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THE COAST IS LOST


What would happen if you woke up one day and the whole universe expected you to become a hero? Well, in my case, I found that I didn’t have any choice but to buck up, step up, and take control of my own life.

Also, I picked up another case of beer and spent one very, very long night sitting out on the balcony of my apartment, drinking.

There wouldn’t be any drinking today, though. I had been called to an old playground on the far side of town. The streets were empty. After Zion had tried to take over our city, most of the remaining civilians just took off and left. They didn’t want to risk that he would come back. So, there was pretty much no one around.

I guess that was fine. It made meeting up with Song Bird go a little bit easier. She was sitting on one of the swings when I got to the playground, one leg kicked out in front of her and pushing her idly back and forth. Outside of her mask, she was in normal civilian clothes: a pair of tight-fitting black leggings with a stripe of gold laminate up the side of the leg, and a big hoodie with the city of Manhattan imprinted on the front of it.

The mask looked out of place, but I smiled anyway.

I had been thinking about her a lot lately. My hand lifted up. “Hey. You wanted to meet up with me? This is about the code, right?”

“No,” said Song Bird.

I frowned. “Has she not figured it out yet?”

“She has. We know that he’s from the planet Xexon. But we know too little about Xexonians to make use of it. There was no point in –” She made a frustrated sound and then waved a hand. “Like I said, that’s not what I wanted to talk about. Sit down.”

“Here?”

“No, across the city.”

“Okay, fine, that was a stupid question.” I took my seat next to her. “What am I doing here?”

“I wanted to tell you something.” Song Bird was silent for a long moment. I knew better than to try and push her into finishing the thought. Though we had not known each other for long, I couldn’t help but think that I had a good grasp on Song Bird’s personality. The moment we met, it was like something inside of us had clicked together, these jagged pieces that spilled out into something much softer.

My own feet dug into the red, sun-faded mulch that covered the ground of the play area. I looked around, taking in the area. There was a wooden structure shaped like a pirate’s ship to the left of us, with a slide that had once been bright yellow and now seemed more like a pale cream. A metal jungle gym stretched away from the play ship and out towards the sand pit.

At some point, this place was probably crawling with kids. It was hard not to feel like we had already lost, just because there was so much absent from the place. I wondered where they had gone. Were there places that were proclaiming to be safe? What kind of protections could be offered to civilians when the strongest hero in the world had already been lost?

I tried not to dwell on it, but that was a difficult feat. I just… found myself staring down at the track the toe of my boot was digging into that red mulch, the swing shifting slightly beneath me. After several long moments, Song Bird managed to get her nerve back. She admitted, “I wanted to say thank you. And I’m sorry.”

My head snapped up. I looked over at her, but she was staring down at the ground. Even with the mask on, I could tell that she was frowning, or maybe even that she was struggling not to cry.

“What?” I reached out, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Look, not finding anything out isn’t that big of a deal. You don’t need to be sorry. I think we all knew it was probably a bit of a long shot.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Okay. Then I’m lost. I can’t think of anything that you would have to be sorry for.”

“This coming fight,” said Song Bird, speaking slow and clearly picking her words out very carefully. “It’s not like anything that I’ve ever been through. And I’ve been a hero for a while, you know?”

I nodded. While I had been studying heroes and sidekicks lately to try and buff up my knowledge of the people that I would likely be fighting against, I had actually made a point of not looking up anything that had to do with my three girls. I felt like that would be an invasion of privacy.

Still, it was obvious that Song Bird was no newbie.

She continued, “And then there’s you. You have no idea what you’re doing – no offense, Gravity.”

“I’m not in costume,” I told her. “Just call me Toby. And no offense taken. A week ago, I was just some guy working at a garage. The fact that this whole thing has just taken off like this… Feels like someone tossed a match at a bunch of hay, right?”

Song Bird nodded. I couldn’t see her face, but I could hear the very start of a smile in her words. “I think… I think that it must be hard. Suddenly having all of this thrown at you. We’re not just asking you to fight with us. We’re practically asking you to lead us.”

“I know that.”

“And I don’t know how you’re going to manage it.”

That one made me pause. “What do you mean?”

Song Bird sighed and tilted her head back so it was hanging towards her shoulders. She stared up at the blue sky above, the white clouds drifting through it. “I don’t know how we’re going to beat Zion. And I’ve been trained by some of the best heroes. For several years, even. You’re just… being thrown to the wolves. I don’t even have time to properly train you before we go. And I’m sorry for that.”

“Oh.” I was actually really touched by the sentiment. It was nice to know that she was keeping that in her mind, even though there wasn’t anything that could be done to change it. I thought it would be easy to just forget that I didn’t know what I was doing – for the girls, at least.

“I know that my apology doesn’t count for much,” said Song Bird. “But I wanted to say it anyway. I never wanted this for you.”

“It’s okay,” I told her. “I’m not sure that I ever had a choice in the matter. I think that… that someone else made the call.” A pause. Then, “Do you ever feel like we’re just putting on a show?”

“All the time,” Song Bird told me. She straightened up finally and then got to her feet, turning and offering me her hand. I took it, letting her pull me up onto my feet too. “I mean, you have no idea how often I feel like that. But whatever design we’re stuck in, we have to just believe it’s for a reason. Fate isn’t bad.”

I thought about Weaver, who was at least partially responsible for our fate, and nodded. “It’s not. But that doesn’t mean it can’t suck sometimes.”

“That’s fair enough,” Song Bird told me with a laugh. She didn’t let go of my hand, even though I was standing on both feet. Instead, her other hand reached out and settled on my shoulder. I gave a squeeze. “And I wanted to thank you too.”

“For being handsome? Don’t worry, I already know,” I told her, with a laugh.

She laughed too. “You have some ego, huh?”

I rocked forward, planting a daring kiss on the cheek of her mask. “I like to think that my ego is well deserved!”

“Whatever you want to tell yourself,” said Song Bird, but she let the subject drop. She said nothing about the kiss either, but maybe because a moment later, she was pulling me into a hug. “Not a lot of guys would be willing to do something like this. So the fact that you’re not making us fight or beg to get your help… It means something.”

My arms snaked around her, pulling Song Bird up against my front. My chin rested on her shoulder, and I stared at the wooden ship behind her, trying to figure out what I was supposed to do next. There had to be some grand speech I could give, right?

That’s what superheroes did. They gave grand speeches, and they made everyone trust that they knew exactly what they were doing. But… I didn’t have a grand speech. I had not been great when it came to English class, and that was years ago. Smooth talking and giving confidence boosts, those just weren’t my cup of tea. I was better at physically showing someone what I thought.

So I tried to do that, pulling Song Bird closer and trying to will my comforting aura to expand. There had to be some perks to being able to use gravity magic, right? Outside of just being a neat trick to pull out in the bedroom. I had to be able to do something that could convey what I was feeling.

We were connected. The warmth in my chest was like a miniature sun, building up and up. I could almost feel the heat of it on my actual skin. I liked to think that Song Bird could too. That she could feel this physical manifestation of how close we were and how much like each other we were supposed to be.

“You don’t need to thank me,” I told her. “Not yet. Zion isn’t dead yet.”

“I’m thanking you for trying,” said Song Bird. “In case I don’t get a chance to thank you for winning.”

“Hey, come on.” I pulled backwards, planting both of my hands on her shoulders. “Don’t start talking like that. We have to keep our spirits up, okay? I might not be trained, but I’ve got something that Zion doesn’t.”

Song Bird said, “We don’t know that the celestial magic is actually going to be enough to beat him.”

“I wasn’t talking about my new magic powers,” I told her. “I was talking about the fact that I’ve got you, and Kitten, and Maybe. You guys actually give a shit about what I do, and about what happens to me. And Zion doesn’t have anyone who loves him like that. You can tell just by looking at the guy.”

Something about the set of Song Bird’s shoulders softened. “You think it’s going to be enough, just having us around?”

“I know it is,” I told her. “All we have to do now is locate the guy, get our shit together, and head out.”

“That might happen sooner than you’re expecting,” Song Bird told me.

“Yeah?”

“I shouldn’t stay out here. People are going to see us together.”

“What people?” I gestured at the city streets around us. “There’s no one here.”

Song Bird shook her head. “I’ll catch up with you later, hero.”

And then, as was often the case with my flighty friend, Song Bird was gone. I wished that I could take off like that. It sure would have made getting away from angry customers at the garage a hell of a lot easier.
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THE DREAM THAT GUIDES YOU FURTHER


After meeting up with Song Bird at the playground, I spent a bit of time walking through the city. The fact that it was so utterly empty was stunning to me, this stark sort of haunting sensation that wrapped through everything. I wanted to make sure that I remembered what it was I was doing this for.

Now, I had never spent a lot of time just out walking. It wasn’t really my thing. I worked. I ate. I watched movies – it was a pretty unfulfilling life, you know? Looking back on it, at least. Now, I was realizing that it was a pretty humdrum kind of thing, but whatever. Hindsight was twenty-twenty – and it wasn’t the point anyway. The point was that Zion came in here, and he took over this city. He uprooted it. Even if most of the buildings were still physically intact, it was clearly a shell of itself.

A part of me wondered what was going to happen. After all of this was over, would the city ever recover? I refused to think about the possibility of us not winning. The fact that Song Bird was already starting to doubt our odds, it wasn’t great.

I paused at the corner of Mason Street and Minnow Road. There was a thrift store on the corner, and it had been boarded up. One of the windows had been busted beneath the boarding. Stepping over to it, glass crunching under the soles of my shoes, I looked into the building, one hand coming up to brace against the glass. The dirt caked to the underside of my hand, my fingers drumming against it.

It looked like the inside of it had been ransacked. My mouth pulled into a thin, tight line. Forehead thumping against the glass, I exhaled hard through my nose. The glass fogged up in front of me. My eyes slipped shut for a moment, and I tried to remember if I had ever actually been in this place.

I thought… No, probably. That was almost unsettling. No one ever thought about things until they could no longer access them. And you know, I shouldn’t be so upset about what had been lost when it was something like this, but… I found that I was.

With a huff, I turned away from the shop and continued on down the street, walking through the city until the sky was painted in streaks of gold, pink, and white above me. Then I finally turned and headed to my apartment building. It wasn’t the best place in the city, but it had always felt close enough to being home for my tastes.

It just wasn’t normally this quiet.

Suddenly, I realized that the people in the apartment just below me must have left. There was no loud music drifting out of their apartment door. There were no screaming babies, and no one trying to race to catch the elevator before the doors slid closed. Just like the rest of the city, it felt as though the entrance to the apartment and the lower levels were part of a ghost town.

Something that had been hollowed out by darkness and strife, and then left behind.

My heart felt heavier than it had all day. Even stopping by that empty thrift shop hadn’t cut me quite so deep as this; knowing that people who I had quietly lived beside for years and years had simply up and left.

What part hurt worse? The fact that they didn’t say a word before they went, or the fact that it took me so long to realize they were gone?

Maybe that was why I was so instantly close with the girls. All the time I had lived here, and no one in this building had ever made me feel this way. No one had ever made me feel as though I had a chance at amounting to something with them. But the girls, they were divine. They had looked at me and finally saw me for the person beneath the oil and the garage day job. And I had looked at them and seen the same.

That was the thought that haunted me, even as I stepped into the apartment itself. There was no one around. Still, I called out, “Maybe?”

I had given her a key so she could come and go whenever she liked. There was no answer tonight though. Maybe that was for the best. I had found that I was in a very strange mood. Too introspective, perhaps. Too much like I was stuck in my own head. Everywhere I looked, there was something else to think about, something else that brought Song Bird’s almost unsettling apology to mind.

God, I just wanted to get a shower and maybe take a nap.

And since my girlfriend wasn’t around and, for tonight at least, I wasn’t needed to go out and save the city somewhere, I figured that it was fine to just take a deep breath, crack open a beer, and do exactly that. Tomorrow. Tomorrow, I would get a hold of Maybe, and we would do… something.

But for now, I was more than content to drop myself down face first onto the bed with a groan and just stay that way. I must have been just as exhausted as I thought, because the moment that I laid down, I was out like a light.
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In my dream, I was standing in the middle of the night sky. There was a vast array of stars spread out around me, glittering silver and white and very light hints of baby blue that darted through the world. I was alone. The emptiness of space engulfed me for a moment. I probably should have been scared, but I wasn’t. More than anything, I was just curious to see what I was going to be shown this time.

My dreams of space started shortly after getting my first batch of powers. They always came with a strange sensation in the hours afterwards, like a piece of me was still left up here in the world. I figured that maybe something similar really was happening.

See, this wasn’t actually space.

It was like an illusion of space. A part of the world that existed between different planes of living. It had been a lot to try and wrap my own mind around, but it just seemed to be getting easier to understand the more times I ended up here.

It wasn’t cold. Like, you would imagine space was going to be cold, right? But it wasn’t. It was like stepping into a pool that’d sat out in the sun all day. The warmth was the sort that sunk into your skin, mellow but invasive, like a hug, like arms wrapping around you. I took a breath, and then decided that there was no point just standing around. It wasn’t like anything was happening, right?

And though I called out to try and get the attention of someone – or even of something – there was no response. Deciding that the best thing to do was walk around until something happened, I turned and began to move in the other direction. It was strange, walking on nothing. I wasn’t even stepping on the stars.

They were actually spread really far apart. Maybe I should have expected that, considering I’d been to school, I’d read the books. When you looked up at the sky, it seemed as though all of the stars were about to touch each other, right? So in your head, you’d adopt this view of how close together they were. How easy it should be to jump from one star to the next. Instead, you could fit half the city between some stars and three full cities between others.

The void just formed into something solid beneath each of my steps. I looked around, my head on a swivel. In the distance, I caught sight of something moving and the glimpse of a faint shimmer. I headed towards it, picking up the pace and starting to jog, then breaking into a sprint. I wasn’t sure if it was because I was in space or if it was because I was in a dream, but my heart didn’t pound and I had no problem keeping the breath in my lungs.

I was able to catch up with the shape. It was a cloud of moths of sorts. They were the same shimmering death’s-head moths that were always lingering just out of reach for me. I had seen them outside of the garage not too long ago, and they were always lurking in my dreams these days. I thought that it must have been because the Weaver was the one bringing me into my dreams, and she had those lunar moth wings herself.

Or maybe they were a warning. Wasn’t that a thing? That death’s-head moths brought about a warning someone was going to die soon? If that was the case, I sure hoped that it meant Zion was going to die soon, and not me or my girls.

I stopped just beneath the cloud of the moths. There were about fifteen or sixteen of them. They all bore human faces, just off enough that it felt like the faces were familiar, but different enough that I couldn’t figure out where I recognized them from. Sometimes, I thought they were the faces of Maybe, Song Bird, and Kitten. Sometimes, I thought that it was Weaver’s face imposed on their small forms.

Today, I thought that it might have been my own face twisted and looking back at me.

Reaching up with one hand, I extended a finger towards the cloud of moths. One of them drifted down, but the moment that it landed on my flicked out finger, the whole moth dissolved into dust.

With a shout, I jerked backwards.

The rest of the moth cloud burst into dust above me.

It sprinkled down on me. “God, gross!”

I waved my arms through the air, swiping it above me. My fingers were coated in the stuff. It floated down, vanishing into the darkness beneath me. Unlike my own weight, the void seemed to have no interest in forming a ground beneath the cloud of dead moths.

I hadn’t meant to kill them. I had been hoping that they might have some sort of warning for me or some kind of advice. But they didn’t. I was still just as lost to what I was doing here this time around. And more than that, I was unsettled now too. I wanted to just – wake up and get out of here. I wanted to get as far away from the dead moths as I could.

There was too much death going on. It was starting to get under my skin.

“How do I get out of this place?” I asked, but there was still no answer. That was actually not just unsettling but frustrating. What was the deal with me being pulled out here, in the middle of this other world, and not even having – I don’t know, someone waiting to tell me what was going on?

It didn’t matter.

I decided that I just needed to try and find a way to wake myself up. I gave my arm a pinch, pain shooting through the place where I tugged at the skin of my forearm. It didn’t wake me up.

Frustrated, I spun around. But I couldn’t go anywhere. There was a woman in front of me. She had skin made from the moonlight and hair made of the sun. A third eye sat in the middle of her forehead, pure white but not blind. Dark black lines curled artfully over her otherwise pure white skin. She was completely nude, and from her back burst large lunar moth wings, green and soft in colour. And I knew her.

It was the Weaver.

A being meant to keep the threads of time and space connected together, of whom I had only met once before but who had guided me through the darkest moment of my life all the same.

“You look as though you’re scared,” said the Weaver. “I’m sorry. The void can be hard to navigate through sometimes. I simply lost track of you once you arrived.”

Scared?

Well, nervous, more like.

I knew that she was probably here somewhere, but after dealing with the moths, I had been starting to think that I wouldn’t be able to find her. I certainly wasn’t expecting to just turn around and have her be there. I was expecting… something else.

A big grand show like the first time that we met, maybe.

But that wasn’t something that I wanted to say to her, so I made sure to come up with a different answer. Something that might not have made me look as stupid or as inexperienced as I really was. I told her, “I didn’t think that I would see you again.”

We were standing in the middle of space, nothing around us but the star-studded void for miles and miles. Weaver said, “I did not plan on seeing you again. But you did not die.”

“You expected me too,” I said, remembering the last time that we met. “You thought that I would have lost that fight in… a different way.”

The smile that the Weaver gave me was sad and soft. She reached out, pressing one hand against my cheek. Her skin was cold in the way that space should have been. It felt as though the touch rippled through my being, like someone that had pressed their fingertips into otherwise still water.

“I did,” said Weaver.

I admitted, “I did too. And now I’m here again. You wanted to give me something else?”

My voice tilted upwards with hope. I figured, hey, someone like Zion probably had a lot of hidden magic tricks, right? There was probably something that she could do to help make me stronger. And sure, I was already the host to two sets of pretty powerful magic – but I didn’t know what I was supposed to do with it. I didn’t know how to use it. How to summon it. How to use it in a battle.

I already lost against Zion once, you know? I didn’t want to do it a second time. We couldn’t afford to do it a second time, not after what Song Bird had shared with me about the coast.

“I have a warning, and it must be shared. A realization. An understanding.” Weaver tilted her head to the side, a strange look crossing her face. She reached out, putting her other hand on my opposite cheek. Her thumbs swiped beneath my eyes, over the tender skin there. I couldn’t help but close them.

“A warning?”

“A warning.”

“Is it about the coast?” I asked. “We already know that they’re about to be lost. But you promised that you would give me a chance to defeat Zion. If I can –”

“If you can defeat him, then I will not have to destroy the world,” said Weaver. “I know what I said, and I meant each word of it.”

“I can’t do this,” I told her. “I need you to understand that there’s something – damn, there’s something wrong here, okay?” I threw my arms out to the sides, backing up and moving away from her. “I can’t do this with all these vague riddles and pieces of advice.”

Weaver gave me a sad smile. “I can only tell you so much.”

She reached for me again, but I was beyond the stretch of her fingers. I didn’t want her to touch me, not when there was still so much that wasn’t clear.

Weaver dropped her hand back down to her side. She looked upset that I had rejected her attempts at touching me, but not particularly surprised. “I did tell you that you would have another chance at defeating him. But Zion grows stronger with each wasted day and you… you must seek out something new. I have seen it, in a broken way.”

“A broken way?” I couldn’t keep the note of frustration from creeping into the words. I didn’t know what that was supposed to mean. I was trying not to be angry that they were expecting me to save the world and only throwing out these half-baked guides for me to do it with. And there was always this threat hanging over us that it wouldn’t be enough.

There was the problem, right?

The last time that I had spoken to Weaver, she explained that there was only so much time she could give me. My first fight with Zion, it had just been a distraction. That’s what Weaver claimed, at least. Something that I wasn’t meant to win, but rather, a way for me to gain more powers and to cause him a more abrupt, more sudden exit.

But this next fight.

I had been instructed that if I didn’t win this coming battle, it would result in the destruction of the world…

“If it looks as though he is going to make it off of your planet, then it is my duty, as the guardian of this temple, to destroy the Earth and make sure that he cannot leave it. These strings are just a few of what I guard. The temple goes on, and it connects to more realms than simply the human’s Earth,” said Weaver. “I cannot allow him access to them. I do not want to destroy your planet, Toby. I need you to defeat Zion. Whatever it takes.”

That’s what she had said to me during our very first meeting. And those words had haunted me since then, hanging over me.

“I knew that you could do it. I don’t see the future. Not anymore. But I knew that you were the right choice. I could feel it. Celestial could no longer hold herself in line. Her brother held too much sway over her. She could never take it from him. And we had to have these things match; we had to have both of them put together, in this one moment, in this one instance. It had to be one person to carry both powers.”

She was determined that I was the only one who could do anything to help save the world. She said that, but it just… didn’t seem to matter. Everywhere I turned, there was more that people needed from me, and no one was actually telling me how I was supposed to be getting it done.

“My visions are damaged. They are unpredictable. Too much is being lost and changed by Zion’s actions,” Weaver explained. She shook her head. “You were… I didn’t…”

“You thought that I would die, and then you would need to destroy the world. I get it. I was the distraction, I get that too,” I told her, struggling to keep my temper under control. “What I don’t get is why you can’t just tell me what I’m supposed to do next!”

Weaver looked at me. There was sorrow in her expression for a moment, and then she reached up, pressing her fingers to the blind eye in her forehead. “Look at me. I am trying. We are all trying. My visions, they are not complete. The world has been damaged too much. I have been damaged.”

My stomach dropped. It had never crossed my mind that the blind eye might have been a recent injury. It didn’t cross my mind that she might have gotten it as a result of Zion’s actions.

Weaver reached out again, and this time I held still so that her hand could rest on my shoulder. The touch was light and fleeting, like the brief perch of a moth. Then she pulled her hand away, and she told me, “I try. You, you have been chosen by the fates, and by the world, not by me. But I will stand beside you. I will do what I can to help you. I cannot see the future. I can see only broken things. And the broken thing I am picturing, it is one that you need.”

Alright.

I could tell that no amount of fussing or twisting things around was going to get me any further with her. I supposed that she really couldn’t help me more than she already had. I was just going to have to resign myself and try to handle it on my own.

Whatever scraps were thrown my way, right? I was resourceful. I could make it work. And if I really couldn’t figure it out, well, that’s what the girls were for.

I nodded. “What am I looking for?”

“It is a darkness, but it is also a light. You are going to need to find it. If you cannot, then you cannot continue onward,” said the Weaver. “I have changed it, woven, moved things. I have made it so that you can find the item with a greater ease. It had been gone, but now it can be found.”

“I don’t understand what any of that means,” I told her honestly. I raked a hand through my hair, pushing it out of my face. Behind her, a bright streak of silver light cut through the air. I could see more clouds of death’s-head moths floating in the corner of my vision to the left.

We were not the only things that existed and moved in this between place. I couldn’t decide if that was a comfort, or if it was just going to make things that much worse. I thought that it was going to be a comfort, knowing that I wasn’t the only one here, but… I was wrong.

I turned to look at the moths. When I turned back, I realized that Weaver hadn’t answered me.

“Well?” I questioned. “What is that supposed to mean?”

Weaver shook her head, her large green wings waving slowly behind her. A strange look crossed her face. She said, “I cannot tell you that. I have interfered too much as it is. I have told you too much. But you cannot leave without it, or there will be no hope. Not for you. Not for anyone.”

Great.

So it was another mystery task that I needed to try and solve. Like figuring out where Maybe was, like trying to come to terms with the fact that Celestial had been lost and would never be found; not even a grave given to the hero that had been willing to die for the people of her city.

My first instinct was to be really irritated. But then I looked at her eye again, and I reminded myself that, really, I had no idea what was going on. It was just like the fact that I had no idea what was happening with the heroes of the world. I was an outlier, someone that had shown up late. I was gathering up clues and trying to learn as I went – and this was no exception.

I didn’t know anything about how this part of the non-world worked. I didn’t know anything about how Weaver’s job functioned, or the fate threads that she was weaving, or the temples. So, maybe she really was going above and beyond to help me. Maybe she was trying to help me in ways that I didn’t quite understand.

So I bit back on that original urge to be irritated, and I took a moment to focus on the bright stars around me instead. They were sharp and silver, and I realized that they were not blue anymore. When I first showed up here, there had been a few blue ones mixed in with the rest of them.

Now, though, the stars seemed cold. Were they more distant? The more I looked up at them, the more it seemed to be that they had gone further away. The moths were gone now too, and where there had been moving things before, there were no moving things now. The world had grown still.

Weaver said, “I am sorry. I would offer you more if it was possible.”

“I know,” I told her, trying to come to terms with the fact that I had been given all of the help I would possibly be getting. “I know.”

Weaver told me, “I have faith. The broken thing. It exists. It is close. I will try to help more. I will try to come up with something else to give you.”

There was a note of distress in her words then, and I found myself feeling terribly guilty for putting it there. After all, I wasn’t the only one struggling and losing in this fight. The three girls, they had lost so much already – they had lost their friends and their family, and they had been given the same sort of task. And Weaver…

A part of me knew that I was never going to know what had already happened to her. I would need to know what she had been through, or what she was still going through. But this thought also left me sitting more open, more aware of the fact that I could help her, and that she could help me.

And that I had to take whatever information she could give me and just figure out how to make it work.

No matter what happened – no matter how frustrating it was – I just had to be able to make it work. The whole world was relying on me, after all.

“I’ll find it,” I said, though it would be a lot easier to do that if I had any idea what it was that I would be looking for.

I could tell that no amount of asking would give me any more information, though. Weaver smiled at me, and then she closed her eyes, and she was simply gone. A shooting star crashed past me in the distance.

I turned towards it.

And then –

I was gone too.


3


TRAINING DOESN’T END AT DUSK


I couldn’t stop thinking about the dream that I had.

In the morning, I found myself standing in front of the mirror, one hand pressed to my forehead. Fingers groped at the place where Weaver’s blind eye rested, as though expecting to find some sort of a bump there on my own body. There wasn’t.

Of course there wasn’t.

But I couldn’t stop thinking about it anyway. I wondered, what if the reason she couldn’t use the future before was because she had decided to intervene? She kept saying that there were rules she needed to follow, that there were parts of her world she couldn’t share with other people. But Weaver had also claimed that she had looked into the future once, that she had changed the threads that made up the world to ensure I would have the powers I had now been given.

I wondered if losing her sight was a punishment for that. If she had given up her third eye simply to try and give me an advantage. Or more specifically, to give the entire world an advantage. A chance. A long shot at fighting Zion off and stopping us from being pulled apart at the seams.

The thought sickened me.

I turned away from the mirror, reaching up to run my hands through my hair. I needed to get out of the house. There weren’t too many places that I could go to. But the bars were still open, and pretty much everyone that had stayed in the city after the attack had opted to spend their days at the bar, drinking while they waited for the next big bomb drop of bad news. And the last thing that I wanted to deal with right then was a crowd!

I decided that I needed to try and find somewhere else to spend my time. I pulled on a bright neon-yellow hoodie with a red cloud logo plastered on the front of it. My shoes were pulled on but I tied them as I went, hopping first on one foot and then the other before heading for the stairs. By the time I was down on the front steps of the apartment building, it hit me that I had slept way later than I thought.

My dream had kept me under until almost four in the afternoon. There were dark clouds billowing above me, these swirls of darkness with heavy clouds that made me think it might storm later. The air had this heavy feeling to it, a wetness that made me regret pulling on the jacket.

I flipped the hood up anyway, somehow feeling like I was trying to hide in an empty city. No one knew what I looked like under my mask, but a part of me knew that my life was not the same anymore. I walked through the streets and found myself just as unsettled as the day before. This war with Zion had broken the city. It might not have been declared an official disaster zone, but it felt like one anyway.

I was haunted.

By the dream. By Zion. By the empty streets.

It haunted me to the point where I couldn’t help but find myself down in the subway again. The subway, with its old bathroom and the broken down wall that really led down, down, down into what could have been mistaken as another world entirely.

The first time that I had come out here, I was surprised by how large it was and realized that it must have been built beneath the entire subway system. Song Bird’s old team had been here, using it as their base. It had allowed them access to pretty much anywhere in the city, no matter how far they had to go. And I figured that one day I might be able to do the same thing.

Right now, though, I only knew a few of the tunnel systems, and I hadn’t come down here alone since we first made our way to the warehouses. That very first trip, I hadn’t expected anything like this might happen. I had been thinking that Song Bird had sent me on a wild goose chase, or that I would show up and find that there were other heroes down here to convene with.

But there wasn’t.

There had just been Song Bird and me. And then later on, there was Kitten and Maybe; just the four of us, up against the whole world.

And Zion’s armies, they were endless. He could pull anyone under his spell. That was the most terrifying part of it all. The people that we were going up against had been brainwashed, pulled under Zion’s powers, and forced to fight at his command. And each one of them was an untrained civilian or a hero that had pledged they would give their lives to protect the city and uphold the lie.

Good people who didn’t want anything to do with Zion’s work but who weren’t able to do anything to stop their own actions. The thought was pretty sickening. That you could have your own worth stripped away, just like that. Everyone that made you into your own person, gone, just like that.

It was as though they were turned into ghosts.

Memories.

Dead stars.

These empty husks of their former selves; scarecrows granted lives, mannequins with all of their individuality stripped out of them. Until there was nothing remaining but the Obits that I had to fight. And there was fear too, because what was going to happen if I messed up? What would happen if someone like Maybe got pulled under Zion’s spell?

At some point, that might be an actual, real danger. It might already be one.

The fact that the subway tunnels were so dark and cold wasn’t helping my mood any. The shadows seemed to stretch out away from the cement and twist into figments of that fight with Zion. I could practically see the guy right there, in the middle of the subway tracks. It was like the sight of him was seared against the inside of my eyelids.

It was only a week ago, but it felt like an entire lifetime ago now. It felt like there was something happening here, something that went beyond what was visible and what was invisible. Like the shadows that twisted on the tracks, like the people who had been turned into shells of their former selves, and like the dreams that I was having –

And the world that I kept waking up in.

The between. That was important. And so was finding this mysterious object that Weaver had told me about. Could it be here, hidden in the tunnels? I knew that was an irrational thought, but I decided that it was worth trying for. Maybe I would get lucky and find the special item here, tucked in between the tracks or in one of the broken stones that lined the walls.

I didn’t get lucky.

But I made my way through the first tunnel all the same and then continued on through an off-branching tunnel and stopped at a room with a heavy metal door on it. The door had to be opened with a fingerprint scanner, much like the main entrance. My print had been added into the system, which meant that I could come and go whenever I wanted to. The lights flicked on, and the machine whirred as it registered my print and ran it through the database.

It slid open to reveal a room with black floors. The walls were lined with strange glass cubes. It was a container room of some sort. Each glass cube held an object in it. Now that I had been studying the heroes and villains of the world, some of them were more recognizable.

There was the Belt of Midon, made from indestructible gold links and said to be capable of forming the most amazing shield that the world had ever seen, something that was linked to Midon himself with something in his blood – and that meant that only Midon could use it, that no one else could wear it without dying.

In another one of the container cubes was the Serpent’s Blade, a cursed dagger that had belonged to a villain named Medusa, who had managed to use her weapon to re-enact the myth of Greek origins in a modern time. Anyone cut by the blade would turn to stone, but there was a drawback. For each person that the blade cut, another year of life was stripped from Medusa. She had thought it worth the risk, considering that she was already terminal with cancer, and she had decided to take vengeance on as many people as possible with the few years that she still had outside of the hospital.

War Horse’s mask was in another cube, and that one, he had been a villain that turned into a hero. He had been raised by a supervillain named Calcifur and had no choice as a child. But at some point, he managed to make enough connections with the Big Leaguers that they gave him an out, a way to escape the life of the villains and move on to the life of a hero. The mask in the cube had belonged to his villain persona. After he changed sides, he took on the name War Breaker, and he made it a point to bring his father in before anyone else could.

Memorabilia of that sort lined all of the walls. The front entrance of the room was a strange one and just made me think even more about the ghosts that seemed to have taken over the city. It was a reminder that the ghosts had always been here, but most civilians didn’t know about them.

We were always on the surface, and the heroes were always behind this veil of secrecy. And while everyone knew that they were out there, fighting to keep us safe – well, most people didn’t think past that.

How much blood had been spilled on these city streets, even before Zion showed up? I had not thought about it before, back when I was just some guy working at a garage. But now, the thought seemed to have cut a hole inside of my brain. I lingered for a moment, looking over the different artifacts.

One day, my meteor hammer would end up back in one of those cubes. And whatever item that I was looking for? It would too.

And so would Song Bird’s masks and Kitten’s weapons.

The thought was morose. I turned away from the wall of items and continued through the lair, eventually coming to what I privately dubbed the tech room.

The tech room was filled up with computers on every wall. Some of them were old, bulky looking systems, but most of them were made with state-of-the-art technology. A few of them even had alien technology woven into their mainframes to make it easier to contact heroes from other branches that were outside of a normal connectivity zone.

Several chairs were set up around the room. It was normally maintained by one super and several sidekick-style techs that were brought in to help keep things running. But there was only one chair with anyone in it now.

Thankfully, Song Bird didn’t look any different than when I had seen her the day before. She wasn’t nursing any obvious injuries, her costume wasn’t ripped, and while she was frustrated, clearly, she didn’t look to be on the verge of collapse either.

Song Bird looked up from where she was perched at a nearby computer. She seemed surprised at my arrival. “What are you doing here?”

For a moment, I debated on telling her the truth. That I had been desperate for companionship, that I needed to be around someone that knew both sides of me and didn’t feel like a ghost. I wanted to share with her that the entire city felt like some kind of awful graveyard, and there didn’t appear to be any way to replace what Zion had destroyed: a quiet life, not just my own, but the life of everyone that was in the city.

But then I realized how stupid that made me sound. And even worse, it made it sound like I was floundering. That wasn’t what Song Bird needed. She needed someone around that she could lean on and that could help keep her head above the water.

Zion had taken her whole team from her. Best as I could tell, Song Bird didn’t have a life outside of being a hero. And that meant Zion had taken her whole world. Everything gone, just like that.

She didn’t need to have someone else hanging around that she had to try and babysit or coddle.

“I had another dream last night,” I told her. At least that made sense.

“Another dream?” Song Bird paused whatever program she was running on the computer and turned to face me fully. One hand stayed braced on the edge of the console, like she was getting ready for something to happen; a message to come through that would need a fast response, maybe. It must have been a habit from her time before Zion came around.

I could only assume that she had been part of this place when it was running, one of the people that helped handle the technology and the incoming calls. Kitten had proved to be very proficient in it as well, but Song Bird really seemed to thrive in this room.

Then again, maybe she only spent so much time in this room because it reminded her of when she worked here with her team; one of the last remnants of a better time.

“Yeah. The one with the moths and with Weaver.” I sat down in one of the other stools, picking an option that let me be closer to her. I kicked one leg out so that it knocked against her ankle.

She tilted her head down to look at the connection point. Not for the first time, and not for the last time, I found myself wishing that I could make out her face. I knew she was beautiful, it was just… more difficult to figure out what she was thinking when I couldn’t see the curve of her mouth or the pinch of her brow.

Song Bird asked, “What do you think about these dreams?”

“I think they’re weird as hell. But I also think that suddenly gaining powers is weird as hell too, so there’s that,” I told her, bouncing my shoulders in a shrug. “I don’t know, Song Bird. Weaver hasn’t steered us wrong yet. I think that we can trust her.”

“Why is she only visiting you?”

“Asking a question that I don’t have any answers for.”

Song Bird made a frustrated sound. “That seems to be the only thing that we have these days. Questions without any answers. I just… Sorry, this isn’t your fault.”

“No,” I told her. “But I want to hear it anyway. What are you thinking about?”

Song Bird told me, “It feels like we’ve got no direction. I know we need to get to the coast, but which part of it? What are we walking into? Is Maybe going to be ready? Are you?”

I thought on it for a moment, and then finally I said, “That’s not what has you worried.”

Song Bird was silent.

“Come on.” I leaned forward, putting one hand on the jut of her knee and giving it an encouraging squeeze. “You can tell me.”

She looked away. Then, after a moment, she pulled away entirely. “I’m not sure that I’m going to be able to make the right calls. That’s all.”

“What kind of right calls?” I asked. “You’ve got to give me a few context clues, Song Bird. I’m still new to all of this stuff.”

Song Bird was still hesitant, but after a moment she explained, “I keep thinking about what we spoke about, before, at your house. I was honest. I know that you’re not ready for this. We’re asking you to lead us into the impossible.”

I was quiet, just letting her talk. It took her a while to pick her next words, which made me antsy, but hey, I was a grown-ass man. I figured that I could wait and let Song Bird pick this out on her own time. She deserved to have that much from me, right?

Right.

And she did start back up again, eventually. Her voice was softer than I had ever heard it before, nearly a whisper as she said to me, “I think that if it comes down to it, I might not be able to make the call that results in your death. Even if it would mean that we won.”

“Oh.” The word was punched out of me. Song Bird was a pragmatic kind of person. I would never have expected to hear that from her.

She nodded. Then she told me, “I’m worried that if we leave now, I won’t be able to make the right calls. But I’ll figure it out.” And then, “Tell me about your dream.”

“Hey,” I leaned forward again, nearly going off the edge of the stool so that I could put a hand on her shoulder, “come on, don’t be like that. I know that it’s hard, but we can work something out together.”

“No,” said Song Bird. “We all have our roles. This one is mine. Just tell me about the dream.”

I didn’t want to now. I wanted to focus on Song Bird and try to make her feel better. It hurt my heart that she was so upset and that it seemed like I couldn’t fix it. But I also knew that she was right. We all had a role to fill, and right now, mine was going to come about in the very near future.

“Gravity,” she insisted.

I told her, “I’m not wearing my mask.”

“You’re here,” said Song Bird, gesturing at the hidden lair. “You should be.”

“There are too many rules for this hero business,” I said, shaking my head. “I think that I might have to go looking for a new job.”

The joke fell flat. I knew that it probably would, but I had to give it a fair shot anyway, just in case.

Quickly, I gave her the rundown about what Weaver had told me. I had yet to tell any of them that Weaver claimed she would destroy the entire world if we couldn’t beat Zion. That seemed like the kind of thing that would only add undue pressure to the situation. And we had enough pressure surrounding us, threatening to cave in all around us.

Frankly, it was something that I wished no one had told ME. It made me feel as though there was just this great big wall at the end of a long tunnel, and I was running towards it full force. There was no way to stop in time, and if I didn’t somehow figure out how to break the wall down – okay, so maybe that wasn’t the best metaphor, but coming up with a comparison to knowing that the world was going to end if you didn’t manage to be a good enough hero wasn’t easy.

The point was, that wasn’t the kind of added pressure that any of my girls needed. Clearly, despite how she liked to project herself, Song Bird was already dealing with a lot of pressure. Adding something else onto the load that she was bearing seemed pretty uncool.

So, that part stayed with me. I also didn’t mention how drop-dead gorgeous Weaver was, but only because it didn’t seem to be relevant to the conversation at hand.

After I was done telling her about my dream, Song Bird turned back to the computer. “An item, huh? Alright, let’s see if we can’t figure out what that item is.”

“You think it’s going to be that easy?” I moved to stand behind her instead of sitting next to her.

Song Bird said, “Nothing is ever easy, Gravity. But I think that I might have an idea of where we should start looking. That’s at least a bonus.”

Her fingers flew across the keys, tick tacking and click clacking, until they had brought up what appeared to be a log of countless items that were hidden within the storage system of this strange, vast base.
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NAME – Blade Of Vorhez
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OWNER – Vorhez
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DESCRIPTION – Long blade of copper with metal twill handle. Three holes in blade allow access to wind power channelling.
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TYPE – Sword
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“There’s no way that’s it,” said Song Bird.

“Whoa,” I told her, my mouth dropping open. “How do you have access to this sort of thing?”
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NAME – Eye Of T’at
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OWNER – Queen Chrysalis
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DESCRIPTION – Eye-shaped pendant made from black material, hangs upon a black rope necklace. Thin shatterproof glass over top of the eye.
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TYPE – Jewellery
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“We have to be able to keep track of what’s in the building,” said Song Bird. “There’s a log in the computer of every item that has ever been entered into the security vaults.”

I thought back to the many, many cubes. “That has to be a lot. How does your team have all this, by the way? No offence, but you guys weren’t the biggest group out there.”
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NAME – Fire Hammer
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OWNER – Living Volcano
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DESCRIPTION – One-ton hammer forged in an underground lab. Can conduct fire and heat.
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TYPE – Hammer
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“She explained, “We tried our best to keep a database of every item that ended up within our walls here. Some of them have more information attached than others, depending on how they were acquired. Heroes dying or retiring, items procured from ruins of old battlefields or crashed alien ships, villains that had their wares confiscated at various points in time.”

“Right, but that’s not what I asked you. I asked you how you all managed to get so many of them,” I told her.
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NAME – Goblet Of Truth
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OWNER – Justice Of War
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DESCRIPTION – Golden wine goblet enshrined with a coiled snake.
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TYPE – Goblet
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Song Bird made another frustrated sound. Her fingers were flying near endlessly over the keys. “Because we were a secure centre.”
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NAME – Blade Of The Damned
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OWNER – Carrion
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DESCRIPTION – Red blade with white handle. Three leather strands braided at the end of the handle. Smells distinctly of death.
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TYPE – Sword
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I asked, “What does that mean?”

She paused for a moment, tilting her head up as though she were asking for patience. At least she didn’t look like she was sad anymore. I think that being frustrated was definitely a step in the right direction there.

“It means that we were one of seven bases across the country that had been designated as a secure location to store retrieved items,” said Song Bird. “So even if these items were claimed by other heroes elsewhere in the world, they would come here for safekeeping.”

I nodded to show that I was listening. “That seems like a big responsibility.”

Song Bird’s tone was grave. “It was.”
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NAME – Moon Lover’s Arrows

[image: ]


OWNER – Artemis
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DESCRIPTION – Arrows with abalone tips made from dark mahogany wood. White feathers at the guide. A bow made from dark mahogany wood with abalone-lined etching at the top and the bottom of the bow. Quiver of white fabric with silver stitching.
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TYPE – Bow And Arrow
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“Hey, wait.” I leaned forward, tapping the screen. “That one wasn’t a villain. I know that she was a hero. I read about her yesterday.”

“Artemis,” said Song Bird slowly, as though she was testing the word. “She wasn’t a villain, you’re right. But when she was killed three years ago, it was decided that no one would be able to handle her bow and arrow in a manner that would meet the standards she had set. The item was officially retired. So it came here. We don’t just store the items of villains.”

“I get it,” I told her. “And I see what you were thinking. But what Weaver wants me to find, it won’t be in there. She said that she had to change things. That she had to change the way the world was set or else I wouldn’t be able to find it.”

Song Bird nodded. “But we don’t know how thoroughly those things are being changed either. She might have had to alter things so severely, we now have some sort of information on the item in question.”

“God, do you really think it’s going to be that simple?”

“I told you, nothing is simple,” said Song Bird. “This isn’t going to be simple. But it’s better than running around blind.”

“I guess so,” I told her, unable to keep the misery out of my voice.
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NAME – Whip Of Tragedy
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OWNER – Cutter
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DESCRIPTION – Light brown cat-o'-nine-tails. Each individual whip strand is topped with a heavy metal rolling star.
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TYPE – Whip
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I wasn’t sure how many more of these I could stand here and look through.
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NAME – Endless Offerings
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OWNER – Magician’s Assistant
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DESCRIPTION – A purple cloth sack that changes colours as it moves. Disorienting to look at. The inside of the sack is lined in a pitch black fabric. The drawstrings are made from black corded fabric.
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TYPE – Bag
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Yeah, I just couldn’t do it. Watching them scroll past, it was just too much. What had Song Bird said a few moments ago? It was just a sea of endless questions. I found that looking at the items and the information made me feel worse. Like a nest of bees had taken up inside of my head. It was like watching them all bleed together and turn into a big mess.

A paper with water spilled on it, so the ink all ran together.

But the worst thing was… I couldn’t tell her that it was a bad idea. I couldn’t tell her that we needed to start somewhere else. It was a good starting point, but something told me that it just wasn’t going to be that easy. I stood there for a while longer all the same and watched as Song Bird slid through the files, looking for anything that might have been fitting of the description.
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NAME – Lion Of Babel

[image: ]



OWNER – Brave Heart
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DESCRIPTION – Shield of black wood cut into the shape of an elongated diamond. A lion’s head is attached to the front, formed from solid gold. The lion’s eyes are rubies.
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TYPE – Shield
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Song Bird didn’t seem bothered by the way that everything bled together. Maybe because she was used to it. Maybe because she didn’t know that the world was soon doomed to end. My fingers tightened against the back of the chair.
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NAME – Devil’s Due
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OWNER – Diablo
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DESCRIPTION – A half face mask for covering the eyes of the wearer. It is inspired by Japanese Oni and is monstrous in appearance.
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TYPE – Mask
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Then, when the buzzing finally became too much, I turned, muttering an excuse, and vanished into the rows of tubes myself. I knew that Song Bird was just trying to help – and that she probably was being helpful, really! I just also knew that if I stood there for even a minute longer, I was going to start ripping out my own hair or biting through my own tongue. Those weren’t the kind of things that a hero should be doing, so going elsewhere was the next best thing.

Massive tubes filled with a glowing blue jelly were scattered about the halls of the room, casting it in a strange glow. Like the cubes in the entrance, these were also storage containers. My own meteor hammer had been contained in one of these tubes.

It was a massive ball covered in sharp spikes that looked seriously dangerous. The spiky ball had a massive chain attached to the bottom, and a big, red star hooked to the base of the chain. It had been taken from Galactic months ago and had been formed from Osmandium, the strongest metal in the whole world. Osmium was the heaviest metal in the world. This would make Galactic’s Meteor Hammer immensely heavy, but since I could control its mass, I could easily wield it with speed. I shifted off my power when it was thrown so the mass would increase and cause insane damage.

Granted, I wasn’t the one that had found it scattered about in here. That had been Song Bird, who was more than happy to give it to me in exchange for my help. Also, it had been easy to figure out. Galactic was dead and I had absorbed Galactic’s powers. So it was pretty obvious that I should be given one of his weapons to wield.

But this was going to be way more complicated. There was something about it all that just… didn’t feel quite right.

Like, there were no hints! Weaver hadn’t been able to tell me anything about the item itself! I had no idea what I was looking for. I was just hoping that Song Bird was right; that when I found it, I’d see it and know it for what it was meant to be.

Something that could help me beat the unbeatable; something that could help me stand at least half a chance against Zion.

There were smaller rooms that branched off from the main hallways, and I found myself drifting down one. It wasn’t as though I was being guided by anything, it was more that I just… felt which hall was the right one to move down.

The tubes contained a power sealing gel. It not only ensured that any latent powers these artefacts held activated on their own, but that their original owners couldn’t track them down. That wasn’t much of an issue right now since most of their original owners were either dead or under Zion’s complete control, but it had been in the past.

Now they just served as a strange sort of roadmap. I would hit the end of one turn and then have to double back until I could find another way through the tubes, some of them leading me into smaller rooms and others taking me into open spaces that had been designated for team training at some point. I didn’t linger long in any of those rooms. There was something about being there that made the haunted feeling spring back up.

I had come down here looking to escape from the ghosts, not find more of them!

And besides, it was pretty obvious that whatever I was trying to find, it wasn’t going to be located somewhere like the training room, or the gymnasium, or what looked suspiciously like a group lounge section. It was going to be elsewhere, back in the tunnels, and I’d once more be looking for my new item.

And eventually, I couldn’t hear Song Bird or see her, and it was just me in the room, all on my own. And it was just me, standing in front of a tube filled up with blue jelly, with a strange little metal square inside of it.

The square was made of a glittering copper element, something that was absolutely stunning to look at and captivating in ways I didn’t think an item so small could ever be. I reached out, pressing the tips of my fingers against the glass tube, and then just stood there for the absolute longest time.

And as I stood there, the metal piece inside of the tube began to glow, something that I knew shouldn’t have been possible, as the blue gel was meant to completely nullify absolutely any and all power that an item might have had.

And yet this one… this one was glowing.

The light was fascinating. It pulsed in time with my own heartbeat – or maybe it was twisting my heart’s rhythm so that it pulsed in time with it. I thought that there might have been someone else in the room with me, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the cube long enough to check. All those ghosts were rising up behind me. Phantom fingers swept over the back of my neck.

“Song Bird?” I couldn’t keep the thread of nervousness out of my voice. “Song Bird, can you hear me?”

My voice carried. I hoped that she would be able to find me. The light was getting brighter and brighter, swelling up, pulling at the blue gel. A small whirlpool had just started up inside of the gel. It seemed to be trying to convulse and twist around the block.

That phantom hand gripped the back of my neck more firmly, so I was certain I was actually feeling it. Something cold swept through me. A voice spoke in my ear, “Be careful.”

I wanted to say that the voice was familiar, but it was so distorted that I couldn’t be certain about it. There was something dreadfully wrong happening in the tube as well, and it kept my attention from straying too far. All the same, I reached out with one hand and slapped at the person who was gripping my neck.

My hand passed through nothing but air. However, the touch and the pressure on the back of my neck faded away into nothing.

The gel had been pushed into new levels. The light from the cube was so bright that it was nearly blinding. It pushed and pushed, expanding, and soon the glass of the tube was starting to crack. I took a quick step backwards, throwing my arms up to try and protect my face.

Whatever had been behind me vanished, or maybe it just wasn’t there at all because I just staggered away from the cube. And yet – a hand pressed to my shoulder, preventing me from fully hitting the ground. If it really was Weaver, then she was trying to help me. And if it was something else, I could only hope that they weren’t going to try and do me any harm.

I wasn’t sure that I could handle a fight right now.

The voice said, “Be quick,” and just like that – I screamed – and the glass exploded outwards in great big chunks, thick blue gel splattering all over the place. The sound was enough to finish guiding Song Bird towards me.

She rounded into the room. “Christ! What’s going on? What did you do?”

“I didn’t do anything,” I insisted.

The room seemed to be filled with the gold and copper colour of the metal shard. It wasn’t like the light was being cast on the objects in the room. It was more like the colour of the cube itself was expanding, dripping out into the existence of this other shape and form. The cube glowed brighter.

“Shit,” said Song Bird.

I demanded to know, “What is that?”

“We don’t have time,” said Song Bird. “Get over here!”

I turned to her and tried to move but found that those ghostly hands were holding me still. They were leaving dusty gold fingerprints on my skin. It wasn’t Weaver, but something that was tied to the golden cube. That sent a new bolt of fear through me.

I reacted on instinct, jerking one arm back and elbowing the invisible spectre. It released me and I stumbled forward, the dusty gold marks vanishing off of my arm.

Song Bird ran to me, grabbing me by the hand and wrenching me away from the tube. It seemed to break the magic of whatever was happening around us. The light vanished, and the metal square sat nearly on the bottom of the tube, a few fat droplets of blue jelly still clinging to it.

“What is that?” I asked. There was no way that whatever happened was normal. The colour that had been staining the room had vanished, but it still felt like something was wrong; like there had been a change in the world. That light, it was dangerous. I could tell.

Song Bird shook her head. “I don’t know. This is supposed to be the Mace of Terror, but…”

“That’s not a mace,” I said, taking a step towards it. The cube, now, seemed to be completely harmless. There were no lights. It was not moving. It just sat there where the gel had been.

Song Bird agreed, “It’s not.”

“Have you ever seen an item burn away the gel?” I questioned, stopping just in front of the cube. There was no sign of the ghastly apparition that might have been guiding me – or threatening me – a moment before. It crossed my mind that if it had really wanted to hurt me, it could have done that before Song Bird showed up.

“I’ve never seen anything do that before. It’s literally supposed to be impossible. Like, there’s nothing that should have made this possible.” Song Bird shook her head. “I don’t understand it. This is… this is surreal.”

“It must be what the Weaver wanted me to find,” I told her. “This has got to be it.”

“You need to be careful,” said Song Bird. “I don’t recognize the look of it. Whatever that item is, it’s not in my system.”

“You don’t know of any heroes that have used it before?” I asked.

She shook her head. “I don’t know. I would need a better look at it. But…”

“Then we’ll take a better look at it,” I told her, trying to sound more confident than I felt. “Just… Look, what did you say before, about all of us having our roles? I think that this is my role. Trying to figure things out and taking the risks that need to be taken.”

Song Bird didn’t seem totally convinced by that, but she didn’t keep arguing with me about it either. She just stood there and watched, motioning me forward as I moved across the room.

I stepped over to the metal square and picked it up. It fit neatly in the centre of my palm, bronze and gold in colour, and as cold as the great vacuum of space. I ran my thumb over the back of it. There were no hinges and no dips.

“I mean, you agree with me, right? On that much? Weaver sent me this,” I told her. “Now we just need to figure out what it is and what we’re supposed to be doing with it.”

Song Bird said, “I think that you’re probably right. Come on, let’s take it up front and we can run it through the system. Maybe we can figure out what it is.”

“Do you hear that?” I asked her, pausing. I tilted my head to the side, my eyes closing. Both hands were curled around the cube.

“Hear what?” Song Bird asked me, sounding doubtful.

Silence lapsed between us. She was clearly listening, and I wanted to give her a chance to hear it. “That sound.”

Song Bird shook her head. “Is it the same one as before, when you were looking for Celestial?”

“It’s like that, but it’s different,” I explained. I had almost forgotten about the sound that I heard while I was looking for Celestial. It had been this lilting sort of music. “This is more of a… a quiet warble.”

“A quiet warble,” repeated Song Bird. She made a frustrated sound. “I don’t hear anything.”

“It’s there.” I held the cube up to my ears, but the sound wasn’t coming from the block itself. I could hear it, the notes wrapping through the atmosphere around me.

Song Bird was silent for a moment. Then she told me, “Did you know that the planets make noise?”

“What?”

“It’s true. The planets make sound. They all have their own – song. That’s what the research paper that I read was saying.”

I lowered the cube from my ear and turned to look at her. “Tell me that you don’t just read research papers for the fun of it.”

“It’s research,” protested Song Bird. “It’s literally in the name, right there.”

I stared at her.

She insisted, “Don’t look at me like that! Just think about what I’m saying!”

I told her, “I don’t know what you’re saying.”

“Celestial. Galactic. Gravity powers.” Song Bird gestured at me with one hand. “I don’t know about you, but I think that pretty much reeks of space. So maybe you’re hearing something that literally only you can hear.”

“Oh.” My fingers swept over the sides of the cube. “I hadn’t thought about that before. So… you might never be able to hear it.”

“Probably not,” said Song Bird.

For some reason, that made me terribly sad. I know that the music wasn’t the kind that was meant to be enjoyed with friends, but I thought that there was something about it that was… stark. It was comforting, even though it was mournful. Like the opposite feeling of finding all those closed down stores or knowing that everyone had gathered at the bars because they were trying to drink away the near end of the world.

Song Bird must have sensed my change in mood. She reached forward, putting one hand on my shoulder. It was clearly meant to be a reassuring touch.

Song Bird told me, “Come on. Let’s just try and figure out what’s going on when we get back up there. We can’t figure out anything if we aren’t even able to decide what you’ve just found… and how it was able to break through the tubes.”

I nodded, tucking it against my palm with one thumb and then following her up through the tunnels and back towards the stretch of the underground base with all of the computers and the monitors sitting around. It seemed to take a lot less time now that I wasn’t walking through it on my own.

Or maybe… Maybe it took less time because something had changed. Now that I was looking, the base seemed much smaller.

I thought about asking after the training areas that I had seen, but before I could decide if it was appropriate or not, we were there.

Song Bird sat down at the same computer system as before. She started typing into it, and while she tried to look over the items in the database, I held the square up to the light and turned it this way and that way, trying to figure out what it might have been.

Despite the fact that it could create its own light and was made from a shiny sort of metal, it didn’t actually seem to be capable of reflecting any of the light that was in the room around us. It seemed to just… exist.

“What do you think this is made of?” I asked.

Song Bird said, “I would reckon that it has something to do with Celestial, just because of everything that’s going on. Maybe an old item of hers? Most of what we know about her is… It’s jumbled. We weren’t privy to a lot of the information.”

“Right,” I said. I held my hand out, the metal square at the centre of it. I closed my eyes, focusing on trying to get the warbling to stop. And then I realized that I didn’t want it to stop. I wanted it to get louder. I focused my energy on it, twisting it into something that felt natural, and the metal square expanded in my hand, forming a shape that was much, much larger.

I yelped, startled. Song Bird spun towards me. “What did you do?”

The metal continued to expand until it had taken on the shape of a large square shield. The metal continued to ignore the light, absorbing it.

“Light and dark,” I said. “This is it, Song Bird. This is what I was supposed to find.”

And I could tell from the look on Song Bird’s face that she agreed with me.
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SOMETIMES IT STARTS ALL OVER THE NEXT DAY


It was decided that I would need to get some more training in with my shield before we went out and did anything. That meant that I would be joining Kitten out in the hidden underground training grounds the next day. The room was large and sprawling, seeming as though it shouldn’t have been able to fit into the space with which it existed in.

The floor was a plain silver, and the walls were dark grey. There were several columns set about to help make sure that people were able to dodge and learn how to duck around things. Kitten was already there when I showed up.

She was taller than I was, but lithe, like a dancer. She had bright purple gloves on, and each finger had a long silver claw at the end. Bright orange ears poked out of her bright red hair, long and loose, and a matching furry tail was poking out through the back of her black spandex bodysuit.

The black spandex left nothing to the imagination. She had big breasts and a shapely ass, and her eyes were sharp, slitted and golden like cat eyes. Whiskers pushed out of her cheeks too, and when she spoke, her purple-painted lips peeled back to reveal sharp fangs. “About time. I’m tired of always having to wait around for you.”

“I’m literally four minutes early,” I told her. *

Maybe, who was perched on a partial pedestal on the other side of the room, quipped, “Yeah, but I was ten minutes early! So, there’s that.”

Maybe was just as lovely now as she was the first time that I had seen her. She was short and slender, with black bobbed hair and big brown eyes, pretty in a way that I had a hard time getting past. Despite the fact that she didn’t have anything in the way of powers, she was still determined to help in every way that she possibly could.

And that meant that she had taken on an alien sword and was learning how to use it. The sword was strange to look at, made from a pure white metal with a few holes in the base of the blade and an odd curved-up hitch to it. She held it in one hand at the moment, letting the tip of it brush over the floor.

“Ten minutes?” I said. “That’s, like, a crazy amount of time to be early.”

Kitten’s ears flicked. “She knows that I have more to be doing than just this. So she makes sure that I don’t have to be kept standing around here, waiting.”

Maybe said, “Sorry, I wasn’t trying to give you a bad name.”

“Let’s just get this going,” I said. “How do you even learn how to fight with a shield?”

“By having someone attack you,” said Kitten. She gestured at Maybe and then over at me. “This is great. The two of you go at it, and I’ll supervise.”

Kitten did exactly that, guiding us through a short spar with each other. I was surprised that she was able to pull things together this fast, Maybe that was. She moved like she had been fighting for years. Kitten must have been a great teacher.

We hadn’t been sparring for long when I realized that there was a pressure building up beneath the shield. For each blow that it blocked, it seemed to be absorbing the energy! A word came to mind. I shouted, “Celestial Reversal!”

And as though it was a black hole pulling in all of the energy of the blows and then reversing it back, a rush of wind and energy shot from the shield. It slammed into Maybe, knocking her backwards and onto her ass with a scream.

The sword fell from her hand and skittered across the floor.

Kitten jumped to her feet.

“Maybe!” I dropped the shield and rushed to her side.

Maybe was dirty, but she didn’t really seem to be much worse for wear. She sat up with a laugh. “That was amazing!”

“I didn’t know that’s what would happen,” I told her. “I shouldn’t have tried it, I’m sorry!”

“I’m fine,” she insisted, getting up to her feet. “I promise, I’m fine.”

Kitten picked up the shield. The moment it slipped from my hand, it shrunk back down to its small square form. “I think that you’ve found yourself something better than just a shield.”

“I think you might be right,” I told her. “I think… that could be useful.”

“Could be useful?” Kitten laughed, a high and sharp sound. She passed the shield, in its square form, back over to me. “That’s going to be an ace in the hole. We just need to figure out how to keep you from losing it.”

“A bracelet,” said Maybe. “I’ll get one from Song Bird.”

Kitten nodded. “Good idea. We’ll fit it into your outfit.”

I ran my thumb over the back of the square and, for the moment, tucked it in my pocket. “I mean, I guess that would work. You think that she has something like that?”

“I think she has a little of everything,” said Kitten. “Super Eight has been hoarding weapons for years.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

“It was, to a lot of people. It meant that the weapons left circulation. We couldn’t get our hands on any of them, even ones that might’ve given us an edge.”

Maybe pointed out, “There was a lot of infighting with the other hero teams.”

“I’ve noticed that,” I said. “But this, right now, we’re okay? The four of us?”

Kitten’s ears flicked. She looked almost amused when she said, “Yeah. Right now, we’re okay.”
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A LAST LOOK AROUND


We did three training sessions, and then I was told to go get my affairs in order. It sounded so grim, like a haunting sense of finality: get your affairs in order because you might not come back. It was a good thing that I didn’t have too much going on.

I worked at the garage, and that was it.

I didn’t have friends, didn’t have family. And my girlfriend, Maybe, was marching out to the end of the world with me. I thought about cancelling my lease, but it seemed like a bad omen. Like I was admitting that I wouldn’t be coming back home.

I thought that it was probably better luck if I just left it for now, letting it stretch out around me as a place to return home to. I stopped by Maybe’s after work one day right before we left. She answered the door in a pair of sweats and a tight-fitting lacy tank top.

“You’re here!” She was quick to let me in. The apartment seemed emptier without her roommate around. After he turned out to be part of the other side, she had just opted to live on her own. It was safer, but I bet it was a lot more lonely too.

That was fine.

I could make her less lonely.

I threw my arms around her and pulled her into a hug, pressing a kiss first to her cheek and then to the side of her neck. “I was thinking about you.”

Her arms wrapped around my waist. “Were you?”

“I’m worried about you.”

“Tell me that you didn’t come out here just because you wanted to try and talk me out of going with you.”

“No.”

Maybe pulled away, frowning a little bit. “Really? Because it sounds like you came out here to try and talk me out of going with you.”

“I just wanted to see you,” I told her. “And I’m worried about you, but I wouldn’t dare try and make you stay. I just… I just worry.”

Her expression softened a little bit. “Well, I’m worried about you too. So I guess that’s okay. Did you want me to put on some cocoa?”

I laughed. “Cocoa?”

“Cocoa. I don’t like tea,” said Maybe.

She briefly vanished into the kitchen and returned with two mugs of cocoa. The mugs didn’t match with each other, but they were still pretty cute. One was bright pink and the other was black with white spots on it.

The cocoa was piled high with mounds of whipped cream. There were brightly coloured sprinkles on top of the whipped cream.

“Cocoa works.” I sat down on the couch and she sat down next to me, close enough that our legs were touching. “I like cocoa. I like anything that means I get to spend time with you.”

“You’re being too sweet. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing! I’m always sweet!”

“You are. But not this sweet.”

“I told you,” I said, using two fingers to pull up a gob of whipped cream and pop it in my mouth. My tongue curled over the digits, and I knew that Maybe was watching me. “I’m worried about what’s going to happen. If the Big Leaguers didn’t make it…”

“We don’t know that,” said Maybe. “We know that they retreated. They might have a plan. We might get out there and not have to fight.”

“Do you really believe that?”

“We could get lucky.”

“When was the last time that we were lucky?”

“I’m always lucky,” said Maybe.

She was right. I had never met anyone with as much good luck as Maybe. She seemed to have everything under control and going in her favour, all the time. Even when she was kidnapped, luck was on her side through all of it.

She left without getting hurt at all. It was great.

“I hope that your good luck rubs off on me,” I told her, taking another sip of cocoa.

Maybe got a mischievous smile. She turned to face me and said, “I can think of something else that will rub off on you.”

“Oh? Well, I won’t say no to it,” I told her, setting the mug aside.

Maybe shifted, moving to settle in my lap, her arms around my neck. She gave me a kiss, and I leaned into it, claiming her mouth as my own – and knowing that no matter what happened going forward, we were in each other’s orbit. There was no way that we would lose.

Not so long as we stayed together.
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THERE WILL BE DESTRUCTION


Song Bird called everyone to the base for our journey. There was a docking platform with a strange pod on it. The pod looked like it hadn’t been turned on in a very long time, but the platform next to it looked as though it must have been used far more frequently.

Song Bird explained, “Sometimes we would get called out to help others in different cities. The pod takes us… Well, I don’t know. It hasn’t been active in a while. But we can get to the coast using this. I have to warn you all, I don’t know what we’re walking into.”

Kitten brushed past us and onto the pad. She crossed her arms over her chest and huffed. “I know what we’re walking into, and so do the three of you. You need to stop acting like this is some kind of big surprise. We know that the Obits have taken over.”

Song Bird stared at Kitten for a long moment. The mask kept her expression hidden, but the unhappiness practically came off her in waves. She turned to the computers without saying anything.

Maybe and I got on the platform. It wasn’t crowded, big enough to fit all eight members of the Super Eight, but I stood close to Kitten anyway.

I told her, “Try to look on the bright side.”

“What bright side?” Kitten demanded.

I said, “At least we’re not alone.”

Kitten’s ears flicked. She didn’t argue with me but she didn’t agree either.

Song Bird tapped on the computer system for a while and then turned and made her way onto the platform too. A strange countdown started.

Ten.

Nine.

Eight.

Seven.

Six.

I was terrified, though I was trying not to show it.

The shield had been fixed to a bracelet on my wrist for easy access. I had gotten better at figuring out when it had gathered enough energy to use my reversal blast.

Celestial Reversal.

It had to be a gift from Celestial.

The countdown was still going on.

Five.

Four.

Three.

Two.

One.

The moment it hit one, a strange energy blasted out from the corners of the platforms. It felt as though all of the atoms in my body were being pulled apart, but not in a way that hurt. It was just a strange burst of pressure and pulling, twisting sensations.

I staggered, blinked, breathed – and then I was standing on another platform in the middle of a totally dark, strange metal room.

“Stay still,” said Song Bird. She stepped off the platform, moving through the shadows with the air of someone that had been here countless times before.

She moved through the darkness. There was a click, and bright blue light flooded the room. It looked to be a smaller version of the room we had just left, though it didn’t have any pod for transport. The room was ten feet by ten feet at the most, maybe a little bit smaller.

“Where are we?” I asked.

Song Bird explained, “This is one of our transport stations. We’re going to be about ten miles away from the official grounds for the coast, and twenty miles from the Big Leaguers’ base. Depending on what the city out there looks like, we’re going to have a day or two on our hands to walk through.”

“Great,” said Kitten. “Then we had better get going now.”

She didn’t wait for anyone, not even Song Bird. She just left through the only door in the building. Song Bird shook her head, but we didn’t have any choice other than to follow her. The room let out into the open air. The transport station was set up in what looked to be some sort of an old well house in the middle of Bell City.

At one point or another, Bell City had been a bustling coastal city, ripe for holiday vacations and other lovely sorts of things. It was popular. It was busy.

And now, it was completely destroyed.

The buildings had been broken, plumes of smoke spiralling up in the distance. There were signs of fights all over the place, sections where plasma had burned through stone, where bright ink of some sort had been scattered onto the pavement. Buildings had been knocked down, windows broken, and cars thrown into brick walls.

There were car alarms going off everywhere, and a nearby fire hydrant had been busted, shooting up spires of water into the air. The late morning sunlight caught on the blasts of water, turning it them diamond-like droplets. It might have been pretty if not for the rest of the chaos.

Kitten was already making her way through the wreckage. We had no choice but to go after her.

Song Bird grabbed her by the wrist. “You need to stop running off!”

Kitten wrenched her hand back and hissed, “Don’t you ever touch me!”

“Then stop being selfish,” snapped Song Bird. “If we want half a chance at living through this, we need to actually try and work together. That means you can’t run off on your own.”

“She’s right,” I told Kitten, not wanting things to develop into a fight when we’d only just arrived.

Maybe said hesitantly, “Maybe we should try and be a little more quiet, you guys.”

She was right… but the warning came too late.

The Obits had already found us.
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WHEN THE OBITS COME KNOCKING


The Obits were wearing heavy black sweaters and weird, skull-shaped masks to cover their faces. There were seven of them, seemingly coming out of nowhere. They were normal humans that had fallen under Zion’s control and were now tasked with either killing or capturing heroes and villains, depending on what Zion wanted from them.

That meant we were in for a fight, and it was going to be a hard one. They might just have been humans, but we were outnumbered, and I couldn’t help but remember the first time that I had gotten into a fight with the Obits. I knew that I was stronger now, and even more importantly, I wasn’t alone.

I had my girls at my side.

Maybe drew her sword. “We need to make this fast.”

“She’s right,” said Kitten. “The longer this draws out, the more tired we’re going to be for the real fights later.”

Song Bird said, “We wouldn’t be fighting them at all if you hadn’t run off on your own.”

“This isn’t the time for fighting,” I said, pulling the meteor hammer out of its place in my pouch, the black hole releasing it to its full size and glory. I was able to use my powers to control its mass, making the flail much easier to use. “Not among ourselves, at least.”

I was right, and they knew it. Plus, the Obits were not going to give us the time to try and work things out. They were already pulling out their blades, made from a pitch black metal that absorbed the light. Just like that, the fight was on. We flung ourselves forward and so did they.

I was impressed at how much better Maybe had gotten over our time training. She must have really been putting her all into it, going from an ER nurse to someone that could confidently handle a sword and move through the world without any problems.

Still, I couldn’t help but be compelled to keep an eye on her and the other two.

They were part of me, hooked into my gravitational field. And I would do anything and everything to make sure that they were kept safe, and that we all made it through this in one piece.

At least to the end.

At least until the Weaver decided that I had run out of time.

A blade from one of the Obits slashed through my forearm. It cut through the fabric of my uniform and sent a spark of pain surging to the surface. Blood stained the fabric and made my skin burn with heat. I knew that we couldn’t let this drag out for too much longer, and the others knew it too.

We hit the Obits with everything that we had. It didn’t matter that they were living people. It didn’t matter that they were real humans, that they didn’t actually want to be doing this. The simple fact of the matter was this: it was going to come down to them or us.

We couldn’t die here.

The fate of the entire planet was resting on our shoulders. We needed to live. I needed to live. I needed to make sure that my girls lived.

So I slammed the spiked ball of my meteor hammer into the face of one of the Obits, shattering their mask and their skull in a gory explosion of blood and screaming. The man hit the ground and didn’t get back up.

Kitten was just as quick to follow suit and aim for killing blows, raking her claws over faces and eyes and the soft fleshy expanse of the human throat. Song Bird and Maybe were a little bit more hesitant about going straight for the killing blows but that was understandable.

And it wasn’t needed either. They were able to take out all seven Obits and then found themselves standing in the middle of the street, which was even more ruined now than it had been twenty minutes ago.

“Your arm!” Maybe rushed over to me. She grabbed me by the arm and pulled it over, running her fingers gently over the tissue.

“It’s okay,” I told her. “I can heal it on my own. I just need to get somewhere quiet so I can concentrate on it. I haven’t been able to practice this one as much as some of the others.”

“Somewhere quiet,” said Kitten. She looked around, taking in the destroyed buildings that were everywhere. It seemed like the city had fallen hard and fast. “That might be hard to get.”

“No,” said Song Bird. “Just follow me. Wolf Hunter told me of somewhere that we could go to stay out of trouble for a while.”

Kitten pointed out, “It didn’t work out too well for her.”

“Hey,” said Maybe. “That’s uncalled for.” And then, “Go on, Song Bird. Show us to the spot.”

Song Bird’s mask kept her facial features hidden and her expression under wraps, but it was clear from her posture and the way that she held herself, that comment had stung her a lot. She turned around all the same and started leading us through the ruined streets.

I reached out, putting a hand on the back of Kitten’s shoulder. I told her, “You don’t need to act like that.”

Kitten said, “You all need to take this more seriously.”

I thought about what Weaver said, how she would kill the whole world to stop Zion. I told her, “I’m taking it seriously. We all are. We don’t need to be at each other’s throats the whole time that we’re out here though, understand? We have to try and get along.”

Kitten’s ears flattened into her hair. She hissed at me, then pulled away to walk at the front of the group, just behind Song Bird.

I released a frustrated sigh, the sound rattling around in my chest. I hoped that Kitten’s own anger and despair didn’t get the best of her.

If there was any way for all four of us to make it out of this alive, I was going to do my best to find it.


8


THE SILVER STONE HOTEL


It turned out that the place Wolf Hunter had told Song Bird about wasn’t a home, or an apartment building, or anything like that. It was a hotel. In fact, it had been a nice hotel at some point. The Silver Stone Hotel had a front that was made entirely out of now broken glass, and a front lobby that could fit probably five or six hundred people in it. There were soft chairs that had been overturned during the chaos, and the front counter was completely destroyed.

People had gone ahead and written messages on the walls, warning others to watch out for the Obits, warning them to hide, and making plans to meet up with their family members later should they ever come across the messages left behind. It was haunting, and it made me feel as though there was something else going on. Something greater than just our fight against Zion.

How many people had been killed?

How many people had been forced to become Obits and do Zion’s bidding?

How many people had been left to fend for themselves?

I could only imagine that it must have been a lot of them. It must have been more than just a few. Their lives had been completely upended and destroyed, and they didn’t even know what was happening. It must have been terrifying. It must have been worse than anything else that they had faced before.

But there wasn’t time to dwell on that. I had to pull my mind elsewhere, back into the present, and physically push the sinking dread out of my mind. I tried to distract myself by looking over the building again. It was important to know what the place was like, anyway. The lobby must have been grand at some point. It had been a big thing out here in the city.

The broken glass front of the lobby allowed cool air to blow in, bringing with it the scent of smoke and the burning tang of distant cinders and soured rubber. I paused next to one of the windows, carefully pressing a hand against the metal rung between the broken glass windows. There were shards of glass still remaining pressed into the side of the building, but most of the glass had exploded inward. It crunched beneath the soles of my boots with each step, the cracking sound seemingly loud beneath the otherwise mostly silent building.

“Okay. It looks like the streets outside are clear. I don’t think that anyone followed us,” I told them. “I think we should be good.”

Song Bird said, “We can only hope. We need to try and get some good luck going at this point. We’re in serious need of it.”

“Serious need of it,” I said with a shake of my head. “That’s an understatement.”

“It is,” said Song Bird. “Let’s just… try and check out the rest of the place.”

I looked around the front walk once more, and then finally I moved away from the window and back into the main lobby. Off to the left of the room appeared to be the remnants of a flat fountain – or a pond of some sort, whatever name you wanted to give it. The water was long gone, but thick green sludgy algae remained, and in it there was this sort of ugly bundle of eggs. Mosquito eggs, maybe? That would make sense.

I knew that the mosquitoes were horrible in coastal towns like this, and they had probably swarmed the area once the people had stopped coming through and kicking things up. I nudged the base of it with the tip of my toe, but the marble was still solid. Then I turned and headed towards the front desk.

There was a notepad on the front desk, hammered into place. It was the registry, baring the names of everyone that had been here recently.

Rickie Travis

Babs Branson

Lisa Fallos

Jimmy Randal

Chelsea Kardan

Harold Bon

The list went on and on. It made me think of the ghosts in my own city that I had spent so long trying to escape. The fact that these people had all been here in the building when the city fell apart meant that they had all either died here or they had been taken as part of Zion’s growing Obit army. Either way, they were gone, and all that remained were their names.

I wanted to do something for them, in memoriam maybe, but there wasn’t any time for it. I just closed the book again and left it sitting there. Then I stepped aside and started looking at the back side of it. There were no bombs hidden under the edge of the counter. There was nothing sitting in the back that could have given us away to Zion. No one was hiding beneath the fallen-in walls of the back side of the building.

I paused, pressing my hand to the wound on my arm. It came away tacky with blood, which was warm and sticky. Then I turned and glanced over my shoulder. The rest of the girls were doing the same, checking through the rubble and trying to locate their way through it. There didn’t seem to be anything of worth. Or at least, nothing of danger.

After clearing behind the front counter, I made my way over to the big doors that marked the storage room. At least, they used to. One of the metal doors had been bashed in, and the other one had been pulled down and pressed inward, blocking my way. Unless I wanted to completely scale it – oh, there was an idea.

Using my good arm, I had my gravitational magic grab hold of the fallen-in door, twisting my hand to the side and pulling it out and away from where it had fallen. Then the door was dropped with a clang.

From the other side of the room, Song Bird said, “Be careful!”

“I’m being careful,” I told her. I stepped into the storage room, frowning. There were no Obits lurking in wait here, but there was… a dead body. Someone had tried to hide from the invading forces. From the look of their uniform, they must have been a bellhop or maybe even just the guy that was working the front counter at the time. Whatever they had been doing, they must have tried to hide in the storage room.

The doors had only been partially banged in, but it had been enough for whatever mind-controlled hero had been helping the Obits to light the guy on fire, it seemed. He was singed black, and the parts of his skin that hadn’t already started to crumble had blistered and boiled. A foul scent came off of him, this rank scent of death.

I stepped backwards, shaking my head, and then turned to move out of the room. “It’s clear back here. Whoever was up here, they fucking kicked it.”

I knew that made me sound callous, but I just – I couldn’t let myself mourn. Not now. I needed to keep it distant or else all that sorrow was going to build up in my chest, and it was going to make me split right apart at the seams.

So it had to be casual, it had to be something that I couldn’t be broken by.

Song Bird said, “I saw one over here. It’s pretty rough to look at.”

“Then don’t look at it,” said Kitten. “They’re already dead. We need to just get this over with and keep moving.”

“I know,” I told her.

Maybe said, “You could have an ounce of sympathy. They didn’t want to die.”

Kitten gave her a nasty look. “Sure, but they did. They’re dead and we’re not, so let’s stay focused on keeping it that way.”

Song Bird looked over at Kitten and shook her head, then she turned to Maybe and said, “As much as I don’t want to agree with that kind of attitude, Kitten’s right. It’s awful that these people died, but we need to try and just – we need to just make sure that the hotel is clear enough that we can use it.”

Kitten finished making the rounds and made sure that the lobby was cleared. Once I had been given the go ahead, I sat down in one of the chairs and focused on using the magic that Celestial had given me to heal the wound on my arm. Silver light curled over the wound and slowly stitched it back together. It was different using it on my own body over using it on someone else’s.

Being able to actually feel the flesh stitch itself back together was unnerving. It made something pinch in the back of my skin and my heart to skip a beat.

Maybe sat down next to me. She said, “God, that would be useful at the ER.”

“Right? Can you imagine what the world would be like if people just used their powers to do normal, everyday stuff instead of all this madness?” I asked. It was something that I had thought about a couple of times during my studies.

Not everyone had a power that would be, you know, beneficial to the society. But there were plenty of people who could have used their power for a day-to-day sense of goodness. The way that I looked at it, people with healing magic could work at the ER, or they could have been EMTs. There was the possibility that people with an advanced healing power could be cops.

The ones with heat and super strength, they could help build. And people with electrical-based powers – well fuck, I’m sure that there was a way that they could help power the electrical grid and cut back on the amount of money that had to be doled out on power bills each year.

And that was just a handful of the most common ones! Some people could talk to animals, and other people could make themselves tiny. There was an endless amount of magic in the world but no chronicle of all the gifts that supers had been given.

But instead, everyone had decided that they were going to use their powers to help themselves in their pointless power feuds.

I didn’t get it. It looked like Maybe didn’t get it either.

“It would be better,” said Maybe. She paused, and then she leaned over and ran her fingers over the healed up wound. There was a silvery scar left behind. “It’s pretty.”

“Ladies love scars,” I joked. When I turned my arm to the side, the light of the scarring seemed to shiver, as though it had been put together with silver stitches. There was an act in Japan where broken pots would be healed up with molten gold. Looking at my own arm, that’s what I thought of. Only it was molten silver that was melding me together.

“I’m being serious! It’s like you’re part of the stars,” Maybe told me. She pressed her fingers to the skin just at the base of the wound. We both had been healed by this magic before, so she knew that the moment the silver went into place, the pain vanished. Carefully, she pulled her hand away and turned to the curtain behind her.

“I think that I am,” I told her. Sitting there, I watched as she ripped off a piece of the tattered blue curtain. She turned back to me, one hand on my wrist to hold it steady, and she used the other hand to wipe away the dried blood that had formed on my skin, trying to clear the ruddy redness away from the wounded flesh. “At least, on some level.”

Maybe nodded. Her mouth was pulled into this tight, thin line and her brows were furrowed. Even though she knew that the wound didn’t have any pain to it, she still made sure to be careful with her touch, as though she was worried it would hurt me anyway. “I wish that there was a way for us to find out what was going on with you. Someone to talk to.”

“Zion made sure that wasn’t possible,” I told her. In these moments when we were able to sit down, that was when it turned out to be the hardest. The most difficult things that had to be done were paused. And when they paused, your mind could wander.

It wandered now, to Galactic. And to Zion. And it went, too, to Weaver, who was so wounded that she could no longer even see the future, something that I was certain would be possible to other people of her species. I figured that was what let them weave the world together, right?

“Why do you think he was keeping Celestial in that room?” Maybe asked. The question was soft, and she barely spoke the name Celestial. It was even more of a whisper. A feather that stroked through the air, that stirred the waters so slightly, there wasn’t even a whisper.

She hadn’t seen Celestial, but I had told them in brief about the encounter. I hadn’t gone into detail. I wanted people to know what had happened to Celestial, but I hadn’t been able to bring myself to share how tired she looked, how worn. And yet, how she had not been defeated. There had been a vibrancy in Celestial’s eyes at the end.

A determination that she would not be letting Zion have her skills. That no matter what happened or what it cost, she would fight against him until her very last breath was exhaled. And that was precisely what she did. With one last exhale, she had denied Zion of what he had so badly been trying to get from her – and she had gifted it to me instead.

“He wanted her powers,” I said. “And I think that he was using her energy too. You don’t make energy once you’ve died.”

If he hadn’t been trying to get the energy of the universe from her, then she would have just been killed at the start. I assumed that he had tried to mind control her, but either her powers made that impossible – a being above the confines of our universe – or she had just fought back against it too strongly.

Either way, it had brought about a hard and painful end.

The words cloaked us in a sombre sort of air. Maybe said, “No, I guess that you don’t.”

The silence that fell between us was heavy and not entirely enjoyable. Maybe finished cleaning away the blood from my skin, and then tossed the strip of curtain fabric aside. It hit the floor, lost with all the rest of the refuse.

Kitten finally announced that the lobby was clear, and Song Bird announced the same for the stairwell. There was no electricity running in the building anymore, though my bet was that it was just a short circuit somewhere as opposed to anything else.

If we were going to use this as a base for any period of time, then I would try to get the power back on. For now, though, I just let the girls lead the way. Kitten could see in the dark, so she took the main lead. The elevator was clearly meant to be the main way of transportation in a building like this, and so the stairwell had very little done with it. The walls were cream, and the stairs themselves had a bright floral-print fabric on them.

When we got to the landing for the second floor, Kitten held up her hand. There was a heavy wooden door with a window in it that would lead out onto the next floor. In a soft voice, Kitten asked, “How high are you thinking we should go?”

Song Bird frowned. She looked towards me, but this was out of my wheelhouse. I shrugged and gestured at her, making it clear that the decision was in Song Bird’s hands. She thought on it for a moment, and then she said, “I think we need to go higher.”

“Right. Wait here,” said Kitten, and then she headed up the stairs on her own.

I told them, “Go with her. I don’t like the idea of her being up there on her own.”

Song Bird nodded and followed suit. After a moment, Maybe and I did as well. We went to the third-floor landing and stopped again. This time, the floor had no door left on it, as it had been broken off during the original attack. The hallway itself was in shambles, with most of the doors to the rooms having been destroyed.

Kitten said, “We should clear each floor.”

“Not yet,” said Song Bird. “We need to find somewhere to hunker down first.”

Kitten offered, “You go up to the next floor, and I’ll check out this one.”

I said, “No. That’s not going to happen. You’re going to come with us. We need to stay together in all of this, alright?”

Kitten gave me a sour look, her upper lip curling back to show off a flash of sharp teeth. “I’m fine on my own.”

I told her, “Sure, but I still think we need to stick together. You’re the only one of us that can see in the dark anyway. Let’s get moving. We’re supposed to be trying to hurry through this.”

Kitten still didn’t seem happy about it, but she agreed and led the way up the stairs. “Fine.”

Her ears were pinned flat against the sides of her skull. I could tell that I had just made her angry, but it didn’t matter. Not really. What mattered was the fact that I had gotten us all to stick together for the time being.

Somehow, I felt like that was important. I knew that we needed to stay in a group and keep our heads on straight. For a while, at least.

We went up to the fourth floor, high enough that we could see anyone who tried to come our way. The fourth floor of the hotel did need to be checked. We closed the door, locking it, and then I used my gravitational magic to pull a dresser from one of the rooms and blocked it. No one could come up with us.

There, we split up. There were a lot of rooms that had to be checked before anything could be done. The fact was this hotel was big. The fourth floor was big too. I didn’t mind Kitten going her own way here though, because we were close enough that if something happened, we would be able to hear it.

I went off on my own too. It was odd doing this without any of my girls around me, but I needed to make sure that something was done. I needed to make sure that I was pulling my own weight. I moved down to check at the very end of the hall, near the elevator. When I got there, I made sure that the doors wouldn’t slide open with just your fingers. When that proved to be true, I used my gravitational magic to pinch the two doors together, like a clay envelope.

With the doors pinched, the chute couldn’t be used by any of Zion’s men, even the ones with super powers. After that, I started trying to look through the other rooms. A few of them held bodies, each one killed in a different way, but many of them were empty. The rooms had been ransacked, but… nothing was taken.

I suppose that made sense. The Obits were under Zion’s command, and Zion had no interest in paltry human money or gems. The rooms had only been destroyed as the Obits tried to make sure that there was no one hiding. I felt like that was almost what I was doing now too, and the fact that we were both clearing the hotel in the same manner… That was – that was enough to make me hurry through the rest of the search.

Once the room was cleared, we turned back up at the front of the hallway, near the blocked up stairwell.

“Okay,” I said. “So, the fourth floor is clear. And I’m going to bet that the rest of the hotel is clear too. I don’t think they let anyone here stay.”

Song Bird said, “I agree with you. There’s no way that the Obits left anyone alive, and I don’t see any reason for them to stay here.”

Kitten groused, “I still think that we should clear the rest of the hotel.”

“There’s no point. We have the exits to the floor we’re on totally blocked. There’s no way that anyone could get in here,” I said firmly. “I think that we’re fine. And we need to try and regain our energy too. That’s the whole point of us being here. Running around and looking through every room, it’s not worth it.”

Song Bird said, “We just need to figure out where we’re going to settle in at while we’re here. And we need to set someone up for watch.”

I asked, “Even with no one here?”

“Even so,” said Song Bird. “Just because there’s no one here right now, that doesn’t mean it’s going to stay that way. We need to make sure that we’re not caught off guard by anything. I don’t want to wake up with a knife in my throat just because I fell asleep.”

“Fine, but then we need to do small shifts,” I said. “The whole point is trying to make sure that we’re able to rest and restore our energy. We might need to keep watch, but it’s not worth it if we aren’t all getting a little bit of rest.”

Song Bird relented on that pretty fast; I’m sure that she was just as tired as the rest of us. Maybe even more so, considering how much she had been putting this together. The maps, the contacts, those were all on her. Leading us through this place, making sure that we found a hotel that was mostly safe – that was her job.

We all had a job.

We all had a role.

But I wouldn’t let any of my girls work themselves to death if there was something that I could do to help prevent that from happening. After we decided that it was going to be a watch taken in shifts, we started trying to work out the rest of our problems. Kitten insisted on having a room to herself. Song Bird insisted on letting herself take the first watch.

“I don’t want anyone to sneak up on us,” said Song Bird. “We need to rest after that fight and make a plan. But we have to be prepared for more Obits to show up. I think that if I take first watch –”

“I’ll take second,” interrupted Kitten. She had already put up with a lot of me telling her that she needed to be more careful, so I let that one slide. She needed to be able to get her own anger and issues worked out.

That left Maybe and myself to share a room, something that I certainly wasn’t going to complain about. We had the whole fourth floor to meander through and look around, and we ended up picking a room that had a queen-size bed with floral sheets.

The room itself had an ocean theme, which wasn’t surprising considering the whole appeal of the city was how close it was to the coast. There was an oil portrait of the ocean on one wall, and a fake anchor hanging on another. The curtains were pulled down as though someone had grabbed them, and someone else had tipped over the dresser emptying out the drawers.

“This place must have been great when it was open,” I said. “I mean, think about the kind of business they probably did.”

Maybe nodded. “I bet people were always keeping it booked out. You know, they probably have a great suite.”

“A honeymoon suite?”

“Just a suite! I’d give anything for a bath right now,” said Maybe.

We took our time drifting through the rooms, even going and checking out the bathroom. It had the same blue and white colour scheme, with an old portrait hanging on the wall opposite the sink and a gilded rim around the mirror.

Maybe tried the tap for the garden tub but the pipes didn’t even gurgle. She sighed. “I had been hoping… but I guess that would be silly anyway, right? We shouldn’t be playing around with things like that.”

“It’s night. It’s dark. I think we’re fine to try and get some peace and relaxation.” I told her. “We’re allowed to try and find… some amount of normality in this.”

“I killed someone today,” Maybe said suddenly. “How can I find normality after that?”

“I know.” It was the kind of question that didn’t actually have an answer.

At least, it wasn’t an easy answer.

I reached over and pulled her into a hug. She was quick to return the touch, leaning into my grip. Her forehead rested against my shoulder.

I told her, “I know. And I know it was hard.”

“It didn’t look hard for you,” said Maybe.

“It was. But I knew that it’s the only option we had. We needed to get out of that fight. I couldn’t let you get hurt.”

I could still remember what it felt like when that hot blood splashed over my skin. The look on their face. But it had happened so fast, I hadn’t been able to stop and dwell on it. I had only been able to keep going.

And wasn’t that the end we all wanted?

To keep going.

To find something that was a little bit more.

That was – it was important, I thought. No matter what disaster we faced, we had to be able to find a semblance of comfort in the world around us. Even if that meant wanting to take a bath or wanting something else. I just wasn’t sure how to really convey that into words.

I tried my best by telling her, “This isn’t what any of us want to be doing. It’s not something that’s going to ever be forgotten. But we’re making a good sacrifice. Our own lives, they have more importance. Not always. Not even usually! But right now, in this moment, we’re the only chance that the world’s got at beating Zion. And that means we need to stay alive, even if other people… don’t get that same luxury.”

Maybe didn’t respond to that, but it was alright. I knew that she was just sad and heartbroken, just desperately trying to keep herself held together. She wasn’t mad at me. I didn’t think that she was mad at the other girls either. She just had this open, raw wound in her heart and she didn’t know how to take care of it.

But that was fine.

Really, it was fine that she didn’t know how to take care of it. I would help her in any way that I could. Just like she had taken care of me at the very start of this mess, I was going to take care of her now, no matter what it required from me.
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PEACE IN THE DARK


It turned out that what Maybe needed to feel better. . . was me.

We fell into the big queen-sized bed together, no tears, no hesitations. I kissed her, trying to let her know that no matter what happened, I was going to be there with her. I was going to hold her, and help her, and make sure that she wasn’t alone.

She had done the same thing for me, after all. Over the last few weeks, having Maybe at my side was like a godsend. She had been able to help keep my head on straight, even at the very start. When she found me in that alley, she took a chance. Despite everything that had been happening in the city, she still took the chance to bring me back to her apartment and fix me up. She took a chance on letting me stay there, because she didn’t want me in trouble with the cops or in the ER.

And by doing that, she had given me this chance – to save the world.

So at the end of the day, the way I saw it, Maybe was the real hero. She had nursed me back to health and then, when I had wanted nothing to do with my powers, when I had just wanted to back up and get away from everything to do with supers and villains and the space between the two, she was the one that insisted otherwise.

I wouldn’t know anything about my powers if it wasn’t for Maybe. I never would have met Song Bird or Kitten. I wouldn’t have this chance at trying to save the world either. I would just be stuck back home at that garage – or even worse, I might have been picked up by the Obits with my mind wiped and no chance of doing anything that might prevent Weaver from destroying the world.

And all of that had been avoided because of her. She had saved me, and I wanted nothing more than to let her know how much I appreciated her; how much it meant to me that she was willing to come into things and actually help. To keep my head above water.

Even now, on this trip to the coast, she was the only one of us that didn’t actually have to be here. If Maybe had wanted to, she could have stayed back in the city, continued living her life, and just made sure that she stayed safe. But since she was here… she was in danger. And she was going to be forced into risky situations, but even worse, she was going to be forced to do things that no one should be forced to do.

No human, at least.

And yet, she was here.

She was here with me, at my side, through everything. I wanted her to know that I was right there with her too – that I was going to protect her and stand by her the whole time that we were here. No matter what happened. No matter where we went. And no matter what we had to do.

To prove this point, I kissed my way down her body. The suit that she wore made things a little difficult, but so did mine. We had to work hard to strip ourselves from our outfits. Every time a new piece of skin was revealed to me, I made sure to plaster my mouth to her bare skin, licking and sucking at it, teeth scraping over her skin.

Maybe’s hero outfit was just as pretty as the rest of her. Silver bangles on the wrists, a black fitted leotard, a black spandex skirt attached to it. She wore a black and silver mask that covered her eyes, masquerade style. And those eyes were warm and welcoming. She looked at me with this sort of love in her gaze that couldn’t be replaced, her hands working at trying to get my suit down as well. The air was cold when it brushed over my skin, but I was far more focused on her.

“You get more beautiful every time I see you,” I told her.

Maybe laughed. “I’ve been with you all day. You always see me.”

“And you’re more beautiful with each blink,” I told her, pressing my lips to the curve of her neck, my teeth landing there a moment later. Maybe this wasn’t the right time to leave a hickey behind, but that was what I was suddenly going for. My lips plastered to her skin, I gave a sharp suck, working at it until there was a red mark left behind, and then until that red mark started to turn into even more of a bruise.

Only after that did I return elsewhere, with Maybe scolding me, “You’re already in my pants, Toby. You don’t have to try and sweet-talk me.”

“I’m not trying to sweet-talk you,” I laughed. “I was just trying to tell you –”

That I loved her, but without actually saying the words. I didn’t think that I could just yet. They pressed into the back of my throat and then got lodged there, like a rock that I had swallowed on accident. But if she didn’t want me to keep sweet-talking her, then I supposed that for now – I would just go back to focusing on her physical form.

That was easier, anyway. I didn’t like to brag, but I was a pretty great lay, you know? There was something about it that I had just always been a natural at. I could make a lady sing like a bird if I wanted to!

Once enough of her skin was bared to me, I kissed at her chest and then her breasts. My tongue rasped over her left nipple, hands giving the right nipple equal treatment. I pressed my face to her skin, savouring the taste; a tang of sweat from our running about earlier, but something that wasn’t entirely bad.

I could spend hours worshiping her body, kissing every inch of her. I wanted Maybe to know that I loved her. That she was part of my universe now, and I was part of hers. There was a gravitational pull between us, one that we would never be able to escape.

I didn’t want to escape it.

I didn’t think that she did either.

If we had more time, if the world wasn’t at risk of ending – I thought that I could spend every moment of my life doing this, just trying to wring a little bit more pleasure out of her. A lot of kissing, a lot of sucking, letting her know that this – this was something that I could do.

I could keep her in my orbit, and I could make it good for her.

My mouth pressed to the slope of one breast. I gave it the same treatment that I gave her neck earlier, sucking at it and nipping until there was a bright red mark, and then until that red mark turned into a darker hickey. I couldn’t help but do it a second time on the other breast – I wanted to make it a matching set. I might be the only one that would be looking at her tits anytime soon, but it still gave me a certain amount of satisfaction at the sight.

She made the prettiest sounds when I sucked at her too. I wanted to get even more of those sweet, wanting noises out of her; I knew how lovely Maybe could sound. I wanted to hear it, now.

Maybe’s fingers tangled in my hair. I inched my way down her body, plastering it in open-mouthed kisses. I worked my way over her stomach and then down, so I was crouched between her legs. My hands rubbed at her thighs, pressing them wider apart, holding them open.

I wanted her to understand that she was my world. And I was going to make sure that these actions conveyed that.

So after one last warm glance up towards her, I shoved my head between her thighs and feasted on her cunt. My tongue swiped over the length of her slit, rubbing at the little nub of nerves at the top. My lips curled around her clit, cheeks hollowing out as I sucked.

She tightened her grip on my hair, holding my head steady. I took it easy, loving the fact that she gave me some direction, that she let me know exactly what made her feel good. There was spit and slick on my lips, which were instantly wet and swollen.

My tongue slipped between her pussy lips, delving into her core. It stabbed into her like my fingers would, like my cock would have, and I groaned to show her that I was into this too.

I was.

My cock was so hard that it almost hurt. Maybe said, “Toby, Toby, come here. Come here, please. I need you. I need something more, please.”

I gave her slit one last long lick, top to bottom, and then pulled away from her. I shifted, moving up between her legs and taking my cock in hand. I lined myself up, the flared head of my cock pressed against her spit-slick folds.

“You sure?”

“Yes, yes, Toby, please!”

“God, you’re so fucking pretty,” I told her, and then I pressed into her in one long, slow motion, letting her body envelop me like a sleeve. She was practically made for me, I thought, the way that she took my cock so easily.

Maybe cried out with pleasure, throwing her arms around my neck and pulling me close. I braced an arm on either side of her head for leverage, and then kissed her, hard and fierce, all tongue and tooth and loving desperation.

We fell together in a rhythm, a galactic connection. It felt like the stars were in my veins, like they were right under my skin. It felt like the sun was blooming at the base of my spine and making me fly up higher, and higher, and higher.

Maybe cried out to me, “Yes, just like that, just like that – Toby, Toby!”

Her words were a chant, driving me forward. I continued the rhythm, fucking her hard but slow, each motion steady and pointed. When I found that little bundle of nerves inside of her, Maybe screamed, her back arching off the bed. I closed my eyes, bracing our foreheads together as I struggled to hit that spot again and again, wanting to hear her scream.

And she did.

She wailed when she came, her hands grabbing at my shoulders, blunt nails scraping over my skin. The little sharp pricks of pain ignited something in me. I fucked her through her orgasm – and I thought about the fact that the world could be ending, the fact that we were about to take part in the most dangerous fight in the entire world.

I thought about everything that Maybe had done for me, everything that I had done for her.

And my teeth sank into her shoulder in a claiming bite as I came, spilling into her wet pussy and holding her close, close, close.

And that was exactly how we fell asleep. Together.
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WHEN WE DREAM, WE GET TO LIVE


The stars were screaming.

It was an awful sound, like a thousand animals crying out in pain. I sank down to my knees, slapping my hands over my ears, and let out a pained scream of my own. I was just as nude as I had been when I fell asleep, and yet I knew that this was a dream. There was a darkness in the world around me, the night sky filled up with the smears of a galactic swirl.

“Help me,” I screamed. “Weaver! Help me!”

A body pressed against me from behind. Weaver was on her knees, pressing her chest against my back. Her breasts were soft against me, her arms wrapping around me so that her hands could press against my belly.

“I’m here,” said Weaver. “But I don’t have long.”

One hand slid down, curling around my still hard cock. I gasped, my hips bucking instinctively into the touch.

Weaver said, “You need to listen to me.”

“The stars –”

“I need you to listen to me,” she insisted, doing something truly sinful with her hand. Her fingers slid over the shaft of my cock, thumb swiping over the head of it, smearing precum over me with each move of her hand. “And I need you to remember what I’m saying, exactly.”

It was easier to ignore the way that the stars were screaming with Weaver so close to me. Her lips pressed to the curve of my ear, and her voice was as soft as a kiss. Her breath rolled over my skin.

“You need to go to the beach,” said Weaver. “There is an item there.”

“An item,” I gasped, already feeling my orgasm rising up close within me. “What kind of item?”

“An important one,” said Weaver. Her tongue danced over the shell of my ear, and then her lips moved down to the lobe. “An item that might help you in the coming days.”

“What does it look like?”

“It looks like the light.”

“Please,” I gasped, tossing my head back so that it rested against her shoulder. “Give me something more than that. I need to know what I’m looking for.”

“A moth. A skull. Myself. You. The light. The dark.” Weaver moved her hand faster, stroking over me. Her other hand reached up, rubbing over my chest. “You will know it when you see it. The face in the water. The face in the sand.”

I wished that she was more clear about things, but I knew that there was no sense asking after it. And honestly, I was more busy focusing on the way her hand slid over my cock. It was like nothing I had felt before.

Her long fingers curled around me expertly, and they moved in a way that seemed to suggest fluidity, like water. Her skin was cold. It should have been unpleasant but it wasn’t. It was warm and welcoming. It was like she was part of me, and I was part of her.

I reached around with one arm, curling my hand in that long hair of hers and pulling her head closer to mine. Weaver said, “The end is coming. You must know this.”

“I do,” I gasped.

Weaver insisted, “You must be ready for it. You must be waiting for it.”

“I am,” I insisted.

“It will come to you, and it will come fast and swift,” said Weaver. “You must be braced for it. You must know that soon it will be time. Soon, you will have to make a choice.”

A sharp spike of something almost like fear shot through me. “A – ah – a choice?”

“A choice,” she insisted, her hand moving even faster. My orgasm was fast upon me, but I knew that was not the end that she was talking about.

She was talking about something else.

Something worse.

You would think that would be enough to cut through the building pleasure, but it wasn’t. It just kept coming, as though Weaver was pouring in ecstasy to fill my body. The places that our skin touched came alive with power, and I remembered that she was not a super. She was not a human.

She was more than that.

She was a being, almost like a goddess.

An entity that existed beyond and above everything else.

And right now, she was touching me. Helping me. Joining me.

Weaver said, “The choice will not be easy, but you must make it. You must.”

The pressure and pleasure was too much. I came with a shout, leaning hard against Weaver’s lithe, bare form. Her hand slowed but didn’t uncurl from around my softening cock. The stars had stopped screaming, but my ears were still ringing.

Her words seemed to be physical.

They pressed against me. A choice? What sort of choice was I going to need to make?

There were no more answers. Weaver pressed a lingering kiss to the side of my face and then uncurled herself from around me, standing up. Her skin seemed to be exuding a strange, pulsing light.

“Do not fail me,” said Weaver. “Do not fail them.”

And even in my exhausted state, I was able to tell her, “I won’t.”

And I meant it. With every fibre of my being, I meant it. I promised. An oath. A pledge to her and to everyone else. If there was some way that I could help, some way that I could win… I would take it.
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AND IN THE MORNING HOUR, WE FIND SALVATION
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It wasn’t until the early morning hour that I realized no one had come to wake me for a turn at keeping watch. Maybe was gone from the room. I took my time getting dressed, and then I made my way back down to the lobby where the three girls had already gathered. They were discussing something, but the conversation stopped the moment that I stepped into the room.

I told them, “Oh yeah, that’s not suspicious at all.”

Maybe laughed. “It’s not as bad as it looks. We were talking about… me, actually.”

“Not comforting,” I said.

“It should be,” said Song Bird. “We were giving her some pointers on fighting Obits. On… dealing the ending blow.”

Maybe looked a little bit embarrassed but she nodded. “I’ve been having a hard time with it. I killed one of them yesterday but…”

“But the first kill is hard,” said Kitten, her ears flicking. “And we can’t have her freezing up on us at a pivotal moment.”

I wanted to argue that Maybe wouldn’t do that, but I figured that there were more pressing matters at hand. Plus, the three girls seemed to have it pretty well covered. “No one woke me last night.”

Song Bird said, “We need you well rested. You’re still our ace in the hole, Gravity.”

“I hate that name.”

“You picked it.”

“No one is around. Can’t you just call me Toby?”

“No,” said Song Bird with a shake of her head. She sounded disapproving. “I need you to understand something. Just because we can’t see anyone right now, that doesn’t mean no one is around. We need to keep that in mind, alright?”

Kitten added, “And if you live through this, you’re going to want to have that civvy ID to fall back on.”

Song Bird nodded. “So you’re Gravity.” She shot Maybe an accusing look. “No matter what we’re doing.”

Clearly, they had heard us fucking the night before. Maybe’s cheeks went red – but it reminded me of the dream.

I said, “Speaking of Gravity, I saw Weaver again.”

“Did you?” Song Bird asked.

I nodded. “Last night. We –” Well, we almost fucked, actually, but I figured that part wasn’t important. I was still trying to figure out why that had happened anyway. “We spoke.”

Kitten’s ears flicked. She looked amused and like she had already figured out what had happened in the dream. Impossible, but embarrassing all the same. She asked, “What about?”

“She said that we need to get down to the beach,” I explained. “And that we need to find an item. A moth. A skull. Myself. You. The light. The dark. That’s what she told me. And that I would know it when I saw it.”

“She’s not very helpful,” said Maybe with a sigh. She brushed the hair out of her face. “But I guess it’s at least a starting point.”

Song Bird pulled a map from her security belt, rolling it out onto the turned over front counter nearby. We all crowded around it. She mapped out a path that would take us to the beach. Song Bird said, “There are three openings to the beach. This one is closest to the Big Leaguers’ base.”

Kitten said, “We should move to the other side of the beach. Start at the end and work our way there.”

“We’ll need to find somewhere to sleep if we do that,” said Maybe.

I nodded. “What’s empty in the area?”

Song Bird tapped on a few buildings. “Apartment buildings. Condos. That sort of thing. We should be able to find a place to rest easily, as long as we give ourselves enough time to clear the building.”

Maybe asked, “Did Wolf Hunter say anything about safe spots on the coast?”

Song Bird shook her head. “Even if she had, I doubt that they would still count as safe spots.”

“That’s true,” said Maybe softly. “I guess this is the best idea that we have though. If Weaver thinks we need to find this item, then that’s what we should do.”

Kitten asked, “Did she say anything else?”

She did.

She said that I was going to need to make a choice. She said that I would need to be ready. That the world would end if we failed.

But I couldn’t bring myself to share that with the others, any more than I could tell them about the handy I had gotten.

Did it count?

She was in another realm. Another time and space, even. And… I think that the handy was to ground me. So that I could focus on her instead of the screaming stars.

My stomach twisted into a knot.

I felt bad lying to them, but I just couldn’t bring myself to say it out loud.

Not until I knew what the choice was going to be.

So I told them that Weaver hadn’t said anything else of importance, and that I thought it was best if we just started walking then instead of putting it off until later.

They agreed.
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A CITY LEFT IN RUINS


We got lucky.

There were no more Obits to run into. At least none in the immediate area. But that didn’t mean that the city was safe. In fact, it seemed like they were gone, because the city was purely destroyed and it was too dangerous to linger in.

Live wires had been knocked down from the electric poles. They crackled and writhed among the debris littering the road, like a fantasy serpent from another time and place, like something that should never have existed. The sounds that they let off were awful.

It reminded me of the stars screaming.

Song Bird put a hand against my shoulder, just a brief, sliding touch. “Are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” I said. “The power lines are just making me nervous.”

Her head turned towards them. Yet again, I wished that she didn’t have a mask on so I could see her expressions. “I understand that. We just need to move through this part of the city quickly. I think that it will be easier once we make it to the coast.”

“Unless it’s swarming with Obits,” said Kitten. “They’ve got to be somewhere. You realize that, right?”

Song Bird said, “I imagine that they’re at the main base, helping Zion get in.”

Maybe said, “It doesn’t matter where they’re at. We need to focus on this, on getting to the beach and getting the item.”

“I wish we knew what the item was,” I said. “I don’t understand why she has to be so cryptic.”

Kitten challenged, “I don’t understand why you all have to be talking so much.”

That was true.

Talking out here was bad business. We already knew how quickly it could draw unwanted attention. Song Bird gave my shoulder one more pat and then moved on. Maybe offered me a small smile, and I gave her one in return.

We continued making our way through the city. Everywhere we turned, there was even more destruction. Painted messages scattered over the brick walls like messages from another time. Even Pompeii had graffiti. Even Pompeii had people writing on the walls right before the lava took them all.

It was a small aspect of humanity, but not one that should be ignored or forgotten.

I made sure to read as many of them as I could.

ESTHR MEET ME AT BOBS

THEY HAVE COME FOR US

NO ONE IS SAFE

RUN 2 THE MOUNTAINS

LEAVE THIS PLACE

HELP ME

WHERE ARE THE HEROES NOW?

That last one hit me hard.

Where were the heroes now? A city that had the Big Leaguers’ base sitting right there near them, and they were left on their own against the biggest threat that the world had ever seen. It made a knot of concern and despair build up in the back of my throat.

I tried to swallow past it, my tongue darting out to wet my lips. We passed the remains of a terrible car wreck, where several dead bodies were strewn, one of them even having crashed through the windshield, half hung through the glass. Blood had dried on the metal of the front hood.

“They never had a chance,” said Maybe. Her voice was so filled with despair and mourning.

I felt the same way. I wanted her to know that she was not the only one who was mourning for these people, and she was not the only one that was struggling to get her emotions under control.

Kitten and Song Bird had both been heroes for a long time. They knew what it was like to fight, to kill, to have blood on their hands. But it was different for me and for Maybe. We had never done it before.

I wondered, was it different from losing a patient at the ER?

It must have been. Those were people that Maybe was trying to save, and these were people that she was trying to kill. The difference was totally stark and impossible to miss. I thought that she might have been having the same problems that I was.

Just knowing that this had to happen. That there was no other choice.

The world was ending, and we were going to have to make hard decisions. Was that what Weaver had been talking about? Somehow, I thought that she meant something else. The kind of decision that would leave the whole world broken and cracked apart.

That could leave me with nothing.

When it came down to it, would I pick the girls over the rest of the world? Or would I be willing to lose my world to save the rest of the universe?

I didn’t know.

I hoped that I never had to find out.
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SKULLS ON THE BEACH


When we stepped onto the parking lot above the beach, it was instantly obvious that the once popular coastline had turned into a complete wasteland. There was no one else around for miles and miles. A few people had been killed on the sand, their blood soaking into the golden grains, leaving them stained rusty shades of red.

Maybe swallowed hard. “We don’t know what we’re looking for, right?”

“I’m supposed to be able to know it when I spot it,” I told her. I thought back to what Weaver had said, but it didn’t really make any sense. And I wasn’t entirely certain what sort of item would be useful on this journey to save the world either.

I already had my hammer and my shield. Offensive and defensive. What more could I need before facing off with Zion?

I supposed that it didn’t matter. I had to try and find it. Weaver hadn’t led me wrong so far, and she probably had a much better idea of this sort of thing than I did.

We made our way down the pavement and onto the cobbled steps that led to the beach itself. It had been years since I visited the coast, and I had forgotten how hard it was to wade through the loose mounds of sand. It was difficult and made each step more exhausting than the last.

In an attempt to try and find the item sooner, we split up.

It made me nervous, not having the girls in my line of sight, but I knew that it was the best chance we had for finding this thing. The beach was massive, after all, so big that from here we couldn’t even see the outline of the Big Leaguers’ base. It was just golden sand stretching out in all directions, for miles and miles and miles.

And then the blue of the ocean, with its white-capped waves lapping against the shore. Seashells were scattered in the loose golden sand, and I eyed them as I walked… but they just seemed like normal shells.

I was starting to grow frustrated with the search, feeling that it was turning into a waste of precious, valuable time, when I caught sight of the stones in the distance. Excited, I rushed towards them. It was a small tide pool of sorts, with stones on the edge and clear water inside, its own little micro environment.

Bright red starfish were stuck to the insides of the pool, and anemones and sea grass grew there as well. But what really stood out was the strange-looking crystal skull necklace that had seemingly been tossed into the waters.

The skull pendant was half the size of my palm and flat on one side. It appeared to be made out of a strange crystal that exuded a very faint light from it, not quite like the stars but similar enough to make it stand out as an interesting object.

The chain that it was attached to was made from the black alien metal that refused to absorb or reflect any light.

I got down on my knees and reached into the tide pool, ignoring the way it made the sleeve of my uniform damp. The water was cold. Small, bright blue fish brushed against my fingers as I curled them around the chain of the skull.

There was a sound like music in the back of my head, this sudden spike that had me jerking. It only lasted about half a second though, just a few notes, and then vanished.

Wide-eyed, I pulled the necklace out of the tide pool, staying there crouched at the side of it, the skull pendant resting on my hand. The back side of the pendant was totally flat, but the front of it was raised and intricately carved to show the shape of a highly detailed skull.

I thought briefly about the fabled crystal skulls of myth, thirteen of them, and wondered how this had anything to do with Zion.

Because there was no doubt: this was what Weaver had wanted me to find.

I stood up and started calling out for the others. They showed up one by one. A sense of ease and comfort settled over me when all three of them were once more at my side. I felt displaced without them.

Once everyone had been gathered, I showed them the necklace and we started to compare ideas on what it might have been. Unfortunately, none of us had any good ones.

Song Bird was the last to admit, “I just don’t know what it could be.”

I put it on, hooking the chain at the back of my neck. It was neither hot nor cold and didn’t seem to exude any foreign energy. It just felt like a necklace.

“I don’t know either,” I told her. “But I’m sure that we’re going to find out before too long. I guess… we should start looking for the Big Leaguers now.”

“Do you think that’s safe?” Maybe asked. “I mean, maybe you should put it in your pouch instead of wearing it.”

Song Bird said, “That probably wouldn’t be the worst idea out there.”

“We don’t know what it does,” I said with a shake of my head. “It might be important to wear it or else we might miss the moment where it’s meant to be used.”

Kitten said, “He’s got a point. I think that he should keep it on and we should just get moving again.”

Maybe insisted, “What if it’s dangerous?”

Kitten countered, “What part of this isn’t dangerous?”

Maybe looked away, clearly upset.

I hated seeing her look like that. I put a hand on her shoulder and promised, “If I think that something is going to happen or going to go badly, then I’ll take it off.”

Maybe said lowly, “You might not have the chance to do that, Gravity. You might not be given a chance to take it off. And leaving it on, that could be your undoing.”

I thought about it for a long, long moment. Really, I did.

And then I decided. “It doesn’t matter. Weaver said that I would need this to beat Zion, and that’s got to be the only thing that matters. I need to take him down, and I need to trust that she knows how to do it.”

I could tell that Maybe wasn’t happy with that decision, but I could also see that she still wanted to keep moving. So we didn’t talk about it any longer. We just accepted the fact that now that I had the skull necklace that Weaver had so desperately wanted me to have, it was time to move on.

It was time to find Zion… and take him down.
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A MOMENT OF UTTER FINALITY
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The beach seemed to stretch out forever. It took almost an hour and a half before we were able to visibly see the outline of the foggy base in the distance. It rested far beyond our current point on the coast and about a half mile out to sea, where it hovered above the churning, blue and white streaks of the ocean. I knew that our end was coming soon.

A sense of finality was starting to settle over me. It wasn’t growing doom. It was more like I understood that, by the end of the day, something would happen. Maybe it would be good. Maybe it would be bad. Maybe I would have some amount of say over it and maybe I wouldn’t.

But it was going to happen.

And with each step that brought us closer to the base, that feeling grew.

“What is that?” Maybe asked.

I turned towards where she was looking, holding a hand up over my eyes to try and see into the distance. “Is that a person?”

It did, in fact, look like a person standing on the beach.

Song Bird said, “Be on your guard. This could be rough.”

I paused for a moment. The sand was exhausting to try and move through. “We could be in a lot of trouble if we have to fight out here. There’s just… too much sand. It’s going to be hard.”

Song Bird said, “I agree with you, but I don’t think we have a choice.”

“It might be hard for you,” said Kitten. “But it’s sure not going to be hard for me. I’ve got no problems out here.”

Maybe suggested, “You might want to take the lead in this, then. I’m not doing too great. I’ve got to say, we should have been doing our training in a sand pit or something!”

Kitten seemed to take that as her cue to leave the group behind. With a loud meow, she flung herself forward, dropping down on all fours to fling herself across the sand, kicking up golden clouds in her wake.

“Kitten,” shouted Song Bird, frustration creeping into her voice. “You have to stop doing this!”

But now we had no choice but to race after her. We hurried along, running behind Kitten. The person in the distance became clearer. She was just standing there. When Kitten got too close, she lifted up one hand, and a wave of blue energy surrounded Kitten, throwing her not just to the side, but into the ocean.

Splash!

Kitten at least landed in the shallows. Still, she acted as though the water was burning her. The woman screeched and yowled, throwing herself out on her hands and knees, back up onto the beach. She shook herself off.

“Kitten!” Maybe ran over, crouching down beside Kitten. She put her hands on Kitten’s shoulders.

“I’m fine!” Kitten shook Maybe off and stood up, looking annoyed.

Maybe asked, “That light, did it hurt you?”

“No,” said Kitten grudgingly. Her ears were pinned flat against the sides of her face.

I was now close enough that I could make out the woman in full. She was taller than I was by almost two feet, with pale yellow skin that reminded me of a buttercup. Her hair was a darker shade of yellow, though it seemed to have no shine or vibrancy to it. Her eyes looked the same, a dull sort of gold, as though she had lost all the life and will in her.

Her outfit consisted of a black bikini with golden metal supports beneath the breasts and fabric that barely held her tits in place. Her black bikini bottom had a golden see-through wrap hooked to the top of it, with a sharp split in the side that gave her ease of access and movement. Two antennae protruded from her forehead. When she had used the blue light, the antennae had glowed ever so slightly, so that was clearly where her telekinetic powers had come from.

Song Bird demanded, “Who are you?”

The woman tilted her head to the side. Her gaze drifted over us, one by one, taking us in. She took a step forward.

Maybe drew her alien sword, pointing it at the woman. “Don’t take another step forward! I mean it! We’re not afraid of you!”

The woman turned to look at Maybe. Her antennae twitched.

Maybe faltered. “Can she understand us?”

“It doesn’t matter.” Kitten finally got up, giving herself one last shake and sending droplets of sea water spraying off of her in all directions. “She’s clearly working with Zion.”

“Zion.” The woman had a soft voice, somewhere between a whisper and a song. “Yes.”

“I knew it,” snarled Kitten.

“Wait.” I held out one arm. “Look at her eyes. She’s not under the stone’s control. Do you see that?”

Kitten said, “That just makes her even more dangerous.”

I shook my head. “Who works with Zion without being under his control?”

Song Bird gasped. “No. It can’t be her!”

But I nodded. “I think this is Finality.”

The woman looked at me then. There was a spark of something in those dull golden eyes that made the back of my chest twist up tight into the kind of knots that couldn’t easily be undone.

She took a single step towards me. She didn’t leave footprints in the sand, which gave the impression that she must have been floating just a few centimetres off of the ground.

She did not smile. She did not look happy, or vindicated, or anything else. She just looked tired.

And she said to me, “Yes. Finality. It is time.”

“Time for what?” Song Bird said.

Finality’s gaze slid towards her instead. And in that same tired, nearly monotone voice, she said, “To die.”


15


IS THIS THE FINAL FIGHT?


There was no hesitation.

Finality spoke, and then she launched forward, moving faster than anyone else I’d ever been around. She was not at the level of being a speedster, but it was clear that the blue glow around her gave her an enhanced amount of speed, vaulting her forward. She came to a screeching stop, grabbing hold of Song Bird with her blue glow and throwing the woman across the beach.

“Song Bird!” Maybe turned towards her friend, but it was a bad call. The blue energy slammed into her next, sending her soaring. She slammed face first onto the ground, her nose breaking with a burst of blood that was almost instantly covered in sand, clotting against the bleeding wound.

But I had noticed an interesting detail. “She can’t move when she’s attacking! And she can only use her powers on one thing at a time. Look! When she attacks us, she stops floating!”

Finality turned her gaze on me. “I do not know you.”

“You will!” I took a step forward. “I’m Gravity. And today is the day that you lose.”

Finality tilted her head to the side. “Why?”

The question caught me off guard. “What?”

“Why fight?” Finality asked.

“Because if I don’t, who will?”

“No one.”

“Well, someone needs to!”

“You cannot beat Zion,” said Finality. She sounded truly exhausted. I couldn’t help but wonder why she was working with Zion.

Did she actually believe in Zion’s methods? Or was she simply afraid of him?

And then, there was an even better question.

Did it actually matter?

Maybe got herself up, spitting out a mouthful of sand and blood. “He can!”

Finality turned towards her.

Maybe continued, “If there’s anyone that can beat Zion, it’s going to be Gravity! And I’ll do anything to make sure that he gets the chance to actually fight him!”

“So will we,” shouted Song Bird. “Kitten, ears!”

Kitten slapped her hands over her ears, and Song Bird opened her mouth and screamed. The fact that we were not in close quarters meant that Kitten was able to get out of the way of the sonic blast. It didn’t just bounce off of the walls and hit all of us, it slammed only at Finality.

The woman went down with a scream, her hands flying up to her ears. I tried attacking before she had a chance to recover, grabbing onto her mass and twisting it, shouting out my attack even as I managed to fling her into the water, just as she had flung Kitten earlier.

Maybe moved in, taking a leap and slamming her sword straight down. It would have been a killing blow, but right before the blade pierced through Finality’s chest, the blue light grabbed onto Maybe’s sword, twisted it around, and slammed it through Maybe’s left shoulder instead.

The woman screamed, staggering backwards.

Rage filled me. For a moment, I saw red. I pulled the meteor hammer out of my pouch and flung it at her, twisting the mass of the spiked ball at the last moment so that it flew forward with even more force and energy.

But she blocked it with her blue telekinetic light, throwing it off to the side and right out of my hands!

Kitten jumped forward, striking out with the wind force created from her claws. Those landed one hit, but only the one. Finality was able to surround herself in blue light and fly out of the reach of the rest of the attacks.

“Shit,” said Kitten. “She’s strong!”

Song Bird said, “That’s why she’s the second-in-command for Zion’s army.”

Finality hovered in the air before us, her arms held out to either side. She looked down at us, legs together as though she had been pinned to a cross. “Command? I command nothing.”

“Lies,” said Song Bird. “I’ve heard all about you! Princess of another planet, and now, you serve as Zion’s general!”

Finality let out a tinkling laugh. She said, “I am no general. I am in command of nothing. I am Finality. I am final. I am last. I am nothing.”

She spoke in riddles the same way that Weaver did, and for a moment, I wondered if they were from the same space in the galaxy. But then she was flying forward and I didn’t have the time to think about it again. I just had to move.

The fight was like nothing we had ever been in before. It wasn’t like going head-to-head with the Obits. I would say that dealing with the mass numbers at the warehouse base had been easier than dealing with Finality.

It was clear that she had gotten her position as second-in-command for a reason. And that was because she was a damned good fighter.

She could move through the air, block hits, and land blows of her own. It wasn’t long at all before we were all dirty, coated in sand, dripping water from our hair, and more than a little bruised up.

I hit the ground for the umpteenth time and Finality, floating above me at a distance, asked, “Why get up?”

“Because I have to,” I told her, spitting out a mouthful of grit.

She said, “No, you do not.”

“I do. I have to get to Zion. And if beating you is the only way to do that, I’ll beat you!” I was getting tired though. It was harder to control the mass of my meteor hammer, and the last time I had summoned my shield, it had been half the size as usual.

I was desperate.

We were all desperate.

But we couldn’t stop. If we stopped now, then the whole world would pay for it. This fight would be the deciding factor on far more than just my ability to keep my pride. It would be the deciding factor in whether Weaver destroyed the world or not.

I had to make sure that didn’t happen.

“You will die,” said Finality. “Zion will kill you. He has no pity.”

“I don’t need his pity,” I told her. “I just need his head on a pike.”

Song Bird shouted, “This fight is for more than just us! We can’t stand by and let the world perish because – because we’re afraid!”

“Are you afraid?” Finality asked.

“Terrified,” said Maybe. She was panting and out of breath, the most wounded of us all. But she still held her alien sword in both hands, and she still readied herself to attack again.

“Then leave,” Finality said. “I will let you. I let others. But if you insist on staying –”

“You stupid cow,” snarled Kitten, leaping forward with a yowl. Blood dripped down her face from a gash on her forehead. Finality dodged each one of her attacks. “We won’t do that! You’ll kill us here, or you’ll step aside and let us face Zion!”

“I cannot do that,” said Finality. She flung her hand out. The blue light threw Kitten backwards into Maybe, knocking them both down. “If you pass me, I will die.”

A chord was struck in my back. For the first time, it hit me that maybe Finality looked so tired because she was, in her own way, fighting for survival too. Just because she worked for Zion, that didn’t mean she agreed with him.

She just wanted to live.

But that struck chord wasn’t enough to have me leave. After all, there was too much at stake.

“I don’t want to kill you,” I told her, not mentioning the fact that I wasn’t sure if I even could kill her right now, still trying to figure out my powers, exhausted, and here on the beach where everything was three times as hard as usual. “But I won’t give up. I will fight Zion, and I will win.”

As I said that, I gathered up the last of my strength and started launching a mass assault on her, throwing out the spiked ball at the end of the meteor hammer again and again and again. Sweat poured down my face, and my muscles screamed in protest.

She dodged. She twisted out of the way. She moved with the grace of a koi fish in a lake, dancing and darting and curling around.

And then –

Our eyes met.

She was tired, and dull, and desperate. And in the next moment, the spiked ball of my meteor hammer crashed into her chest, and sent her flying down, down, down onto the ground. She hit hard enough that her body slammed into a self-created crater.

A cloud of sand flew up around her.

Kitten shouted, “Is she dead? Tell me she’s dead!”

Maybe heralded, “You did it!”

But I knew that there was no satisfaction in killing her, and so I dropped my meteor hammer to the ground and ran to the edge of the crater. I dropped down into it, landing half between her legs and half on the sand. Blood was rapidly staining the front of her bikini, and the centre of her torso had been ripped open by the spikes on the ball of the meteor hammer.

If I left her like this, there was no doubt that she would die. For some reason, I couldn’t let that happen…

So I started to heal her, and I hoped that I wasn’t too late.
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A MUCH-NEEDED REST


I didn’t leave the hole until I was certain that Finality, though still unconscious, was stable. The exhaustion was so great that I stumbled to the side and almost hit the ground, only caught by Song Bird at the last minute.

Kitten demanded, “What do you you think you’re doing?”

I told them, “We can’t leave her here. We need to bring her with us and find out what she knows.”

“She should be killed,” said Kitten.

“We aren’t going to kill her. I’ve already healed her. Now we’re going to tie her up, and we’re going to take her to one of the rest spots that Song Bird picked out, and we’re going to find out what she knows about Zion.”

Kitten insisted, “What makes you think that you’re going to get anything out of her?”

“Because she threw the fight.” My words brought silence. Everyone stared at me.

Maybe asked, “What?”

I moved over to her, letting the celestial magic gather in my hands so that I could heal my girls’ wounds, their cuts and bruises and busted faces. “She threw the fight. That last hit, she let me get it in on her. She did it on purpose.”

After Maybe, I moved to do the same with Song Bird. Their wounds healed beneath my touch, the magic working just as it should with a shimmer of silver stardust.

I continued, “I think she decided she wanted us to catch her. But… I bet that she couldn’t just stop fighting. We don’t know how Zion keeps track of her. He could have been watching her. She had to throw the fight or –”

“Or she could have been in even more danger,” said Song Bird.

Kitten snapped, “Or she just slipped up, because no one is perfect.”

I reached for her.

Kitten stepped backwards.

“Come on, Kitten. Let me fix you up,” I said. “And we can discuss this more fully somewhere out of plain view.”

For a moment, I thought Kitten was still going to protest things, that she was going to insist I not heal her. But her wounds must have ached too greatly because, though she growled a little, she stood and let me heal her with my magic.

After that, we had two problems to solve.

The first: finding somewhere safe to go.

The second: figuring out how to get Finality there too.

Actually, that second one probably wasn’t going to be much of an issue. Finality was tall and lithe, but the fact remained that I could lift up people with my gravitational mass control, and that meant I would be able to lift her up and carry her very easily.

Not wanting anyone to try and use that as a means to argue against my decision, I went ahead and engulfed her in my magic, lifting her up into the air. I turned to Song Bird and asked her, “Do you have a place picked out yet?”

Kitten growled, “This isn’t over. We shouldn’t be letting her come back with us.”

Song Bird answered, “I think there’s an apartment building nearby. If we hurry, we can take a rest there before we move on to the main base.” A pause. “Then we can figure out what to do with her.”

“We leave her here,” said Kitten. “Better yet, we finish off the fight.”

Maybe gasped. “We can’t kill her when she’s not even awake!”

“Why?” Kitten demanded. “How is that any different than what she’s done to all these other people?”

“Because we aren’t villains,” said Maybe.

Song Bird nodded. “They’re both right. We need to get this moved on, and we have to do it now.”

Kitten’s ears flattened out so much they were all but buried in her hair. She opened her mouth like she was going to keep arguing, but then she turned on one foot and put her back to us.

I reached out for her, but she moved out of the way at the last moment. The look that she gave me was purely acidic, but I didn’t let it change my mind.

Maybe said, “We should keep going. Where’s the apartment building at?”

Song Bird checked a small device that she had on her communication pad, which she kept pinned to the side of her waist belt. The screen lit up with pale blue light, and bright red lines twisted around it.

“Alright,” said Song Bird. “We’re going to need to move things along a little bit more quickly. We have to go this way. It’s just off the beach and on Coral Street.”

That meant nothing to me.

Coral Street?

I tried to convey the fact I had no idea where that was with my eyes.

Song Bird’s mask was dirty and smudged with blood and mud, but she still seemed to radiate a sense of amusement. “Don’t worry, Gravity. I know the way.”

So Song Bird took the lead and the rest of us followed her, moving through the sandy beaches and up onto the ruined street of the coastal city. I thought things couldn’t get worse after that fight with the Obits yesterday…

But now Finality floated in the air behind us, and I found myself knowing that, no matter how bad things were right then, they were about to get that – much – worse.
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A NEW RIFT FORMED


The apartment building was brick. It was probably nice at one point or another. But most of the balconies had been destroyed, the metal wrenched off the side, the fire escape crumpled and crushed down onto the ground. Windows had been broken. There were burn marks all over the building as though it had been the prime target for a blowout fight between supers.

I wasn’t that great at this sort of thing, but even I could tell that some of the burns came from lightning and not just fire. The front door that led into the lobby was broken off, but I didn’t think that going in through the front entrance would be a great idea, just in case it wasn’t really totally empty and safe.

We opted for going around to the side of the building instead. Kitten easily scaled the broken remnants of the fire escapes and balconies, hopping from branch of metal to twist of steel with great ease, her lithe body twisting about in a way that was almost sexual. She was gorgeous, but right then she was also furious, and I knew it.

I also knew that I had made the right choice.

There was no way that Finality hadn’t thrown that fight on purpose. She had been tough enough that we were barely keeping up on our feet. And yeah, that did make me nervous about fighting Zion, because it meant that he was going to be way stronger than the second-in-command.

We were in for a hell of a time.

But… For the moment, I knew that we had to focus on this. I lifted Finality up to a steady looking section of the balcony, and then did the same for Song Bird and Maybe. Flying up there myself was a little more challenging. I was exhausted, and it was getting more and more difficult to actually use my powers.

I stumbled on my landing, tripping over my feet and falling straight into Song Bird. She caught me, steadying me. “Are you okay?”

“Just tired,” I told her. “Help me find somewhere to set her down.”

Song Bird didn’t let go of me right away. Her arms stayed looped around me. If not for the mask on her face, I thought that we might have kissed right then.

I sure wanted to kiss her.

I wanted her to know how much she meant to me. How much these people meant to me. My girls, part of my world. The only part of my world that mattered.

Finally, she let go of me. Rather than having me use my powers to lift her, Maybe and Song Bird both took one of Finality’s arms over their shoulders and started walking her inside. Kitten gave them both a furious look and went into the building without pausing to see if anyone needed help.

I followed the girls into the house. The interior of the apartment building wasn’t any better. It was a complete wreck, half destroyed. It was worse than the hotel. Back there, only the lobby had been affected. But here, someone had clearly gone through to clear out each individual apartment building.

There were holes in the floor, big enough that you could see straight through to the floor below. There were burns on the walls, some of which had been knocked down. Dresser drawers had been ripped out of their spot and the clothing scattered.

“I think other people must have come through and raided this place after the Obits,” said Song Bird.

Kitten nodded, finally saying, “I think you’re right. The Obits wouldn’t have gone through their junk.”

Maybe pointed out, “There’s no way for us to know if they’re still here. And this building is huge. I don’t think it’s a good idea to go wandering.”

“We’ll just barricade ourselves in here,” I said.

Song Bird pointed out, “There’s a hole in the floor.”

I frowned down at it. “Let’s… start with this room, and we’ll go from there.”

“I think we should toss her down in the hole,” said Kitten. “That way, if she wakes up, we can just bring the floor down on her.”

Maybe said, “Put her on the bed for now.”

Song Bird nodded. The two women put Finality on the bed. She was still and showed no signs of getting up at all. But her wounds were silver scars and nothing more than that, a kiss from the galaxy that had left marks on her.

My marks.

She had MY marks on her.

That shouldn’t make me feel this way, but it did. I couldn’t help but consider Finality as someone that I needed to try and help, that I needed to try and take care of. I knew that she was someone who I needed to hold, to help, and to guide.

And to keep alive.

For now, that had to be our only focus.

She needed to be kept alive so we could find out more about Zion. His weaknesses. His goals. His motives and thoughts.

And if she didn’t know any of that, well, Maybe had been right.

We weren’t villains.

We were heroes.

And that meant we needed to help everyone, no matter how hard it might seem in the moment.
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MAKING THE HARD CALLS


Once we had the first apartment room taken care of, we had a hard discussion to have. We needed to figure out what to do about Finality. And clearly, we had conflicting opinions about it.

The four of us gathered around the twin-sized bed that Finality had been set down on. We stared at her, and we stared at each other.

Kitten crossed her arms over her chest. “This is a bad idea. We shouldn’t have brought her in here, and we sure shouldn’t have healed her.”

Maybe insisted, “We aren’t villains.”

“You’re right,” said Kitten. “We’re heroes. And heroes get rid of the people who kill innocent civilians.”

“We have no proof that she’s done that,” I argued.

“We know that she works for Zion, that she’s one of his best workers. How do you think we aren’t going to find out that she’s been killing people?”

“We can’t make that snap judgment without talking to her first.”

“Yes, we can! It’s our job to do that!”

I shook my head. “It’s our job to help her, just like we help everyone else.”

Before Kitten could say anything else, Maybe said, “I think that Gravity made the right call. She needs to at least be given the chance to plead her case.”

Kitten said, “Her case is that she works with Zion!”

“A lot of people are under Zion’s control,” said Song Bird.

I was glad to see that Song Bird and Maybe were on my side, though it was hard to have Kitten against me. I didn’t think that we had disagreed like this before, not since we first met.

I had to stand my ground though.

My ground was this: Finality needed someone to stand at her side, at least until she was able to speak and explain things to us.

I needed to know why she threw the fight.

And I knew that she threw the fight.

I needed to know why.

Kitten said, “So what do you expect us to do?”

“I don’t know,” said Maybe. “But I think that we need to try and figure something out. We have to give her the benefit of the doubt.”

“I can’t believe this,” snarled Kitten.

Song Bird cleared her throat. “We don’t have time to be arguing about this right now. There is a more important task that we need to be doing.” She gestured at the hole in the floor. “We need to split up so we can keep track of both rooms.”

I was quick to jump on to that. “She’s right.”

Kitten said, “Fine! I’ll go –”

“No.” Song Bird shook her head. “I need you to stay here and help me with something.”

Kitten snapped, “With what?”

Song Bird ignored her. She told us, “Maybe, Gravity. The two of you should go clear out the room, block it off, and keep watch in there.”

Maybe asked, “Both of us?”

“I don’t think it would be good for you to be down there on your own. We need to stay in groups of two,” said Song Bird.

Maybe nodded. “That makes sense.”

“It makes sense, but it’s not going to happen,” said Kitten. “I’m going with Gravity. I’m not going to stay up here and babysit –”

“Kitten,” said Song Bird. “Enough. We need to talk. And they need to stay together so nothing happens.”

Kitten snapped her mouth shut, ears pinning back in her hair. Her tail lashed about behind her and she turned, storming out of the room, and into the adjacent living room.

Song Bird said, “Give her time. She’ll understand where you’re coming from.”

I gave a heavy sigh. “I hope so. I just… I think that this is the right move.”

“It is the right move,” said Song Bird. “Even if she didn’t throw the fight, this is going to give us a chance to learn more about Zion. And at the end of the day, that has got to be the most important thing. If we don’t figure out his weaknesses, then we aren’t ever going to be able to beat him. And beating him…”

“Is the only thing that we need to be worried about,” I finished for her.

“Right,” said Song Bird. “So for now, we burrow down here, we rest, and we wait until she wakes up to get some information. And then… we go from there.”
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THE LOWER FLOOR
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The room beneath us was just as destroyed as the rest of the apartment building. There had clearly been someone going through and looting the place. Maybe shook her head. “I just don’t get it. Why would anyone do something like this in the middle of an attack?”

“Because some people aren’t good,” I told her. “And some people are desperate. And I think it’s hard for them to pass up on a chance like that. Especially the ones that are desperate.”

Maybe shook her head. “It’s like what we were talking about before. If heroes did more with their powers than just fight, if we focused on building up a better world… people wouldn’t end up being desperate like this.”

“You know, that’s one of the things that I love about you the most.”

“What?”

“The fact that you look at the world and you always see the way it can be improved. And you are not just sitting around and letting other people do it either. You’re out here with us, and before that, you were in the ER!” I couldn’t keep the awe out of my voice.

Maybe caught hold of one of my hands. She told me, “You’re out here too, Gravity.”

“I hate that name,” I admitted. “I kind of hate being a hero. I was happy working at the garage and not having to deal with all of this. And you know what? I was better at that too.”

“I think you were fine in the garage, but I think that you were probably meant to be more. I mean, look at this. You’re making the choices that everyone else is too scared to make, that they’re too in their own head to make,” said Maybe. “You’re good at those calls.”

“Kitten doesn’t think so,” I told her. “I don’t know if we can get past this.”

“I think that we can.”

“Do you really?”

Maybe nodded. “She’s just angry. But she loves you and she’ll get over this.”

“You think she loves me?” I said.

Maybe told me, “You love us, and we can tell that. And you know we love you too. But you need to know, we aren’t always going to be on the same side. We’ll meet back up later on, but for now, we just have to try and get this taken care of.”

“I know that you’re right,” I told her.

We paused our conversation, and we started trying to secure the building. The first thing we started to do was move the furniture so that it blocked the door leading out, so no one could easily come in. If it was a super, we might have some more problems, but for the moment, we had to just try everything that we could.

So the dresser and the table went in front of the door, and then we went through and we did our best to block the windows too. We had to make sure that this room was just as secured as the other room. We couldn’t let anyone come in here and go up through the hole in the floor.

So we blocked off all the windows and doors, and then we did a second loop of the apartment, and a third loop of the apartment, and eventually, we had to come to terms with the fact that we had made the place as absolutely secure as we possibly could.

There was nothing else that we could do.

I dropped down onto the chair in the living room, kicking out my legs in front of me. I tilted my head back and let out a sigh. “I can’t believe how tired I am.”

“I’m right there with you.” Maybe shuffled between my spread legs and braced one hand on my shoulder, leaning down to press a kiss against my mouth. “Are you too tired for this?”

I laughed.

It was a startled, burst-out sound. I had actually not been expecting this, but… I knew that I couldn’t just let it pass by.

It felt like I was already losing a grip on Kitten. I didn’t want to risk losing that with Maybe too. My hands settled on her waist and I pulled her forward. She came willingly, shuffling that last little bit closer and then climbing up into my lap, easily straddling me.

Her uniform made the shape of her curves stand out that much more. Her nipples were hard, pressing against the tight-fitting fabric.

I leaned forward, catching her in a searing kiss and then a softer one. My lips pressed to the curve of her cheek and traced along the ridge of her jaw. They pulled her in, closer, closer, and they let me feel her. All of her.

Her breath on my skin. Her lips on my lips.

Her hands, as they slid down, tracing over my sides and my shoulders. One of them came up to rest on my chest, fondling my pecs through the tight-fitting and thin fabric of my uniform. I was already hard in my slacks, and there was no way that she couldn’t feel it pressing against the curve of her ass.

Maybe braced her hands on my shoulders, grinding down against me. Heat burst through me and I gasped, tightening my grip on her hips and holding her that much closer.

Maybe said, “This is okay, right?”

“God, yes.”

“No, I mean it. Doing this now, it’s okay?”

“Yes,” I told her, almost reverently. “We’re here to rest, and there’s nothing that makes me feel better than having you around me.”

Maybe gave me a small smile, the corners of her mouth peeling up into a pretty little thing. “Do you mean that?”

“Of course I do,” I told her, with another kiss to the corner of her mouth. One hand moved up, sweeping her hair out of my face. “I love being around you. I love everything about you. And I love being right here, with you, right now.”

“Right here, right now,” she repeated, and I felt, in that moment, as though we might have had a chance at winning this thing after all.

With Maybe at my side, we could do anything.

Anything at all.


20


RECOMPENSES
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“Fuck,” groaned Maybe, carefully hoisting herself up. She used a grip on my shoulders to fuck herself on my cock, rocking herself up and down in a steady, harsh rhythm. The pleasure rocketed up through me, and my hips juddered, jerking up against her. It was like heaven. Like the lights of the galaxies were brimming through me.

Stars were not nearly so pretty as the look on Maybe’s face when I fucked her. They could not compare to the sounds that she made, the small grunts and gasps that drifted through her, filling the apartment with something that was almost musical.

I could feel it building in me, the back of my spine, the heat in my skin. I wanted her, I wanted to pull her closer, to hold her tighter. I wanted this to last forever, to never end. I wanted to keep her here, with me, to keep her forever.

I thought that Maybe must have felt the same. She was so wet and hot, her cunt tight around me, my body wanting for her. And her body wanting for mine just as badly.

Our mouths met again in a frantic, desperate sort of kiss. Tongue and teeth, lips to lips, and I knew, in that moment, that this could last forever and we would be happy.

But the thing about happiness was that it was never meant to last. It was always meant to be interrupted. I wanted this to be an eternal thing – but a sound from the bedroom, where the hole in the ceiling was, caught our attention.

It was a thump.

A heavy-footed thump. And then, before we could even begin to try and untangle ourselves from each other, none other than Song Bird came staggering into the room.

She said, “We have to get things moving. I think I’ve got Kitten convinced that talking to her is the right thing to do, but we did go ahead and tie her up with some of the bedsheets. I thought that you might want to go talk to her, and Maybe and I could stay down here and –”

She cut herself off, staring at us as she realized what had just happened. What she had walked in on.

Maybe gave a high-pitched, embarrassed squeal and flung herself forward, pressing her face against my chest. Her back arched when she did, and the sensation had me pressing up into her at an entirely different angle. It was deep and hot and wet.

She squealed a second time, purely out of pleasure. Her body pressed to mine, and I couldn’t resist rocking up into her a few more times.

Song Bird said, “Oh my God, I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to walk in on this! I thought that – God, I should have expected it. I should have heard!”

I let out a huff of a laughter, stilling my hips and wrapping my arms around Maybe’s waist to hold her still. I knew that the best thing to do would be to let her go, but I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. I wanted to keep her here with me forever.

And to my surprise, Maybe turned around, her face bright red, and said, “It’s okay.”

Song Bird’s mask kept her expression hidden, but she was standing a little curled in on herself, and she was clearly embarrassed. “Let me just – go. Gravity can get in touch with Kitten later, and we’ll just –”

“Don’t go,” said Maybe.

Song Bird asked, “What?”

At the same time, I asked, “Really?”

I wasn’t able to keep the excitement out of my voice. I think that they could both hear it, that they were both amused by it horribly. And even better, it didn’t look like Song Bird was about to leave.

She was just standing there in the doorway, staring at the both of us. Even with her mask on, I could tell that she was thinking it over.

Maybe braced both hands on my shoulders, pulling herself off of me with a wet sort of squelch. The sudden lack of heat around my cock made me shudder and gasp. I shifted, kicking one leg out and watching as Maybe turned and walked over to where Song Bird was standing.

She didn’t try to take off Song Bird’s mask. But she did reach out and pressed her hands against Song Bird, pulling the other woman into a hug. Maybe pressed her mouth against the curve of Song Bird’s neck in a gentle, beguiling kiss.

And to my great joy, Song Bird turned her hands to Maybe’s body, running them over the small of her back.

“Stay with us,” Maybe insisted. “You could join.”

Song Bird asked, “Why?”

“You already know why,” said Maybe.

And it was true. We all knew why. There was something between us, and not just myself and Maybe. There was a connection that wove between all of us; myself and Maybe, Song Bird and Kitten. Even Finality. The threads of fate were woven together so that we were touching at all times, and the threads of fate had put us here, in this moment.

Before all of this happened, I didn’t believe in any of that stuff. Fate and destiny and the rest of the crock. But I knew now that there was something more eternal going on between us. There was something more enticing, more unbreakable.

We were part of each other’s galaxies. We were part of each other’s universes. And in this pull, we knew that it was important to find a constant sort of love, of support, of relaxation within each other.

I wanted Song Bird.

But not just in a physical sense. I wanted her to love me the way that I loved her. I just had to be able to convince her of that. And it didn’t seem as though I had to do much convincing at all.

Maybe seemed to have all of that covered. And Song Bird, she seemed to be totally on par with it, more than happy to just throw herself into this, pulling her companion close. Maybe shoved her hands down, grabbing hold of Song Bird’s ass.

Song Bird gasped.

Maybe asked, “Come on, Song Bird. Are you going to stay?”

Song Bird hesitated for a moment, and then she nodded. “Yes. Yes, I’ll stay. Just this once.”

“Just this once,” echoed Maybe. She took hold of Song Bird’s hands and pulled her over to the chair where I was sitting. And I knew that no matter what happened tomorrow, for tonight, we would be okay.
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DANCING WITH TWO


I had never been with two women at the same time before, but it was surprisingly easy to find my rhythm with these two. We seemed to have a connection that transcended even into this room with us, where it was nothing like any of our fights.

Or maybe it was like all of our fights, because we moved in sync with each other then, and we moved in sync with each other now. Song Bird didn’t take her mask off, but when Maybe sunk herself back down on my cock, Song Bird pressed up against Maybe’s back and reached around, pressing two fingers to Maybe’s clit and rubbing.

Maybe flung her head back, pressing it against Song Bird’s shoulder. “God, just like that! Just like that!”

Maybe’s hips jerked forward, stuttering. I reached up with one hand, grabbing at her tits. The other reached around, grabbing Song Bird’s hip and pulling her close, leaning her forward so I could reach over Maybe’s shoulder and kiss at the side of Song Bird’s neck.

I wanted to kiss her on the mouth. I wanted to curl into the both of them, to see both of their faces as this happened. But I knew that was beyond what we had right now, and I had to content myself with just holding onto them.

It was an easy thing to find contentment in.

I could feel the pressure building up and up in the base of my spine, but it wasn’t me who came first. It was Maybe, coming with a scream, shouting out both of our names as her cunt tightened around my shaft. I fucked her through it, but I wasn’t just chasing my own release. I realized that there was something else to do still.

And so the moment that Maybe was able to pull herself, breathless, from my lap, I grabbed Song Bird’s hands, and she curled them both around my cock, thumb to my shaft, smearing Maybe’s cum over my hot, hot skin. And there was something disconnected about not being able to see her face, about her expression being hidden from me, but –

But –

But it wasn’t that disconnected, and it took hardly any time at all before I was spilling hot cum onto Song Bird’s hands with a low, throaty sort of groan.

She pulled her hand away from me and held her hand out to Maybe, letting the other woman reach out and lick my seed from the curve of Song Bird’s palm.

It might have been the hottest thing I had ever seen before.

Still trying to catch my breath, I placed my hand on the curve of Song Bird’s hip, trying to urge her to come closer. “Come on. Let me take care of you too.”

She took a step forward, but before we could get anywhere past me pressing my fingers against the crotch of her slick, damp uniform, there was a sound from the other room.

Kitten’s voice called out, “Your buddy just woke up. And you’d better get up here, because I’m not going to be the one that deals with her.”
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MORE TO FINALITY THAN MEETS THE EYE


Song Bird was not lying when she said that they had tied Finality up. It was kind of hot. Old sheets had been wrapped around Finality’s hands, and they had been tied up to the headboard above her head. Her ankles had been bound together too, though not to the footboard, and she was laying in the bed, looking up at the ceiling above her.

She still had that dull yellow gaze in her eyes, as though there was no light left in her. A star that was on the verge of going out. I hated that look, especially coming from her. For some reason, I was attached to this alien woman already. There should have been a brightness in her eyes, but there was nothing.

There was just – there was nothing.

“I know this is probably not the most ideal way for you to wake up,” said Song Bird, “but I think this is probably the best thing that could happen for either of us. Anything less, and we wouldn’t be able to handle this.”

Fatality said, “Thank you for not killing me.”

“Tell me,” said Kitten. “Why shouldn’t we kill you right now?”

“We’re not going to kill you,” insisted Maybe. “But we need you to answer some questions.”

I stepped over to the side of the bed, bracing one hand against the edge of the mattress. There was enough space between us that we were not touching, but a small enough amount that we could almost touch. “I need to know about you.”

“What about me?” Finality asked.

“How did you come into working with Zion?”

“He is threatening to destroy our home planet. My home planet. I am a princess there. Princess Fat-a li’ty.”

Fat-a li’ty.

Fatality.

I could hear how things had been twisted from her name to what Zion had goaded his men into calling her. Fatality turned her head to look at me. “I am supposed to help him destroy this planet.”

“Why?”

“Because that is what he wants. Because I have no other choice.”

“So you don’t agree with what he’s doing?” I asked her.

“I am here,” said Finality. “Because I must be here. Because it must be done.”

Song Bird asked, “Did you throw the fight?”

“Yes,” Finality told us. “I did not want to kill you.”

Kitten snorted. “You expect us to believe that?”

Finality looked at her, silent for a moment. Then she said, “No. I do not. I do not expect you to believe me at all.”

That seemed to be enough to catch Kitten off guard, though it clearly didn’t make her any happier. Her ears were still pinned back in her hair, and she looked for all the world like she would rather be sinking her claws into Finality than listening to anything the other woman had to say.

But she stopped protesting for the moment.

Maybe put a hand on Kitten’s shoulder, trying to reassure her, but Kitten just shrugged it off.

“I want to believe that you’re someone we can work with,” I told her. “What made you throw the fight?”

Song Bird agreed, “You certainly weren’t interested in doing that at the start.”

Finality didn’t answer right away.

Kitten snapped, “She’s trying to come up with a story!”

“I am thinking of how to explain,” said Finality.

“You’re allowed to think,” I said. “Kitten, just give her a chance. We need to try and understand so we can figure out what to do next.”

Kitten growled, “You know what we should do next.”

Maybe spun to her suddenly and shoved Kitten, hard. “Get a hold of yourself! I know you’ve been hurt during this whole war, but that doesn’t mean you can go off the rails!”

“Don’t you dare,” Kitten started.

Maybe snapped, “No! No! It’s my turn to talk! All you’ve done since we came out here is say how you felt about things and what you wanted! But what I want is a partner who I know isn’t so set on dying and getting vengeance that she won’t have my back!”

Kitten pulled back as though she had just been physically slapped. “What? That would never happen! I’ll always –”

“You didn’t,” said Song Bird. “When we were fighting those Obits earlier, you didn’t have anyone’s back. You were too busy trying to prove a point and not caring about whether you got hurt. We had to have your back, Kitten. We had to try and cover for you. And we had to do the same thing when we were fighting Finality.”

Kitten opened her mouth as though she was going to try and protest, but the thing was, she couldn’t.

She knew they couldn’t keep arguing because there was no way for her to win. She hadn’t been looking out for anyone but herself. She hadn’t been doing anything but trying to keep her own head above the water, and that was going to come back and bite her in the ass one day.

That day just happened to be today.

Maybe jabbed a finger at Kitten’s chest and said, “You don’t get a say in this because of that. I want to hear what Finality has to say, and then I’m going to think about it, and I’m going to make a decision based around what I want to do with it, not what you want.”

She turned around with a huff. Song Bird turned back to the bed as well. They both looked to me, and I realized that they wanted my opinion on the matter. I thought it would be hard to give, but in the end… it wasn’t.

I loved Kitten.

I didn’t want Kitten to be mad with me.

But the entire planet was resting on my shoulders, and the decision that I made here today, in this room, was going to affect the life of absolutely every being on the planet.

I had to keep them in mind, and I had to keep in mind the fact that this decision could affect a lot. So it should have been hard. It should have made my whole body lock up in the face of having to decide on it. But it didn’t.

I just turned to Fatality, and I told her, “I want to hear your story.”

And she looked at me with those dull, tired yellow eyes, and she said, “Okay.”


23


FINALITY’S STORY


This was Finality’s story. She was a princess from another planet, and she had never been raised to fight. Her brother was a general in the planet’s royal army. They thought that they were ready for anything, but then Zion showed up. He came with no army and no soldiers, but with many strange stones. And these stones were used to take over the minds of the existing army, including the prince. The general-prince was forced to turn on both his friends and his family, attacking the other members of the army. Blood was shed in a great amount.

Finality’s voice trembled slightly as she spoke, though no tears came to her eyes. I wasn’t sure if it was because she simply had no tears left to give or if it was because her alien species was physically incapable of crying.

It could have been either, but it wasn’t my place to ask.

Finality continued to talk, explaining that her brother was forced to kill the king, and then the queen. And then it was just Finality left. But she was able to make a deal with Zion. She would use her species’ innate and natural telekinetic powers to help his fight, and she would give over their power crystals to him, if only he let her brother go.

It was a half-baked agreement.

Her brother was still within Zion’s reach. Should Finality ever turn against him, he would kill the general-prince.

When her story was done, her eyes closed. She seemed so exhausted that I couldn’t help but reach out and press a hand on her knee, trying to reassure her that, if nothing else, she was not totally alone. She seemed to appreciate that to an extent, though she did not open her eyes again.

She just seemed a little bit more relaxed.

Song Bird asked, “What can you tell us about Zion?”

Maybe said, “We don’t mean to be crass or dismissive. Your pain is real, and we’re sorry for your loss. But…”

“But it does not matter,” said Finality bluntly, but not meanly.

“Right,” said Song Bird.

Finality said, “I realized two days ago, Zion had killed my brother.”

The tension in the room was so thick it could have been cut with a knife. We didn’t have any response to that. Even Kitten seemed to be taken off guard, to an extent. We all just stood there and stared at her.

Finality continued, “When you showed up, I saw something. You have the stars in your eyes. I knocked you down. You got back up.”

“I did,” I told her with a nod of my head.

She said, “I think you can defeat him.”

“You don’t have any reason to keep working for him now,” said Maybe softly.

Song Bird asked, “What about the rest of your planet?”

“If he would not spare my brother when I have done all that he asked of me, why would he spare them?” Finality questioned. “I can only assume that they were killed so their life forces could be further used to heighten his plan.”

I latched on to that comment. “What is his plan? What is he even doing all of this for?”

“Zion’s ultimate plan is to make it to Weaver’s temple and take control of the lunar threads, which affect the literal fate of the world. He wants to use them to gain ultimate power,” explained Finality.

“But how?”

“If he can gain enough life force, he can activate a portal within the Big Leaguers’ base. That is why he is so determined to get inside of it. He wants to use that portal to transfer him to a planet that would otherwise be unreachable,” said Finality. “From there, he will be able to access the temple and take control of the lunar threads.”

“We can’t let that happen,” I said, fear creeping up the back of my throat. It wasn’t the first time that I was afraid, but I couldn’t help wondering if I would be enough. Having it all laid out for me without the mystery and intrigue that normally coated Weaver’s words, that made it seem more real.

The pressure was threatening to crash down around me, to make me curl up into a ball and simply stop. I could see how easy it was for Kitten to lose herself in one emotion, for the anger to have taken over her completely, because in that moment, the fear was threatening to do the very same to me.

I just wanted this to be someone else’s problem. I wanted it to be someone else’s responsibility. But it wasn’t.

It wasn’t even OUR responsibility.

At the end of the day, I was the one that Weaver had chosen to give this task to, and that meant it would be up to me. She said that I would have to make a choice, and I knew that she was right. I could only hope that this was it: that I would not have to make one that would further devastate me.

“Finality,” I said, standing up and pulling my hand away from her leg. “I have to go and fight him.”

“I know,” she said. “That’s why I let you beat me. I want to help.”

Another collective silence hung over us. I glanced at Kitten, but she would not meet my gaze. I wondered which had gotten to her more, the story that Finality told her or Maybe’s harsh but honest words. I supposed it didn’t matter.

I knew what we needed to do. If we were going to have any chance of beating Zion, then we were going to need as much help as we could get. And we had all seen Finality fighting too. We knew that she was good, that she could hold her own.

She had more experience with fighting than Kitten. More powers than Song Bird. Less to lose than myself. More calmness than Maybe. She was the missing piece that our team had so desperately been looking for, and now we had found it.

It would be stupid to let her go.

So I told her that she could help, and then I left the room.

None of the girls came with me.
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AT NIGHT, THE STARS CAN FINALLY SPEAK


The first task that Maybe and I had tackled when we went down to the second room was the doors. The second thing was block the windows. And now, I found myself compelled by a force I didn’t fully understand to go to one of the windows and peel back the wood and curtains that we had covered it with. After they were peeled away, I was able to look out at the city.

It should have been bright, but it wasn’t. There were no lights out there, not from buildings or street signs. The fires had all burned out by now, and the car alarms had all shut themselves off once the car batteries died. I didn’t need to open the window because the glass was busted, but I did anyway, carefully sliding out of the opening and onto the broken twist of metal on the other side.

I knew that this was dangerous, but there was a part of me that didn’t care. All I could think about was the fact that this was what I was meant to be doing. I needed to feel the light of the stars on my skin. It was like a force was persuading me to do it – and let’s be real – we all knew what that was.

I figured that Weaver either wanted to talk to me or wanted to show me something, or that this might be a matter about my powers instead. There was this growing ease that started building and building in the back of my chest, forcing me to relax despite the inherent risk of being out here.

I could barely see the ocean from this vantage point. It was a black smear on the horizon, visible between the broken-down buildings and the corrupted skyline of the city. I thought that I would be able to see it better from the roof, and for a moment, I tilted my head back and debated on going up higher.

There was a mould that could infect ants. It would cause them to go to the highest point that they could get and basically made them stay there until they died so that the mould could spread to other sources and continue to function and live and all of that.

It had nothing to do with why I wanted to go up to the roof, but I was so tired and frazzled by everything that was happening, I couldn’t help but think about it anyway. I decided that it wasn’t a good idea to go up there. I didn’t know what would really happen, and I didn’t want to risk catching someone’s attention.

I just needed to feel the stars, and I could feel them just fine where I was at, even without the view of the ocean.

Why did I even need to view the ocean anyway?

The answer came straight to my mind: because the ocean affected the moon, and the moon affected the ocean, and everything in space affected who I was as a person, a hero, and an individual right now. And even more than that, it made me feel good.

I moved around until I felt more secure about where I was sitting on the broken metal of the fire escape, and then I closed my eyes. Was I supposed to see Weaver tonight? Was I supposed to speak to her?

But I couldn’t sleep. I opened up my eyes again and started looking over the city once more, trying to take in anything and everything that might be around me. But there was nothing.

There were just empty buildings and… And then there was something.

Then, there was a shape in the distance, flying through the air. It wasn’t a person. It was much smaller than that. I leaned forward, looping my arms through the tangled, twisting mess of metal, and squinted hard, trying to see through the darkness.

The shape didn’t clear up.

I was curious enough that I lifted up one hand and used my gravitational powers to alter the mass of the creature and pull it closer to me, gently tugging it to where I was sitting, just like I had once used my magic powers to lift a crushed can into the trash.

We were in a totally different world now. The creature moved towards me much more easily, and I didn’t damage it in the slightest. For a moment, I was too busy marvelling over how much control I had gotten over my powers to even realize what it was that I had taken in with them.

And then I realized what it was.

A moth, with a human’s face. There was too much of a blur around it for me to make out the details of the face itself, but it seemed so familiar. I could not help but think about the very first dream that I had where Weaver had been trying to speak to me. The one that she had sent to me as a warning.

I reached out with one finger and brushed it gently over the wing of the moth. When I did, it was like a shock wave ran through my body, as though the moth had just struck me with a lightning strike. The energy bolt was hot and heavy, cold and searing, a storm that shot straight through my veins. I tried to move away from the moth, but every ounce of my body was frozen in place.

The moth’s face was becoming clearer. It was a human face. It had eyes. A mouth. A nose.

The black wings were stunning, but I couldn’t focus on it. I could only focus on the human face. The face wasn’t a stranger.

Was it one of my girls?

No, that wasn’t it.

Was it… What was it?

Better yet, who was it?

It was…

I thought it was Weaver. And the moment that I did, I passed out.
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WHAT WE LOST IN THE FIRE


I expected to find myself back in the starry mesa where I normally met up with Weaver. Instead, I was on a planet. It was lush and green, filled with all kinds of light and life. The plants were foreign. A set of ferns to my left appeared to be moving, their individual leaves clattering against each other and producing a soft whisper-like sound. They had blue specks on them.

The trees were towering, clearly having been growing for years and years and years. Their bark was silver, turning blue when the light hit it just right, and the leaves were the purest shade of dark green that I had ever seen before. I found myself just fully marvelling at it, lost for a moment in the sheer of awe of being surrounded by something like that.

I could only imagine how much care must have gone into making sure that these lands were untouched. I called out for Weaver several times, but she did not answer me, so I moved forward on my own, drifting through the forest. All around me were even more weird plants and bits of flora, like the flowers that were larger than my entire body, with brilliantly pink and yellow petals, and several little ones that seemed to be dripping from vines that were looped through the trees, silver and white flowers that hung from the branches like falling water.

The grass was high, almost to my knees, and it didn’t seem like there were any animals around. There was no birdsong and no animals to be seen, no cats or squirrels or even bugs.

I just had to keep walking, just to see what was going on. Occasionally, I would call out for Weaver, but there was never any answer. There was just this emptiness in the world around me.

I tried to change direction, but there wasn’t anyone else around. Just the trees.

One of the vines slithered over the ground, and I nearly tripped trying to get away from it. I decided that the best thing to do was just wake myself up, and I started trying to focus on the fact that I was asleep, which meant that I could wake up. This was a dream, and it could end at any point and at any time.

Except that I didn’t wake up.

Instead, there was a shift. The forest seemed to change around me, shuddering, twisting, like oil spreading out over the top of water. The light hit it and changed colour, but not in a pretty way. It was more in a disgusting way, as though the air itself was fracturing.

And when it fractured, there was fire.

A burst of it. Hot, red flames that shot out of nowhere. I screamed, throwing my arms up over my head and falling backwards, hitting the ground with a heavy thump. I braced for the fire to engulf me, but it didn’t. Instead, the flames simply vanished, leaving behind a totally ruined world, nothing but char left behind.

The trees were burned and ruined. The beauty that I had been walking through was gone. But finally, there was Weaver, standing in the middle of the ruined and blackened land, with nothing around her that spoke of the world that we normally met in.

There was soot on the bottom of her sheer, gauzy gown, and her eyes were half closed, filled with a sort of sorrow. Strings of starlight had been wrapped around her arms in thick loops, hanging on the ground behind her like she was a puppet or a marionette.

I thought that this was the saddest I had ever seen her.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

Weaver said, “This is the home that Fatality was trying to protect. This is all that is left from the planet she is from.”

“What am I doing here?”

“You need to see what Zion will try and do,” said Weaver. “This is how he gains the magic that he needs. If he is able to garner the life force from the planet Earth…”

“I won’t let that happen.”

“What if it does?”

I had no answer, so I stayed silent.

Weaver reached out, brushing her fingers against the curve of my cheek. Her touch was so light that I barely felt it. But it made me think of a question.

“What’s with the moths?” I asked.

Weaver did not smile. Her hand slid down, tracing the tips of her fingers over the curve of my neck. “They are the remnants of the souls stolen by Zion. The remnants of a timeline that should never have ended.”

“So they’re people? Is that why they look familiar?”

“Their faces are their own, unique, unseen before, ever changing. But their essence has existed for longer than that.”

“Weaver,” I asked. “Why am I here?”

“I don’t know,” admitted Weaver. “This is what the lunar threads said needed to happen. Perhaps you were meant to realize something by coming here.”

I looked around, taking in the ruined forest once more. “Her people were growers, and they lived in nature.”

“That is correct.”

“They were not meant for war.”

“Also correct.”

“Neither was she.”

Weaver said, “Neither are you.”

“We’re soldiers. We don’t have a choice. If we don’t fight back, then…” I trailed off and shook my head, then stepped forward, catching Weaver around the waist and pulling her in for a hug.

She seemed startled, but she did return the hug after a moment. Her arms looped around me, and the touch was just as gentle.

“I will fight until I can’t,” I told her. “Give me that much time.”

“I will let you fight until your heart stops beating,” agreed Weaver. “Or until he sets foot within my temple.”

It was the best deal that I could have made from her.

This time, I didn’t mind simply staying there until I woke back up.
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ONE LAST JOURNEY THROUGH THE WASTED LANDS


There was something about having Finality with us that seemed to completely change the atmosphere of our group. Or maybe it didn’t actually have anything to do with her presence. Maybe it had more to do with the fact that we knew, one way or another, things were going to end very, very quickly.

And when they ended, they were going to change everything.

Our hearts were heavy. As we moved through the streets and back towards the beach, there seemed to be a growing weight that was attached to my heart, to each step that I took, to my very soul itself.

Finality took the lead. She knew the position of all of the Obit troops, which meant that she was able to keep us in the city for the majority of the time so we wouldn’t have to expend all of our energy by going through the sand out on the beach.

When we finally did exit out on to the beach, the base was in clear view.

It was a massive thing, a quarter of a mile off shore, floating in the air. Several magenta rings of energy circled beneath the building, clearly the source of its ability to float. It was sleek and modern, everything that you would have expected about the base of a set of big-time superheroes.

And the beach was destroyed.

It wasn’t just desecrated. There were pyres of stone that jutted out through the ground. Spots where the sand had been turned to glass from the intense heat of a super’s power. Blood stained once golden sand. There were pits in the earth itself where they had been blown outwards by an unseen force.

And there were no people around.

A strange shield had formed around the base.

“What is that?” I asked.

Finality said, “That is the shield. It prevents powers from hitting the base itself. The only way to hurt it is from the inside.”

Kitten asked, “Great. How do we get in?”

It was the first thing she had said since we left the apartment building. I was relieved that she was at least still willing to talk to us when it came to important matters like this.

Finality led the way through the beach, seemingly uncaring about the start of it. I thought back to the homeland that I had seen in my dream, and I figured that she had seen more death and destruction already than anyone on Earth.

An entire planet, lost.

So of course this ruined beach meant nothing to her! Of course the light had already left her eyes. I made sure to stick close behind her, not wanting to get caught in any kind of a trap. We moved through the beach quickly, and when we got to the water, she held out her hand.

Blue telekinetic magic surged through the air. It resonated with the magenta lines of light beneath the building, twisting it outwards. The lines wove themselves together like a braid and then extended out to the water.

“This is how we get inside,” said Finality.

Song Bird asked, “Is that safe?”

“Only one way to find out.” Kitten went to step forward, but Maybe grabbed her by the wrist and forced her backwards.

Maybe shouted, “That’s exactly what I was talking about before! Stop being so reckless! We don’t want to lose you!”

Kitten’s ears folded and she jerked back a little bit, looking abashed. Finality’s mouth twitched up at the edges in the smallest smile I had ever seen. It only lasted for a moment, and then she turned back to the project at hand.

The light bridge.

Without an ounce of hesitation, she stepped onto the woven lights and began the ascent out above the ocean and towards the building. The light pulsed beneath her feet with each step that she took.

“She isn’t floating,” said Song Bird.

“No,” I agreed. “She’s not.”

“I think that it’s probably safe, then,” Song Bird said.

I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring or at least a vaguely amusing smile, and then I told her, “I mean, it’s not like we’ve got any other choice. This time at least, I think we just have to trust her.”

Still, I wanted to prove a point.

Without waiting long enough for Kitten to go first, I stepped onto the light bridge and hurried after Finality.

And beneath me, the bridge of woven magenta light… held.
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SING, CANARY BIRD, SING


At the very top of the magenta light bridge there was a door. It slid open the moment that we drew near it, activated by our heat signatures. The interior of the base was… It was clean and sterile, and it stank of blood and rotted meat. The once white room of the lobby was stained with some sort of slick, ugly liquid. It clung to our boots as we moved through the room.

Near the door on the east side of the lobby there was a woman. She lay propped up against the wall, the entire left side of her body burned, and the slick staining the ground around her mixed with her blood. Her brilliant yellow bodysuit had been permanently stained by the colours. The feathers that grew from her unburned arm had lost their sheen.

Her short black hair was worn in a bob. Her eyes fluttered open at the sound of the door opening and then shut again. I rushed towards her, the healing magic already brewing in the tips of my fingers. As I dropped down onto my knees, I flung my hands out, letting the magic coat her body and weave her back together.

Piece by piece, by piece, by piece.

One burn and blister at a time. Her eyes fluttered again but stayed open longer. She caught my hands. “Stop.”

Her voice was ruined, but it startled me into dropping the magic. “What?”

“Save it. You must be… the one that the woman spoke of,” said the hero.

Maybe sat down too. From her gear, she pulled out a needle and thread and a roll of gauze, and she began trying to treat the woman’s wounds without magic. This was less effective, but the woman allowed it to continue.

I asked, “What woman?”

“The one in the stars. Save your strength. I won’t make it.”

“You could. Let me heal you.”

“You are here to fight Zion. You need your strength.” The woman coughed.

Song Bird, voice choked with grief, asked, “Canary, what happened here?”

Canary.

That was a pretty name for a hero.

But this was not a hero’s death.

Her eyes closed. She took a breath, struggling to steady herself. Then she said, “This happened so fast. We tried to fight them off, but there were too many. And then he took Juggernaut and Toxic Bloom, and we didn’t have a chance.”

I didn’t know those names, but I imagined that they were two heavy hitters on the Big Leaguers’ team. I couldn’t imagine fighting my girls. I knew that it had been hard for Song Bird and Kitten both, having to go up against the people that they cared about.

“We thought that if we could retreat into the base, we could regroup,” said Canary. “But we didn’t realize that Aphrodite had turned too. She came in with us and compromised the base. She… She…”

“Did she do this?” I asked.

Canary made a warbling sound in the back of her throat, like she was more injured than we knew, or maybe like a bird caught in a trap.

Maybe said, “That’s the best that I can do right now. You need to know this, Canary. If we don’t die in there, then we are going to come back for you.”

Canary turned towards her.

Maybe pressed a hand to the side of Canary’s face. “Do you understand that?”

Something softened on Canary’s dace. “I understand.”

“Good,” said Maybe.

She stood up, and after a moment, so did I. We knew that three heroes had been turned, at least, and probably others that weren’t originally on the roster too, now that Zion was actually inside. We couldn’t linger. We had to be quick, to find them before we were able to be found ourselves.

And still, there was something about leaving Canary here that seemed to be an end of an end. A sudden halt to our previous expectations. The fact was we could not save her. We would probably never come back for her.

We were probably all going to die.

But by giving her hope, we were also giving ourselves hope. A reason to keep going, no matter what was happening. We were moving. Step by step by step, through the door and into the adjacent hallway, without ever looking back over our shoulders.

Because if we looked back, we might not have been able to keep going.

The doorway let out into the halls of the base, a winding thing that was built a little bit like a rat maze. It was only through Song Bird’s careful planning and her map device that we were able to actually make our way through the building.

We didn’t know what would be in the rooms around us. There were vines on the walls and evidence of fighting in every room that we went through. There was also no way to tell when we would find a dead body – Obits, heroes, villains – and when we would find something else.

Each room was a mystery. We passed through one that was filled up with screens on the wall, displaying all of the different sections of the city that were normally monitored by the Big Leaguers, all of the places that the heroes usually tried to keep track of.

But there was nothing on any of them. Just empty screens and even emptier city streets. It was like the monitors were just watching a mass of ghosts, or better yet, like they were watching a graveyard that was set to be destroyed.

It made me think of the way that the once lush forest had turned into a massive pyre and how nothing but destruction had been left. There was no way to avoid the fact that it was what my planet was heading for too. Stopping Earth from dying would be hard. Almost impossible, even.

But we kept going anyway.

One step at a time.

And we would.

I would.

Until my heart stopped beating.
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APHRODITE’S KISS WILL NEVER FADE


One room. Two rooms. And then we stepped into a third room and straight into another fight. It was three women. One of them was Aurora, a beautiful being of ice and light, with pale white skin that seemed to shine with an otherworldly sort of light. Not like the stars. But something that shimmered and drifted over her flesh. Her one-shoulder tunic was made of a black fabric, but it shimmered as well, and she had knee-length mesh leggings on. Her hair, blonde, went down to her butt and was held back in a braid.

Beside her was a thin, skinny twig of a woman, with dark skin and a mess of curly hair. The green and pink outfit that she wore was covered with flowers, and fake vines ran down the length of both her arms and down her legs as well.

Nymph and Aurora, a partnered set that even I knew about. They were twisting around each other, working with each other the same way that people did when they had been at each other’s side for a very, very long time.

And then there was the third woman. Aphrodite, who had partnered with Zion.

She was beauty incarnate. Busty, with her breasts barely covered by a thin veneer of golden fabric, and a bright pink thong that was held up with golden strands. The golden threads crisscrossed across her belly, though most of her flesh was still bare, and the smattering of freckles over her face gave her an innocent look.

Her eyes were blank and gold, just the same way that everyone who was under Zion’s control looked. Aphrodite had a bow staff with her, golden and pink, intricately carved. She was locked in a vicious battle with Aurora and Nymph.

I tried to run forward, but Kitten caught me by the arm. She shook her head. I knew on some level that she must have been right, it wouldn’t be smart to interrupt them right now. My magic needed to be saved for as long as possible, and we needed to be able to put our full effort into fighting with Zion.

But there was no way to get past this fight either without running straight into things.

All we could do was watch.

Aurora blasted her powers out with a bright crash of light. The swirls of the aurora borealis leapt from her fingers and slammed to the ground, but Aphrodite backflipped out of the way at the last moment. Bursts of light exploded from the ground when her hands hit the tiles. Pink flash bangs that echoed through the air.

And then bursts of golden pollen seemed to explode from the pink light too.

The golden dust seemed to be even worse than the pink light. The other two women hurried to try and get out of the way, covering their mouths up with one hand.

“We need to help them,” I told the others.

Fatality said, “We can’t. We need to just wait until we have an opening. And then we run.”

I looked to the others, hoping that they might be willing to protest, to help me convince her that no, something else was needed; that no, we needed to help them, we needed to keep moving forward, to keep fighting, to help.

What happened to being heroes?

That’s what Maybe had said. That we were heroes and not villains.

But suddenly, we were in a position where none of my girls would meet my eyes, and it seemed that the only chance I had of getting any of them to back me up would be to simply run head first into the fight on my own.

Exactly what we had been trying to convince Kitten to stop doing. Exactly what I knew could break apart our team, in a moment where we needed to be closer together than ever before. We had to be able to keep our heads on straight and to make smart, informed decisions.

We had to be able to keep it together and make our decisions as a group.

So I couldn’t run off when no one else wanted me to.

All I could do was stand there and watch.
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MAD DASH, MAD SEX, MAD GIRLS


It actually didn’t take too long for there to be a moment to dash forward. We were able to take advantage of the fact that Nymph and Aphrodite were locked in battle and raced across the room towards the opposite door. Our feet pounded across the pavement. A scream from behind caught my attention, causing me to pause when the others kept going.

It was Nymph. She had just been pierced through by a heart-shaped prong on the end of the bow staff. Her blood spilled on the floor, and Aphrodite let out a cackling laugh, even as Aurora wailed.

“No, no, no!” She ran forward, straight past me.

I was close enough to grab her arm. “No! Come with us! We can get out of here!”

But it was a bad idea. Aphrodite spun around, turning and slamming one foot down on the ground. A burst of bright pink light flash-banged across the room, and from it came bursts of golden pollen, which turned the air sickly sweet as it was cast over us. Before I could get so much as a whiff of it, Aurora pushed me forward and out of the way. She took the pollen full on the face.

I grabbed hold of her and shoved her out of the room. Then I went with her, using my gravitational control to not only pull the door shut behind me, but to change the mass of it so it would be too heavy for her to open. We could hear her banging against the door on the other side, but nothing that Aphrodite did would cause the door to so much as wiggle open.

I knew that, for the moment, we were safe… but we were not done with the fight.

Song Bird demanded, “What was the pollen?”

Aurora dropped down onto her ass, legs spread in front of her. She was blushing heavily, sweat on the back of her neck, on the sides of her face. Her pupils were dilated. “Sweet Gold. It’s an… an aphrodisiac. It’s meant to distract you so you can be apprehended. God, I’m so fucking hot. I need the antidote, I need – she’s the only one that has it, and I need the antidote.”

I looked at the door. “There’s no way that she’s going to give it to us. We need a second option. What happens if you don’t get it?”

“I need – I need,” Aurora gasped, her eyes closing. She pressed her head back against the wall and shoved a hand between her legs, pressing two fingers against the centre crotch of her uniform and rubbing at herself through the thin fabric, working herself until a damp spot had appeared.

It took pretty much no time at all, and then she was jerking her hips forward, rocking into her own touch.

I couldn’t tear my eyes from it.

Maybe insisted, “What happens if you don’t get it?”

“Fever. Heart. I need – I need the antidote or – ah, ah –” She broke off for a moment, groaning, rolling against her own hand. “Someone fuck me.”

The words cut through the air, and then straight through me. My whole face felt hot. I was the only one around here with a cock.

We didn’t say anything at first, just stood there, watching her work at getting herself off, but the longer that she worked at herself with her fingers, the more frantic she got, the redder her face became.

I wanted to do something. I needed to do something.

Maybe looked to me and said, “I think that her heart will stop if she doesn’t get relief. And her temperature is going up to dangerously high levels. You need to do something.”

It was a low muttering thing, the round of approval, and then I found myself somehow on the ground between her knees, and Aurora was begging me to fuck her, begging me to make her feel better, to make her feel less like she was going to die.

Begging me to save her.

And I was going to do exactly that. I was going to save her.

I took a deep breath and reached down, catching her hand within my own. I tugged it away from herself, even though she writhed and whined like the action was physically painful – but when my fingers pressed to her cunt instead, pushing the fabric up into her wet opening with two fingers, it was met with the single most relieved sound that I had ever heard.

“Just like that, just like that,” begged Aurora. Her hair fell over her shoulders, and she grabbed at my shoulders and my side, trying to pull me closer, trying to get me up against her more firmly.

I fucked my fingers harder against her, pressing them up as far as the fabric would let me go, and then I pulled it aside and slipped them into her cunt fully. Aurora all but screamed, her hips jerking and her hands grabbing at my shoulders more fully.

“More, more,” she begged me.

The girls were silent around me, though they watched with hungry eyes. It was inappropriate to get themselves off right then, they had to be on watch, ready to pounce in case Aphrodite did manage to get through, but they would not be forgetting about this any time soon.

And neither would I.

Aurora had a beautiful pussy.

It was tight and wet, perfectly moulded to my fingers. I was saving her life by getting her off, and I was damn sure going to make it a good time. My palm ground against the hard nub of her clit, and I pressed my fingers into her even harder, seeking out that special bundle of nerves inside of her.

She kicked out one leg, groaning, hips jerking, trying to somehow pull me closer even though there was no more space for me to be taking up. I wanted her to know that no matter what happened, I would take care of her.

I pressed a kiss to her belly.

My fingers twisted inside of her, pressing up into her, spreading out and stretching her. I fucked her like I wanted to remember this moment forever.

And I knew that she would.

We all would.
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THE FIRST FRACTURE IN THE MIRROR


When Aurora came, she passed out.

None of us spoke about it. There was no reason to talk about it, honestly. We were okay with it. We knew that Aurora had to be protected the best that she could be, and that the only way to do that would be to get her off with someone else’s hands. And I was the best in the group at getting women off, so that’s what I went and did.

We only had a problem with the fact that, afterwards, we had… well, some unfortunate dealings. Obits. A group of them. They were waiting for us.

They were planning on us arriving. Song Bird flew forward, throwing herself head first into the fight, and we joined in. But this was Zion’s main base, and they seemed to be coming out of everywhere, all at once.

An outpouring of foot soldiers.

A rib broken, and I healed it.

Noses broke, and I healed it.

But Song Bird couldn’t fight to her full potential with her allies around, least of all Kitten.

She dropped backwards to stand beside us, our backs to each other. She said, “I need you to get out of here.”

“What?” I frowned.

“Get out of here. The only way this is going to work is if you get out of here. I need you to go. Go, so I can scream,” said Song Bird.

“We can’t go,” said Kitten.

Maybe said, “We have to stay. We aren’t going to leave you.”

Song Bird said, “We need to get out of here. You need to get out of here so I can scream. It’s the only way that we can take down this many people at once.”

She was right.

She was right, and we had to go.

I took hold of Maybe with one hand and Kitten with the other, and I nodded. “We trust you. Just – meet up with us soon, okay?”

“I will,” said Song Bird. “I promise.”
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A SPLINTER WE MUST PULL


We left Song Bird, and it was a moment that would haunt me forever. But even from three halls down, we could hear the way that her scream was rattling through the air. It would have knocked us all out if we had stayed, and that was a gamble we just couldn’t risk. And I knew that even beyond that, we had to trust Song Bird.

Of us, she was the most experienced hero, and she was the most level-headed too. She knew what had to be done, and she knew how to do it.

She could make this work.

The problem was that once Song Bird left, it seemed harder for the rest of us to stay together. We broke off one by one to try and deal with the other Obit groups, with the corrupted heroes, with the villains who had lost every semblance of their own self.

And in that, there was a strange sort of darkness.

I had pictured it being all of us when we faced down Zion, but we were getting closer and closer to the centre of the base, and there was just – no way we would meet up in time.

I think that Finality could tell that I was getting nervous. As we moved through the empty hallways, she told me, “I could tell. When we fought, I could tell that you were going to be a challenge.”

“What do you mean?”

“I tried to use the stone on you.”

I froze. “What?”

“I could not,” Finality said. “It did not work. It was the stars. They were guiding you, and the stone could not sway you from that path.”

I shook my head. “I didn’t even notice.”

Finality said, “That is how I knew that you were going to be the one to beat him. I knew that we would have to work together… or it would continue. I do not want it to continue.”

“What don’t you want to continue?”

“Fighting. I am tired.”

I could tell. It was in her eyes.

I said, “I know.”

Finality said, “I do not want to continue being a soldier. I just… I want this to end. One way or the other, I want it to end.”

One way or the other.

And honestly, one outcome was more likely than the other.
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A PORTAL WITH NO CAKE; A LAND WITH NO LIFE


The centre of the base was a locater. Because so many of the Big Leaguers were from space or were frequently involved in space matters, there was a fancy crystal structure at the centre of the room that served as a portal. It was presently humming, bright pink and yellow light bouncing around from the crystal, spinning in all directions. It arced from the transient points as the crystal gained power.

The rest of the room was made from a solid black metal, one that was meant to bounce the light back. There was a single computer system lining one wall of the room, though it looked to be way more complicated than anything that I had ever touched – and more complicated, too, than what was back home in Song Bird’s base. But then, considering the fact that this place had been manned by the Big Leaguers, maybe that shouldn’t have been a surprise.

The Big Leaguers needed to go to locations that I had never even heard of. I knew from my studies that they were manned by aliens and supers alike, and even had a single human without powers in their midst. It was a morbid thought, but I bet that human sure regretted the fact that they had joined with the supers now, huh?

The crystal locater was meant to help them travel from place to place without needing to use a manned aircraft. There was nothing that could stop them from climbing into the crystal and using it to travel to other parts of the planet, or even other parts of the galaxy.

Well, being dead was stopping them, but still. That was just me trying to make a morbid joke to calm myself down.

It didn’t help. I was just as terrified stepping into the room as I had been out in the hallway. Looking over the hulking expanse of the crystal didn’t help any.

But the crystal wasn’t the worst part of it. Not really. The worst part of it was the fact that – in front of it was Zion.

The very man that we had been looking for. I froze, caught staring at him like a dog in the middle of the road. My throat constricted, and for a moment – well, for a moment, I wished that this wasn’t my job. I was just some guy who worked at a garage shop, you know? I was just some guy… that had the fate of the world resting on my decisions. I didn’t want that, but I had no choice.

I had to rise to the plate. I had to pull myself together and – and make this work. So I took a step forward, shoulders pushed back, and I made my presence in the room known.

Zion was tall and thin, almost Grecian in appearance. He had tattered moth wings on his back, as though they had been ripped and torn up over the years. A third eye rested on his forehead, but it was pure red, as though the once milky flesh now had been filled up with blood. He wore translucent clothing that left nothing hidden from the imagination. He held a trident made of strange black metal, with the prong tips in red, blue, and yellow.

And each prong was glowing.

I knew from experience that he got his magic powers from the prong tips. They were related to elemental magic. In my first fight with him, I had barely escaped. The best that I could figure, each prong of Zion’s trident contained the powers of a different element. Red for fire, yellow for lightning, and blue for water. Even beyond that, his eye gave him some sort of precognitive ability. It made sense.

That’s what was going on with Weaver, right? Before her eye turned milky white, before she lost her second sight, she had been able to use her third eye to look into the future. And in that, she had been able to see – well, she had seen Zion destroying the world, and she had come to the decision that I was the only person that could have any hope of defeating the guy.

Crazy, right?

It felt crazy.

But – so last time I had fought him, that eye had given him the chance to see my actions before they happened. It had been one of the biggest reasons why the fight had gone so badly. Then again, there were a ton of other reasons why that fight had gone so badly. Like the fact that we were going up against an alien that was so powerful, a space deity was willing to literally destroy the Earth before she let him escape from our planet.

Yeah, that sure didn’t put things in a good light. But this wasn’t the time to get all introspective either. This was the time to move forward, step into a better future. Step into my name.

Gravity.

I was no longer Toby Gray.

Not here, at least.

I was Gravity. And… Zion had absolutely no interest in even looking at me. Instead, his gaze landed on one of my companions. Finality.

“I thought you would never come, Finality. You disappoint me,” said Zion. “So much for our tea and cake.”

Finality made a soft sound in the back of her throat, almost wounded. “I don’t care if I’ve disappointed you. You are nothing to me.” And then, “I know what you’ve done, Zion! I know that there is nothing waiting for me!”

“Oh, but there could be. I could be waiting for you.” He twisted the trident so that it was pressed to the ground again. Zion tilted his head to the side, his mouth curling up at the edges. “There could be more for you, Finality. I could have made a place for you in the new world.”

“You would never have given me anything,” said Finality. “And we both know it. All you do is lie and cheat and take for yourself!”

Zion pressed a hand to his chest, pretending to be injured by the comment. “Oh, you’ve wounded me. Is that really what you think about me?”

“It is,” said Finality. “It’s the truth.”

Zion looked away, down at the ground – but he only held the look of sadness for a moment, and then his mouth twisted up into an ugly sort of look, this teasing sneer. “It’s your truth. Not my truth.”

“This isn’t a game,” I shouted, stepping forward. “I’m tired of hearing you talk like it is! There’s too much going on, do you hear me? This isn’t – this isn’t a game. Leave her alone.”

“Gravity,” said Finality, but there was a softness in her words. As though she had not expected to have someone on her side.

Considering what I had learned about her so far, I’m sure that no one had done that for a long time. But she was one of my girls now, and that meant that I would have her back no matter what went down. I would always side with her.

“You’re right, it’s not,” he told me. Zion straightened up fully. Finally, I was in his sight.

It sent a shiver down my spine. I had never before felt so much like the rabbit being chased down by the world’s biggest wolf. I knew that I couldn’t let him know that. I couldn’t let Finality know that either.

I had told her that I could help. She had thrown that fight and came to me because she thought that I was really going to be able to do something. That I could win.

And this was my chance to try and show her that I hadn’t been the wrong choice. It was time for me to show Weaver that she hadn’t made a wrong choice either.

I took a step forward and then stopped. I didn’t know what that crystal was going to do or what would happen if I got too close to it.

Zion continued, “This is far more than a game. Right now, you are about to see history being made. You are about to see a world that becomes devoid of life and power! I have been building it up for months now. That podium you saw before, it was only one of a thousand that I have all over the states.”

One of a thousand. And energy was being sucked in by all of them. I remembered it. The portal was made with alien technology, sleek black and white metal and strange blue light. It had been large, big enough for five people to fit on, though Zion was the only one who had used it.

The theory that I had workshopped with my girls was that the portals were taking power from the supers. Somehow, Celestial had been able to resist the mind control – and that’s why she had been locked up in that strange room. She had been drained of her magic and her power. As a being with the powers of the galaxy at her fingertips, she had been a great battery source.

We had been hoping that with Celestial dead – terrible as it sounded – and the remnants of her power in my body, it might have taken him longer to gather the energy that he needed to move through the atmosphere and into – whatever world he was trying to get to.

Clearly, that wasn’t going to happen. The idea of there being that many portals… Which other heroes had been pushed under the surface of the ground and hooked up to the portals? Which other heroes had been lost in such a manner?

Celestial.

The sight of her was still ingrained in my mind.

I wanted – I wanted to make sure that nothing like that ever happened again. And yet… It seemed like it was already happening, all over the place. It was happening all over the country, hundreds of times over. The guilt that rose up inside of me was nearly enough to suffocate me. The world seemed distant for a moment – and then my heart gave a beat, and the world clicked back onto steady ground again.

“I have what I need now,” said Zion. “There’s nothing that you can do. The portals have done their job. Did you know, if you get enough energy – you can do anything in the world? Look at this. A crystalline portal, meant to pull us into another future. But your sort, you did nothing to make proper use of it.”

Zion turned to the crystal, reaching out and pressing the very tips of his fingers against the surface. The light rippled away from the tips of the digits, a fluctuation that bounced off of the walls as well. Worse, it bounced off of the curves of Zion’s face.

He must have been handsome at some point.

His features were sharp. His eyes narrow. He would have been a handsome thing before the third eye turned bloody and his wings became tattered. The light curled over his skin, and it made him seem as ethereal as he should have been. A fate weaver, pulled down and pushed into this shape; this fractured, busted form. His hand pulled away, and the light returned to its original, wavering pattern.

“It’s hardly my fault that you’ve been pulled into things. I never told you to come here,” Zion told me. He made a gesture with one hand, throwing it out to the side. “In fact, I would have preferred if you hadn’t.”

“You’re killing everyone!” I shouted, taking another step towards him. “What did you think would happen? That the whole world would just be fine with that? That you could get away with doing anything you wanted?”

“I’m making use of them,” Zion said. “They are only dead if they are too weak to survive that use. And if that’s the case, what point is there in letting them live? Someone else would just off them anyway.”

“You don’t get to make that decision,” I told him. One hand went out to the side, though I didn’t pull my meteor hammer out just yet. I had two weapons so far, my shield and my hammer, and that was all that I came in here with. That, and magic that I barely understood the use of. It was putting me at a huge disadvantage. I knew that Zion had far more magic than I.

Even worse, he had years’ worth of training. His whole life’s worth! And I had barely a few weeks of it. But that wouldn’t be enough to hold me back. I knew that. I had known it from the very start, I thought. It was what Song Bird had been concerned about before we started forward.

That she would have to watch me die. That she would need to make a call that put me in the heat of a battle I couldn’t win. And this was going to be that battle; we all knew it. The final moment of our march forward.

It hit me that this was what the Big Leaguers must have felt every day that they went into battle; a charging moment, an understanding that death would soon be upon them, that things were likely not going to be handled the way that they hoped.

And in each of those moments, they made the choice to go forward anyway.

That was the same choice that I was going to need to make too. It was a clicking moment. I couldn’t back down. I couldn’t go elsewhere. I needed to face the music, no matter what that music might be. A death march, no doubt. But a death march that I would face with as much confidence as I could.

“This isn’t going to be as easy as you’re thinking,” I told him.

Zion laughed. The sound was unpleasant. “Do you think that you can do anything to stop me? I know everything that Finality has ever done. And you… You have no hope of standing against me. I’ve already seen what you can do. I know that your powers are no match for mine.”

“That’s not true,” I shouted. “My powers are going to bring an end to you!”

“Impossible. Don’t you realize I already know what the end is for all of this? Don’t you realize that I already know what’s going to happen?” Zion said. “I have seen the future, and it is glorious! It is mine!”

“The future will never be yours! I won’t ever let that happen,” I told him, putting as much fervour into my voice as I could. “You will never be the ruler of it.”

Zion said, “You really think that you’re going to be able to stop me?”

“I know it,” I told him.

Finality said, “He will be able to win. I would not have come with him, if not.”

Zion looked at Finality again, tilting his head to the side. His mouth did this funny little thing, as though he was not pleased that she would speak to him. He flicked his free hand in her direction. “I have no more interest in you. Not when you have turned your back on the future that I had been willing to give you.”

“You took my future,” said Finality. “You took everything that I could have ever wanted.”

“I was going to give you something better,” said Zion with a wave of his hand. “I was going to give you something that could never be forgotten! You would have become history!”

“I didn’t want history,” Finality shouted, waving one arm in an angry arc. “I wanted my family! And you took them!”

There was a bang. The door swung open. Injured and bloodied but alive, the rest of my girls came stumbling in.

“There you are!” Maybe flung herself at me, throwing her arms around my neck. It nearly unbalanced the both of us. My confident stance was broken in favour of grabbing her, wrapping my arms around her waist, and pulling her close to me.

“I was worried about you,” I told her.

Maybe said, “We’re fine. We made it here just fine.”

“I thought –” I cut myself off. It didn’t matter that I was worried about her. It didn’t matter that I had been concerned she might have been dead. I pulled away from her, though the motion was reluctant at best. My hand stayed against her wrist, lingering there.

She had a few more bruises and scrapes than before, but the majority of the blood didn’t seem to belong to her. It was a relief knowing that she wouldn’t be dropping dead any moment.

Song Bird seemed to have a few more injuries – not a surprise, considering she was a super. Not only did she have the confidence to take more risks, but she had the superpowers to back those risks up. I was sure that she had taken lead on the fights they had encountered on the way here.

Song Bird demanded, “Zion, stand down! You are under arrest!”

“Do you think that’s actually going to do anything?” Zion asked. “No, I am curious. Do you think I am going to just put my hands up and turn myself in? No. Not before, and certainly not now. You’re too late.”

“We’re still alive,” said Kitten. Her claws flashed in the bright lighting of the Big Leaguers’ base. There was a blood spot on her cheek, though it didn’t appear to be hers. Her ears were pinned back completely into her hair. “And that means we’re not too late. We still have a chance to stop you!”

Zion started to laugh. “You have no chance at that. It has gone too far. You realize that, don’t you? I have already accomplished exactly what I had been aiming to reach. I have come to a place of higher power! There is nothing that can be done to stop me! There is nothing that can be done to undo the choices I have made!”

Song Bird grit her teeth. Though she was here fighting with me, I knew that she was thinking the same thing. That this battle was one we would soon be losing. And that we were about to put ourselves into a place of death. The exact thing that she had been worried about, and here it was, about to happen.

I couldn’t believe it.

No.

I wasn’t going to believe it. I would keep going, fully forcing myself to understand that we were going to win. If you think it enough, after all – if you think it enough, then it will come into being. I was told that once, a long time ago. And I knew that this moment, well, we were going to need everything that we could get.

I refused to even think about it. I turned away from Song Bird, knowing that she didn’t mean any harm from it, but knowing that I needed to keep going. This was the penultimate moment. This was going to be our dying day.

I pulled my meteor hammer free and flung it forward, but he easily stepped out of the way. It hit the floor behind him with a crash, sending up jolts of cement and plaster. “Forget about stopping you! I’m going to kill you!”

“Is that so?” Zion taunted. “You’re going to kill me?”

“I am,” I shouted with a jerk. The hammer flew back to me. I tightened my grip on the chain, twisting it around my hands. The hammer turned light as a feather and twisted into a loop above me. Then it flung out again, but Zion easily stepped away from the blow.

Just like before, it was as though Zion could see each motion before it happened. That was going to make any battle that we had difficult – if not fully impossible – to win. Again, the hammer exploded the plaster of the ground, and again, I pulled it back.

“You can’t beat me,” shouted Zion.

I countered, “Yes –” A crash of my hammer hitting the stone floor echoed around us. “ – I –” And again, the blow was dodged by Zion. I gritted my teeth, sweat already starting to run down the back of my neck. “ – can!”

But a strangled sound caught my attention.

I looked over my shoulder and saw that Finality had crumpled to the ground, both hands up to cover her mouth. “No,” she said. “He’s right.”

“I knew that you were smart,” said Zion. “That’s why I kept you, and not your brother. A shame. You clearly were not smart enough. Otherwise, you would not have left.”

“You leave her out of this!” I grabbed hold of the hammer, and I lurched to the side. I wanted to show that Finality could trust me. I wanted her to believe in me – even though my own belief was a forced and twisted thing, something that I had to try and grab, warping and pressing into reality. “Finality isn’t your pawn anymore.”

If I couldn’t just strike him, maybe there was a chance that I could trick him!

I ran forward, throwing my hammer out in front of me. I decided to try and use a technique that I had never done before, by letting the hammer swing forward and after it had already cut through the air, I changed the flow of gravity and made it swerve in a different direction, looping it back around to slam into Zion from behind.

He dodged it again, though this time – the blow came closer than any of the others. There was a chance that we could do this! Surprise cut across Zion’s face as he came to realize the exact same thing!

“Finality,” started Maybe. “Just have faith! We can do this! Look at that! We can find a way to break through his precognition!”

For the very first time, there was something that could actually give me real hope and real confidence. It turned out that if I thought it enough, it really was going to turn into reality! This was the first chance I had gotten to try and really attack him – at least, the first time I had been able to come close to landing a strike.

And if I could do it once, I could do it a second time.

“She’s right,” said Kitten. “We can kill him.”

The fact that both of my girls seemed to be of the same mindset gave me even more encouragement. With a wrench of my hand, I jerked the meteor hammer back towards me. The gravitational field around it shifted again, and the hammer turned light as a feather. It was already easier for me to manoeuvre.

Finality shook her head. “No. We are too late. He has already activated the launch that will send him to another planet.”

My gaze was drawn back to the crystal behind Zion. That must have been what she was talking about, right? I thought that it had changed a little bit, a different colour coming into being. They were no longer just pinks and purples and yellows. Instead, a bright streak of teal had been pulled into it as well. I wondered if that had something to do with the fact that the destination had been picked.

It reminded me of the auroras, the northern lights. I wondered if that had something to do with where the energy was coming from or the connection that it had to space above us. Galaxies of a thousand colours. I read that once, and the phrase stuck with me.

And then there was the light. It got dull and bright, and dull and bright again. Pulsing. It was getting ready to do something. Fear shot through me.

Maybe grabbed onto the back of my suit. The spandex clung to my skin. “Gravity…”

The name was only a whisper, but I could hear the concern in it. The fear. The realization that we didn’t know something important. Where was he trying to go?

We had never been told that.

But I knew that Weaver was terrified about what might have been possible if the man left our planet. I knew that if we didn’t stop him… the world would have an end.

And in that end… No.

I couldn’t let that happen. I wouldn’t let it happen.

Zion looked pleased. “She’s right. You got here too late, heroes. I have, unfortunately, already made it to the next level. I have taken enough from Finality’s planet that I did not need to strip this one away fully in order to activate my portal. That means there will be plenty of fuel for me once I return. I will be able to travel through the entire galaxy, and I will be able to take all of it for my own.”

No. It wouldn’t happen like that. I know that it couldn’t be allowed to happen. This man, if he left, then everything would fall apart. All of us together. The world. Weaver’s home and her temples. There was so much happening here that even one wrong decision could make it break apart.

And that decision, it was going to be on me.

My heart dropped down into my boots. I looked to Finality, Song Bird, Kitten, and Maybe in turn, hoping that one of them would be able to refute these claims. They simply stared at me, unflinching, unable to make any sort of a comment that could prove him wrong.

The fact that they were giving up so easily made me feel even worse. I wanted to reassure them, but it seemed difficult. Could there be anything that would change their mind? Was there anything that I could tell them – anything at all – that might make them feel better? That might reinvigorate their will to keep fighting?

My mind was hitting a blank.

“You tried so hard,” said Zion tauntingly. He stepped closer to the crystal at the centre of the room, unbothered by the way that the lights arced and danced around him. He seemed to have no fear in him at all, fully confident in his abilities to win this. “But it appears as though it did not actually matter.”

“This isn’t over yet,” I said. My mind was spinning rapidly as I tried to figure out what might be done. I wanted to believe.

I was going to believe.

This fight was not yet over!

Weaver gave me until my heart stopped beating to defeat Zion, and right now, I still had a pulse. That meant there was still time to turn these things around. So I took another step forward, and I said, “Then we destroy the crystal.”

“What?” Finality gasped.

Song Bird said, “I don’t know what materials that’s made out of, Gravity. We might not be able to destroy it. And if we do, the energy reflex that is given off by the explosion, it’s likely going to destroy us as well.”

“I know,” I told her. “But I’m making this call so you don’t have to. We’re going to stop him from leaving this planet, and we’re going to destroy that crystal. No matter what it takes. Even if it means that we end up dying here.”

I didn’t want to die, but wasn’t that a worthy exchange for saving the world?

That’s what the Big Leaguers did.

I remembered thinking that before. That the Big Leaguers stepped into every battle knowing that they were probably going to die. Knowing that, in the end, they might not be strong enough but that they had to try.

Heroes always tried. And maybe I was a hero. Maybe I wasn’t. But I wore the mask, I had been given the powers, and there was no one else around who would consider stepping up to the cause. That meant that I needed to try.

“We break the portal,” I told them. “And then there’s no chance that he can leave the planet. Then, when the portal is broken, we go after him.”

“Gravity,” breathed Song Bird.

To my surprise, Maybe, the only one of us without any powers, was the first one to take action. “Right,” she said with a firm nod. “I’m at your side, Gravity. We’re going to do this.”

There was a slight hitch of a pause, and then Kitten joined in. “I say we hit it from all sides. Everything has a weak spot.”

“Even if it doesn’t,” said Song Bird, though there was more hesitancy in her voice than in Maybe’s or Kitten’s. “Then we can still get rid of it. If you hit brick hard enough, often enough, it will break. My bet is that crystal will break too.”

I used my gravitational powers to lift up my meteor hammer, letting it hover in the air above me. Hopefully, only the grim determination showed on my face and not any of the fear that I was totally feeling just then. “That’s right. We’re not going to back down that easily – and it’s going to be hell on you to try and get rid of us all at the same time. We aren’t backing down, so you had better be ready for a fight!”

But Zion just looked at me, amused, reaching out and placing a hand on the crystal. It reacted to the touch of his skin and began to glow a bright fuchsia. The light surged up, not engulfing the room, but highlighting it in a magical shade. It was a colour that did not belong on Earth, that much was for sure.

“Yes,” said Zion. “It is.”
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WHEN TIME RUNS OUT


There was something wrong with the light.

It pulled away from the crystal and moved through the air, like a dancer. The same voice that had been in the golden cube room came back to me, though it felt as if I was hearing it in my mind and not in reality.

The whispering voice said, “You need to follow the music. You need to find us,” and then it seemed to be drowned out by the colour. Now, that was strange because the colour itself didn’t seem to be making a specific sound. It wasn’t ringing, or singing, or thumping, or anything else that might be construed as a noise. It seemed more as though the colour was some sort of a blockage, stopping the rest of the magic from coming into play.

Did that mean that the colour wasn’t related to the voice? Or that the voice was just getting weaker? I wasn’t sure. Despite the fact that we had made it this far, there still seemed to be a lot of questions that had gone unanswered, and a lot of things that just didn’t make any sense. I wanted to understand them, but everything was happening too fast.

Phantom fingertips brushed over my cheek. I reached a hand out instinctively, hoping to feel the shape of whoever was speaking to me and touching me, but my fingers just passed through plain air instead, and I found myself facing down Zion once more.

Zion, who was cloaked in that awful, bizarre light.

Had I seen this light in my dreams?

No. But it suddenly hit me – that voice. Maybe it belonged to the faces on the moths!

I barely had time to think about it. We had to move, and we had to move fast. A strange humming filled the air, and it made the whole world seem to shake and twist around me. This pulsing, throbbing sound. Another question that would have no answer – could the others hear it? Could anyone else hear that sound, or was it another moment of space coming back to bite me?

It didn’t matter.

It didn’t matter because I WAS a hero. I WAS a hero, and that meant that I needed to do everything that I could to stop Zion from destroying all of our lives, and all of our planets. I needed to just make sure that all of my effort went into this moment.

This fight.

This attempt at saving the world.

“Get him!” I shouted and charged forward with my shield expanded. To their credit, the other girls followed suit. We hit the man with everything we had and then some, barrelling forward, throwing ourselves into the fight. But Zion was able to dodge each one easily, not taking a single blow, not even a glancing one.

My weapon swung towards him and then to the left, crashing into the crystal. It made a sound so shrill that I crumpled to the ground screaming, my hands snatching up to cover my ears.

Song Bird shouted, “What’s wrong?”

“That sound!” I shook my head, struggling back to my feet.

Kitten said, “I didn’t hear anything.”

Maybe helped me up. “Are you okay?”

“I don’t know.” I shook my head, scrubbing at my ears. “No blood.”

“Poor little Gravity,” said Zion, a mocking tone in his voice. “I can’t imagine how loud that must have been. You don’t know what this is, do you? Taken from another world. They were thieves. They were thieves, and no one could see it.”

“They were heroes,” protested Song Bird. “They did everything they could to keep people safe! It’s not our fault that you’re too twisted to see it.”

“You’re too blind,” countered Zion. “Where do you think that your precious Celestial got her powers from? They weren’t born into her, they were taken! And this crystal – oh, it’s part of something far more grand than you could ever imagine.” He pointed his trident at me. “It’s part of you, now!”

I didn’t know what that meant on a more intricate situation. The broader scheme of things, you know? But I understood that the more we hit the crystal portal, the more I was going to hear that sound. The more that I was going to get hurt.

The girls understood it too. Kitten said, “We need a new plan.”

I pulled away from Maybe and shook my head. “No! No, that’s not going to happen! We don’t have a new plan. We just need to get rid of this crystal.”

“It’s going to hurt you,” said Kitten. “Are you so stupid that you don’t really understand that?”

“I’m not stupid,” I told them. “But I know what we’re supposed to be doing. I know that this – this has got to be the way that we do it. Getting rid of that crystal… It doesn’t matter what happens to me.”

It mattered what happened to them, but I knew better than to say that. I was glad that the only one being injured by the crystal was me. It would be a far more difficult choice to make if one of my girls was being harmed by their connection to the crystal portal too.

I moved forward, away from Maybe, and used my gravitational magic to pull the meteor hammer back into my grip. “We fight. And we’ll win!”

And then I flung forward, trying to throw a blow at Zion. One, two, three – and the man went backwards, easily dodging each one. On the fourth blow, it arced around and slammed into the crystal again. I was braced for it this time, but the sound was louder. A single crack laced through the side of the portal, but it just allowed more of that unnatural colour and that strange light to flood into the room. The sound of it hurt, and the sight of it burned at my eyes.

Someone was trying to reach me. And they were connected to the moths; and they were connected to the space magic inside of me.

I got back to my feet. Song Bird asked me, “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I told her, but there was a pinch to my voice that was impossible to ignore. “I’m fine. I just – I just need a moment.”

But there was no moment to give. Seeing my weakness, Zion slammed his trident towards me. The red tip of it glowed brilliantly, and then a fireball was sent flying towards me! I couldn’t get my feet under me in time, but Kitten was fast. She grabbed me with one clawed hand and pulled me out of the way.

Both of us hit the ground. We rolled apart from each other. Kitten was fast enough to get up. She flung herself onto all fours and then leapt towards Zion, her claws and her teeth bared.

But the attack did nothing. She was batted away with a single swipe of the hand – thrown off to the side like a dust bunny. Kitten grunted when she hit the ground. We hadn’t been able to do any damage to him, but the crack in the portal was reassuring. It looked like the light that was trying to come out was taking on a shape, vague and almost human.

Suddenly, Zion seemed to realize that we really were willing to destroy the portal, even at the cost it brought to myself. I thought – this cannot be our end – and started trying to aim specifically for the crystal itself. But even in that there was a problem.

Now that Zion had seen proof of what we were capable of – the crack – he knew that we had to be watched. He put effort into blocking each blow that we made, and suddenly we found that we couldn’t land a blow on the crystal or the man himself.

And through it all, the light got brighter and brighter and brighter. It surrounded us. It seemed to be draining us.

Suddenly, Song Bird dropped to her knees. She grabbed at her throat as though she hadn’t been able to get out the sound attack that she had been trying to make happen. “There’s something wrong! That crystal, is it –”

Kitten shook her head, staggering as though suddenly dizzy. Zion said, “Did it really take you this long to notice? I was wondering if that would happen. Or if you were so stupid you would just fight yourselves into husks.”

I demanded, “What are you talking about?”

Finality said, “It’s taking our power! Stop! Stop using your magic. The crystal will drain you dry!”

“Listen to her,” I shouted, as a surge of dizziness shot over me. It came in a wave and was pulled away from me with the fluctuation of the light, receding into the crystal once more. “Don’t use your magic.”

It seemed that even my special magic was not resistant to whatever was going on inside of that crystal. I staggered, my hand snapping up to press against my temple. Fingers dug in hard, but it didn’t make me feel any better – it didn’t make me feel any more stable.

Nausea crashed up and over me. I wanted – I wanted someone to understand that this couldn’t be the end. And as though reading my mind, Maybe turned and looked at me. Our eyes met. There was something in the look on her face that made me freeze.

She knew it.

Of all the people here, she knew that I was trying to solve things. That even at great sacrifice, we had to try and stop Zion from leaving this room.

“I don’t have magic,” shouted Maybe, and in a fit of pure bravery, she flung herself forward and began trying to hack at Zion with her sword. He swung at her with his trident. It hit her and sent her soaring backwards.

She hit the ground, hard, but her lessons with Kitten had paid off. She rolled onto her hands and knees and then hauled herself up onto her feet.

Zion said, “Give up, girl. The energy in you – that means you’ve got no magic at all, doesn’t it? No magic, and no powers, and no chance!”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Maybe shouted. “There’s always a chance! And I’ve got great luck!”

As though the world was on her side – maybe in just this one moment of sympathy – it let Maybe grab her sword and land a hit that struck true. The blade slammed into Zion… only for him to vanish and reappear elsewhere in the room.

“No way,” Maybe shouted. “That should have worked!”

“He did that before,” I said. “When I hit him back at home!”

I had been able to land a blow with my meteor hammer; it should have hit him with enough force that it snapped his spine and broke his sternum. It should have been a one-hit killing blow! But it had just passed through his physical form and out the other side instead. So… No, this wasn’t the same thing.

Kitten demanded, “How did you do that?”

Zion laughed. “Do you think I’m going to just tell you all of my secrets? I’m so sorry that I don’t want to play by your rules – but I warned you all. There’s not a single one of you who can do anything to stop me. You’re all too late!”

She didn’t have a chance at it, and when she realized that, she changed tactics, going to attack the crystal instead. Maybe swivelled on one foot and flung herself towards the portal base. The light seemed to engulf her, but there was nothing for it to cling to. Instead, the strange colours just bounced around, hitting her skin and running back off of it, dripping like water from a rainstorm.

The blade of the sword slammed into the surface of the crystal only to bounce right back off. It had taken a lot of combined blows for us to make that first initial crack, and we all knew that Maybe, as a singular person with nought but her sword, wouldn’t be able to make a difference in it.

The blade bounced off of it a second time and then a third time. I managed to get to my feet and head towards her. There was little chance that I would be able to get my weapon summoned, but I thought that my presence might be able to help give her an added ounce of strength to throw her own attacks with.

But it was enough to fill Zion with rage.

“You little bitch!” Zion pointed the trident at her. The blue tip glowed, and a jet force stream of water came out and slammed into Maybe, knocking her down on to the ground. She screamed. Her head hit the tiles and bounced, the sword skittering away from her.

She didn’t get back up.

Her prone form stayed there, still and frozen on the ground. Water spilled over the stone around her, and in it were traces of blood. Some of it was the blood that had been clinging to her skin when she came in, but I was certain that she’d just sustained a head wound as well.

“Maybe!” I threw myself at her. The moment that the healing magic surged to my fingers, I could feel the crystal start to drain the energy from me. But I couldn’t stop. Even though the light surrounded us, like a cloak, grabbing at me, I knew that it couldn’t stop her.

Zion laughed. “Was it really that easy? Is this all that I needed to do to get my way? I should have tried that sooner!”

“Protect them,” Song Bird shouted, but there was nothing to protect us from. Zion leapt backwards, putting space between us and getting himself closer to the crystal itself.

He backed towards it, throwing his arms out to the side. “Give it back the energy that you’ve taken! Give me what I need to leave this wretched planet!”

That’s what I was doing. I used my healing magic to try and weave Maybe’s health back into a whole, and the crystal stole the magic straight from me. It meant that I needed to put even more effort into the spell. That was… difficult, considering the fact that it was a newer spell as it was. I was struggling to figure out how this magic worked.

And that meant I had very few options for how to pull myself into shape. I grabbed at the deepest parts of myself, and I pushed all that healing magic into my hands. And the crystal took parts of it away from me and pulled it into its light. The light sparked, sharp, wavering, twisting – it pushed at my skin. It pushed at the connection between our bodies.

My hands. Her body. I would do anything in the world to save her. Anything and everything.

So I fed it, and I healed her. Then the crystal started to buzz. A suction filled the air. It pulled at us tighter, sharper, curling into the world around us. I could feel the weakness taking hold of my body, pulling at my muscles. The energy was being sucked from us twice as quickly, making me feel weak and stressed.

I turned, and I realized that the world itself was being sucked towards the crystal, a sharp pull that bled all of the colours of the world into this one singular peel of unnatural colour. It was like we were being pulled into a black hole.

Song Bird shouted, “I can’t fight against it!”

Kitten called out, “The portal has been opened! Gravity!”

“Be careful,” I told them, pulling Maybe into my arms. I looped them around her shoulders and hauled her close, worried that I might lose hold of her in whatever was about to happen. I had never been through a portal like this before, and I worried that it might lead us somewhere disastrous. Especially for Maybe, who had not yet woken back up.

Zion turned. “No! It’s not supposed to bring you as well!”

Kitten called out, “Try to fight against it!”

“No,” I called out. Song Bird was the closest to the crystal. “Try and get it to let go of us! Try and stop it!”

If we could just break free from the portal’s hold, we would at least have the time, later on, to try and regroup before we went after Zion again.

But there was nothing that we could do to stop it. The crystal pulled us all forward, slamming us into the side of it – and then pulling us straight into the void.

And the last thing I saw before I passed out… were the stars.
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IN MY DREAMS, I AM FLYING


“Stop bringing me here,” I shouted, when I realized that I was not in a void but in the between world. The one where Weaver normally met me. “I can’t be in two places at once! I need to be able to help them, you hear me? And you said that I could have until my heart stopped beating! I’m still alive, see? I’m still alive!”

There was a strange voice behind me, “I see that.”

I swung around and found myself face-to-face with a woman who appeared to be made entirely of golden light. There were no clothes outlined on her, just the shape of a woman’s body, with a small waist and a big bust. Her long hair flowed behind her, scattering out into a shattering of dust, brilliant and filled with light.

It drifted around her, a special thing, and I knew instantly that it was not Weaver. She had no third eye and no moth wings either, so she was not even the same sort of alien.

I wondered, truly, what she might have been.

But then I realized, “You’re the one that spoke to me. With the cube.”

“Yes,” she said. “I did.”

“Who are you?”

“I thought that you didn’t have time for me?”

“I… I don’t. I’m sorry. I want to know what’s happening, but I need to get back to my friends. I need to help them.”

“I want to show you something,” said the woman. She moved, and the gold flew from her body, forming a large, hovering square between us and just to the side. As though it were a TV screen, something began to play out on it. The colors grew more defined, as did the shapes, and I soon realized that I was looking at my own memories.

I frowned. “What is this?”

“You have something here that will help you win,” said the woman. “But you have forgotten it. Let me remind you.”

And this is what played out on the screen – It was just me and Song Bird, standing in front of the computer together in her secret base. I stepped closer until we were in the same space as each other.

I asked her, “So I’m the secret weapon? What are we supposed to do from here?”

“We need to get you better at fighting and at using your powers,” said Song Bird. “But I’ve been thinking about that dream you say that you had, and I think it’s really important that we find the connection between Galactic and Celestial.”

The voice that came off of the screen seemed different. As if I was listening to it from both right beside me and from a far, far distance. I asked, “What does this mean? I need to figure out what’s going on with them? What does that matter? They’re both dead.”

“They were cases,” said the woman. “Watch. Listen.”

The gold dust scattered and then reformed into another screen, this time displaying a different scene.

“Heavenly Body is the term that we’ve used to describe Galactic’s abilities. These passive abilities made him super strong and super durable. Forged in the vacuum of space, Galactic’s base power set included increased speed, reflexes, and physical endurance. He could take a hit.”

It was Song Bird’s voice, another part of the conversation from the first scene that was shown to me, but it was overlaid on top of something else. The very first encounter that I had with Galactic.

Galactic held out one hand. It was shaking. He had a ring on each finger, shaped to look like different planets. There was heavy bruising around most of the joints, and the fingers were crooked and twisted. I took his hand, tangling our fingers together. I tried to pull away, but Galactic clasped his second hand around mine too.

“That was the moment that he transferred his powers to me,” I said, my voice low. “You said… You said they were cases. Did they really not matter?”

“We have little time. I am weak. Weaker than a goddess of my sort should ever be,” said the woman. She moved towards me. The screen continued to play out, but the scenes were not of my life. They showed images of the stars, the constellations, they showed images of us, out at the factory, in my apartment.

“A goddess,” I echoed, stepping towards her.

She flickered, as though there was little holding her into a solid being. She asked me, “Do you have it?”

“Have what?” I asked.

“The cube.”

“I do.”

“Don’t lose it,” said the woman, holding out her hand.

I asked her, “You don’t want it?”

“I can hold nothing. I can carry nothing. I cannot leave this world. And what you said before was correct. You must leave now,” said the woman, “for you cannot be in two places at once. But you must understand something else as well. You must understand that this – this cannot end.”

“What do you mean? Everything has to end.”

“No. Everything must continue in a cycle. We are in a bad position. Only you can stop the impending destruction, but you are now a case – the only case. And if you die, then the connection that your world has with this one –” When the woman waved a hand to the side, it left streaks of shimmering gold through the air. “Will be gone.”

A long pause.

She then said, “Forever.”

The shapes on the screen paused on one last memory.

Song Bird reached up with one hand, curling her fingers around her porcelain doll mask. Then she pulled it away. She leaned forward, curling one dainty hand around my face, and tugging me forward. Our mouths met in a kiss that was more soft than anything else, filled with a connection that could not be put into words. I leaned in and I kissed her a second time, more passion in the action.

It froze on that image. I looked at it and realized that this was the woman’s way of encouraging me. “Do you know how I can win?”

She shook her head, and the gold went everywhere. The screen burst into gold dust and then flew to rejoin her. The woman reached out with one hand. The light that made up her body was starting to fade. “I am too damaged. I cannot go beyond this moment. I cannot see. I can barely speak. But I needed you to remember the connection. I needed you to know that the case –”

Something clicked with me. “You could speak to Galactic! So could Weaver!”

The woman’s expression softened. “He was good, once.”

“You could speak to him, and you still let him use his powers to destroy the city and hurt people,” I said, shaking my head and stepping away from her.

“It is not our job to interfere. It is merely our job to watch,” said the woman.

“Put me back,” I told her. “If you had interfered sooner, then none of this would be happening. Now you want us to clean up your mess!”

“I want –”

“Put me back,” I said, my voice raising up with the last word. “I want to go back! I have to help them. I don’t have the time to be dealing with you, do you hear me?”

The woman seemed saddened by that. She looked around, as though trying to find a way to change my mind, but then she relented. A strange look took the place of the sad one.

“Very well,” said the woman. “Very well. My case –”

“My name is Toby,” I told her. “I don’t know what these powers are meant to do. But I know that I’m more than just a case.”

I thought of Celestial, in the prison, dead and gone. Of how tired she had looked beforehand and how no one would ever find her. A memorial would be erected in her honour when this war with Zion was over, but that was all that she would get.

“And they were too. Maybe if you had done something sooner, Galactic would have stayed good,” I said, my voice gaining confidence with each word that was spoken. “And neither of them would have died. We might just be people, lady, and not gods or whatever you are – whatever lives out here –” I gestured at the void of space around us. “But that doesn’t mean that we aren’t worth looking out after. We are more than whatever pawn you’re trying to use us for!”

She stared at me, her expression blank. The light making up her body was getting dimmer, and dimmer, and dimmer. She would be gone soon. I assumed that when she left, I would leave too.

I told her, “We’re people. We’re good people, with lives, and dreams, and things that we want to get done! I am Toby Gray, not your case!”

The light making her up vanished completely. There was a smear of gold left behind, but then that was gone too. For a moment, I thought that I would be left here in the void – but then the space started to fade away too.

Did you know what it looked like when the world lost colour? Did you know that it has a darkness to it as well?

There was a heaviness around me. It felt like the air was constricting me. I thought again of what I had been shown.

“Heavenly Body is the term that we’ve used to describe Galactic’s abilities. These passive abilities made him super strong and super durable. Forged in the vacuum of space, Galactic’s base power set included increased speed, reflexes, and physical endurance. He could take a hit.”

He could take a hit.

And so… So could I.
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A MOUNTAIN TO SEEK


When I woke up, it was with a splitting headache. For a moment, I thought that I had the world’s worst hangover. I just laid there in a heap, wondering why the bartender let me stay on the ground instead of making someone come pick me up and take me to bed, or throwing me out to sleep in the car. The reality of the situation came back slowly, curling through the headache-induced fog like a snake through tall grass.

With a groan, I finally managed to open my eyes. I had smears of red blood on the side of my nose, and a heavy, pounding pain in my skull. A wave of nausea crashed over me when I tried to sit up too fast, and I had to slam my eyes shut again to try and calm myself down.

When the wave of nausea passed, I finished sitting up and dared cracking my eyes open again.

I wasn’t in the bar. I was on a slab of stone in the middle of a strange looking forest. Alone. There was something wrong here. It took me a moment before the reality of the situation crashed in around me – it wasn’t just the dream, with the gold woman and the gold cube, but what had happened before. Zion had activated the portal, and we had all been pulled in around him. The portal had opened up, and Zion had gone through it.

But we had too.

Only, I wasn’t seeing the girls around here anywhere. I was just seeing the forest itself. The trees were different than anything that might have been found on Earth, with massive trunks that wrapped around larger than a small sedan, and branches that were almost as thick. The leaves were broad, the size of my head, the size of my hands at the smallest – they were green and waxy, with red lines cutting through the veins in little curls.

Two suns shone above me, one brilliantly white and the other tinted with red. It cast the world around me in a strange light, both bright and dim all at once, and I quickly had to look away, struggling to blink away the bright light globs in my vision. I rubbed at my face with the palm of my hand and tried to keep my gaze away from the sky after that.

“Kitten,” I called out. “Song Bird! Maybe! Where are you?”

There was no answer. If they were within audible distance of me, they must have still been knocked unconscious. I rubbed at my face again.

Okay. That was fine. I just had to take a better stock of the world around me, and then I could head off and try to find them. There was tall grass, up almost to my knees once I stepped off of the stone platform that I had landed on. There were little white and purple flowers scattered through them, and thick vines that curled up around the base of the trees.

The tendrils of the vines had large, white star-shaped flowers on them. The flowers themselves seemed to exude a faint light. I moved over to them, reaching out and putting a hand against the curve of the trunk. My other hand reached out to touch the flower petal itself. The petal curled slightly against my fingers, as though it had a faint life of its own. The flower emitted a sweet scent.

I carefully pulled a strand of the vines away, tucking the whole thing into my endless bag, which was fixed to a black hole of sorts. The flower might have seemed useless, but I couldn’t help but think that the fact it was glowing might come in handy later. It wasn’t like I had brought a flashlight into the portal with me after all. Having a secondary light source could be useful.

Once I had finished collecting the flowers, my gaze turned back to the world around me, sweeping through it. I tried to locate anything that might give me a good sense of direction towards where the girls had gone, but the grass had only been disturbed by my own footsteps. There was a softness in the air, a lilt of it, a touch of – sweetness.

From the flowers, no doubt, and the lack of gasoline in the air. Without any highways around, the place seemed to be more natural, a little bit more fresh. I couldn’t imagine why someone would want to leave a place like this just to go to Earth. It seemed nonsensical. And even worse, it seemed – irrational.

See, the way I figured, you could fight back and maybe reason with someone who just had a sick plan and an awful view. But there was no way to reason with someone that was crazy.

Crazy would always be more dangerous than just plain mean.

I breathed out hard and moved away from the tree, back towards the stone where I had first woken up. I looked around the stone for a clue, but there wasn’t anything. “Alright, so that’s a bust.” I straightened up, calling out one last time, “Come on, girls! One of you has to be around here, right? Just – shout back!”

But there was nothing. There was no wind rustling the leaves above me, no hum of insects drifting through the air, and no animals. My voice didn’t echo, but it muffled the way that the forests back home would.

The world was quiet. I realized that there wasn’t even the sound of birds in the distance, and it struck me that there might NOT be any birds on this planet. It could be filled with weird, alien creatures. It could have people living somewhere in the distance, on the other side of the trees. It could be filled with nothing.

There was no way of knowing what was out here, not without my girls around. Song Bird and Kitten, they were the ones that had been researching the different planets. I barely could remember the name of the planet that Zion had supposedly been born on – and there was no telling if this was even that planet.

At the end of the day, I didn’t actually know where the guy was planning on going, and I didn’t know what he was planning on doing – past the fact that he needed a huge amount of energy to see it happen. The portal, I wasn’t sure how that worked either – but maybe it had taken up a bunch of that energy? Maybe the guy would need to have to take the time to find another way to power his strange, awful plans?

I could only speculate on it at this point. Just like I could only speculate on which way the girls had gone. Waking up with no idea of why we weren’t together – hell, there was a chance that all five of us had touched down in the same spot. If Zion had woken up first, he could have taken the girls with him by force, especially if they were still unconscious.

Again, it was just speculation. But the thought of it made my heart twist up into a series of knots, almost more painful than the pounding headache that I was still sporting. If he got a hold of them while I was out of it – no, I wouldn’t think about it!

Not right now. I had to focus on what I did know. That would be: the portal had pulled us onto an alien planet, there was no one around me, and I had no idea how long I had been out of it.

Either way, finding the girls still needed to be my top priority. Once I had them at my side again, I was certain that we would be able to start solving some of these other problems; we could figure out the planet, and from there, we would be able to figure out where Zion was… and even better, we would be able to figure out how to beat him.

One last time, I tried shouting out and saying, “Just stay where you are, then. I’m coming for you!”

No answer. I had been hoping that someone might have woken up in that period of time – but it didn’t matter. I meant what I said. I was going to find them. And then we were going to find Zion, and we were going to kick his ass to the moon and back.
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