” pleaded Morningstar. “It’s a chance to do the good you’ve wanted to do all along. I can’t tell you how many lives you could save by working with us, instead of alone. The Red Colugo is a protege of the Crimson Bear-Cat - his hypnotic abilities can help you stay in character, and lessen the chance of Cassandra discovering you. And it’s a chance at freedom. You won’t get another one.” 


Shawn sat and thought. He weighed everything in his mind. The scales tipped, and he made the choice anyway. 

 “If I help you, Michael Rice goes free.” 

 “That’s not an option. He’s been convicted and sentenced.” 

 “Bullshit!” said Shawn. “If you can hold me here indefinitely without a trial, then you can get him out. Or at least get his sentence reduced to simple assault and give him…” he thought for a moment. “What’s the phrase? ‘Time served?’ ” 

 “The time to ask for that was before you tried to play hero,” said Morningstar. 

 “Wrong.” He thumped his hand on the transparent plastic. “Back then I had nothing you wanted. Now I do. Mike has a daughter who needs him. If he stays in prison, then so do I.” 


The three of them shared a glance on the other side of the plastic. Morningstar nodded. “I think we can probably help him. With the Veteran gone, cooler heads are on top. We can… use some influence.” 

 “Good. Good.” Shawn breathed heavily. “And there’s one more thing.” 

 “You ain’t in a position to make any more demands!” shouted Ironclad. 

 “This one’s easy. You’ve already given me half, and the other half should be simple for such influential people,” he said. “Bree gets protection starting right now. And I want to see her.” 





Chapter 19
 
 The combination of ego, ambition, and a certain extralegal eagerness is potent, but it’s also dangerous. A dozen heroes are not so deadly as one underling with eyes on your position. Working alone isn’t always an option, but beware most of all someone intending to climb the villainous ladder… using your corpse as a rung.  
 
 - excerpt from Villainy For Dummies! by Professor Parasite
 

Shawn walked down the familiar corridors of METAPOL, handcuffed, Morningstar striding beside him with a hand clamped on his shoulder. It was probably the oddest “perp walk” ever performed. 

 “Is that really necessary?” he said. “You’ve got my Gauntlets. It’s not as if I can escape.” 

 “They’re not yours,” she replied. “And the alternative is a dozen guards with guns pointed at your head. This seems more expedient.” 

 “Can I at least have some pants?” 


Shawn had been flown back to Adamopolis in the same hospital robe he had woken up in. They’d given him a pair of matching booties, but the covering was inadequate. Shawn tried to ignore the stifled laughter of employees and agents behind him. 


Morningstar smiled. “You really pissed the Colonel off during your interrogation. Be happy I’m not dragging you down these hallways naked.”

Shawn thought for a moment. “Thank you for standing up for me,” he said. “I’m sorry if it’s going to cause trouble…” 

 “Think nothing of it,” she said. “The old guys need to be taken down a peg every now and then.” She trailed long fingers on the wall as she walked. “I remember escorting you through METAPOL once before…”
 “Yes. I remember that I had pants.” 


They turned down a corridor that he didn’t recognize. After several minutes, they opened a wide set of double doors into what looked like a small medical bay. Two doctors were looking over a supine woman on an examination bed, while a large, hairy, and familiar figure looked on. 

 “Harry,” said Shawn. 


The hero looked at Shawn with contempt. “You made a real mess of things, you know.” 


Shawn didn’t know how to respond. He looked at the booties on his feet. 

 “But I hear,” said Hephaestus, looking at Morningstar, “that I’ll soon have one of my veteran testers back. And apparently I’m getting a very talented partner out of the deal, too.” 

 “Struth!” the woman on the bed sat up, and Shawn recognized her voice before he recognized her face. “You’re lucky to have me, too, you old fart.” 


Tin Kelly rubbed an exposed part of her arm. A long, thin trip of skin looked raw and slightly raised. “Kelly?” asked Shawn. He hardly recognized her out of her mechanized suit. Her face was the only part that he’d seen before - she looked tiny sitting on the bed in the same gown he wore himself. “I thought you were dead!” 

 “I’m not that easy to kill, mate,” she said. She grabbed on to her own thighs and slung her legs over the side of the bed. Shawn saw that they were even thinner than the rest of her, atrophied and dangling like limp ropes. 

 “These arseholes found me in the wreckage. I was out like a light,” she said, her vowels stretching out like shadows at sunset, “but me suit protected me from the water pressure. Once they pulled me out they, ahem, convinced me of the error of my ways.” One of the doctors brought a wheelchair to the side of the bed, and Tin Kelly swung herself down into it easily, using only her arms.
 “So are you going to be a mole, like me?”
 “No,” said Hephaestus. “She’ll be more useful serving her sentence as my engineering assistant - “ 

 “Partner,” said Tin Kelly. “And I’ll do it for a chance to get back at that backstabbin’ bitch and a look at some of Harry’s more public-spirited gadgets.” She wheeled over to Hephaestus and tapped his artificial leg with her knuckle. “Who knows, maybe I won’t need my suit after some R&D. Time to beat my sword into a plowshare, as they say. Besides, with this gizmo in me it’s not as if I can run very far, right?” 

 “Speaking of which…” Morningstar nodded to the other doctor, switching her grip on Shawn’s arm to hold it out horizontally. The nurse came forward with an apparatus that looked like a space-age nailgun. 

 “Um…” said Shawn, “Is this going to hurt?” 

 “Yep!” said Tin Kelly, smiling from ear to ear. It took quite a while for Shawn to stop alternately screaming and swearing. 

 “Jesus,” he said, when the pain had died down. “What was that?” 

 “It’s a tracker and an emergency beacon,” said Hephaestus. “My own design. You don’t think we’d let you out again without some kind of insurance policy, do you?” 

 “But if Cassandra sees it…” 

 “Relax,” said the doctor. “The swelling will go down in a few hours. It’s mostly biotech, small enough and light enough to pass through metal detectors. You’d need an MRI to spot it. It runs on your body heat, and it won’t be electrically detectable unless we remotely ping it for your location.” 

 “So don’t give us a reason to,” said Hephaestus, “or you’ll be lit up like a spotlight to any surveillance equipment that your buddies might have. If you need help, tap it in an S.O.S pattern: three short, three long, three short.” 

 “Not that we’re likely to help while you’re undercover,” said Morningstar. “But it will probably let us recover your body and find where CHAOS, or whoever, is keeping you.”
 “That’s comforting,” said Shawn. 


Hephaestus started to walk out of the room, and Tin Kelly made to follow him. “I’ve repaired my Gauntlets. They’ll be returned to you when you’re activated,” he said coldly. The door closed behind him.
 “What now?” Shawn asked. 


Morningstar’s phone buzzed, and she pulled it out while answering him. “You’ll still need several hours of hypnotic therapy before we’re prepared to let you go. Then you’ll wait for Cassandra to contact you.” She raised her phone to let him see the screen. “But before that, I’ve got a promise to keep.”

The screen showed a text message with just two words: She’s here. 

 
 “I’m sorry.” 

 “Shawn, they’re telling me that I have to go into hiding.”
 “Yes you do, honey. It’s my fault. I’m so sorry.” 

 “What’s going on?”
 “I don’t think I should tell you everything. The heroes caught me. Now they want me to work for them. They think that… that the people I was working with might attack you, and your folks, and mine.” 


...

...
 “Bree?”
 “This is one of those things where I don’t have a choice, isn’t it?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “You know you’ve completely ruined my life, don’t you?”
 “Yeah. If it’s any consolation, I ruined mine too.” 

 “Ass.” 


...
 “This protection thing… we’ll be safe?” 

 “They tell me it’s very good. They’ll give you a new identity, even change the way you look. Morningstar says that they can make it so you’re still certified and you can be a nurse, if you want.”
 “You know Morningstar?” 

 “Yeah. She’s been helpful.” 

 “Can I keep ‘Bree’ as my name, at least?”
 “Um. I don’t think so.” 


...
 “Honey?”
 “What.” 

 “You said ‘we.’ Does that mean that…” 

 “I meant my parents, Shawn.” 

 “Oh.”
 “I can’t forgive you. Maybe that makes me a bad person. But you’re not exactly in a position to judge me, are you?” 


...
 “Why did you do it?”
 “I…”

...
 “I thought it was the right thing to do. It felt right. I had the best of intentions. Right up to when I did it.”
 “You couldn’t just deal with it, like everyone else?” 

 “No.”
 “Why not? It would have been so easy! Why not, you idiot?!”
 “I don’t know.”
 …
 “I got a call about a week after you - after they figured out it was you. The agency said that they had a candidate. Named Sandra.”
 …
 “They didn’t even realize it was the person from the news. And they didn’t know that you hadn’t told me you were looking.” 

 “I’m sorry.” 

 “I had to turn them down. They said that I might qualify, even on my own, but… I had to say no.”

...
 “Sandra Simmons. It would have been a nice name.” 

 “Yes.”

...
 …
 “So you’ll be working for the good guys? I guess you got what you wanted.”
 “No. Not really.”
 “…Are you okay?”
 “Yeah. I think I will be.” 

 “Okay.” 

 …
 “Goodbye, Shawn.” 

 “Bye. Wait…”
 “Yeah?”
 “There’s one last thing.” 

 …
 “Take Terry with you. Keep him safe. I’ll take him back when… when I’m finished.” 

 …
 …
 “Okay.”
 

In a nondescript office in downtown Kansas City, secretary Elizabeth Green saw her boss for the first time in over a year. Elizabeth didn’t know why she was paid (and paid handsomely) to sit at a desk in a tiny foyer all day, taking perhaps two calls a week and forwarding the messages to the woman who she supposed was paying her salary. But she didn’t ask questions. 


It was odd: the few times that Elizabeth had seen her arrive, she had done so by parking a silver Audi sedan directly outside. But this time, a Camaro with rental plates pulled up to the parking lot entrance, and her boss got out of the passenger side. The sportscar sped away in a roar of overcompensation, slightly ruffling her tasteful skirt as she walked towards the entrance. 

 “Good afternoon, Ms. Priam,” she said, as the trim Indian woman walked in. She hurriedly closed the gossip website on her screen and opened a spreadsheet before the woman walked past. 

 “Good to see you again, Liz,” said the woman, in a slight British accent. From the way she spoke, Elizabeth might think that they’d seen each other everyday. “I’m expecting several calls.” 


Inside the inner office, Elizabeth could hear busy conversations for hours. It wasn’t her place to listen - discretion was part of her job description. But if she leaned back, she could barely make out what Ms. Cassie Priam, a shadowy stockbroker rumored to be worth billions of dollars, was saying. 

 “Yes, I’ve heard that before, Nikolai. The Chinese say they’ll do it for twenty percent less, and that includes visual cloaking. Now tell me: exactly what can the Russian Federal Space Agency offer me in a station that they can’t? It needs to be big.” 





Epilogue - Two years later
 
 So you’ve decided to hang up the cape. It happens to all of us eventually: villainy is a career that tends to be all or nothing, and after a decade or two of crushing jeweled thrones beneath your feet, anyone might wish for a little R&R. If you’ve managed to stay out of a jail cell or a grave, consider yourself a winner. If you’ve also managed to hang on to some or all of your ill-gotten gains, make sure to keep a little tucked away. You never know when your mild-mannered cover might be blown… or when you might get the itch for one more shot at world domination.  
 
 - excerpt from Villainy For Dummies! by Professor Parasite
 

The sun was shining in Atlanta. Despite the December chill, a short reprieve from 30-degree temperatures had pedestrians carrying their coats on their way to work. One kept his on - he’d had enough cold for a lifetime. 


This man was not Shawn Simmons, international fugitive and villain under the alias of Deathface. For one thing, Deathface had been accidentally killed in a violent last stand against a dozen Hegemony of Heroes members eight months ago. And this man was blonde, spoke with a practiced Cajun accent, and his nose and chin were entirely different. If someone was to check his Georgia driver’s license, they would see that he was John Thibodeaux, thirty-six, of Brookhaven. Any resemblance to the very deceased Shawn Simmons was entirely coincidental. 


John, who was most certainly not Shawn, looked at his phone as he walked to the fire station. The divorcee he’d been dating for the last few weeks had sent a text - her kids were sick and she had to cancel tonight. John, not Shawn, accepted her raincheck when she texted back, saying that he’d take Barry to the dog park instead. Barry was certainly not Terry, but the labrador mutt still answered to it - John had been very careful to pick a name with a similar syllabic sound. 


A booming noise turned the head of every person on the street, and a cloud of dust could be seen rising on Peachtree. Five hundred meters away, an enormous two-headed mechanical walker was crushing cars and spewing flames. If Shawn, sorry, John wasn’t mistaken, that was the signature vehicle of Janus, a small-time villain who had been making waves in the Atlanta metro area. 


Most of the pedestrians around John ran away, screaming and ducking into the surrounding high-rise buildings. John was only a block from the fire department, but he heard the truck’s sirens as it pulled out and decided not to bother. He ran towards the chaos, dodging people fleeing to the opposite direction on the sidewalk. 


John unbuttoned his coat as he ran. He grabbed the lapels with both hands and ripped it off, the better to run freely. On his shirt, the red and yellow “EMT” logo of his station house shone brightly. 

 

THE END
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