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            THE DAY NEVER ENDS WHEN IT SHOULD

          

        

      

    

    
      It was already dark out by the time I packed up my work for the day, sliding everything back where it was meant to go. There wasn’t anyone else in the North Gear Garage. I didn’t own the place, but I was the manager, and that meant I always had to stay later than anyone else. And even when I wasn’t staying late for work, I liked to bring my car in and put it up on the lifts to look things over.

      My car was an older thing, but I liked to keep it washed up and topped up all the time. There was just something about knowing it was cared for that made me happy, knowing that even if it looked like a clunker, there weren’t too many cars out on the road that I couldn’t beat.

      Unfortunately, right now it wasn’t ready to hit the streets anywhere or go up against anything. There were no tires on it, and half the undercarriage had been ripped apart too. I finished washing off my hands and then grabbed my lunch bag, slinging it up over my shoulder. With a pat, I double-checked that my wallet was still in my back pocket and the keys were still hooked to my belt loop.

      Then I turned, stepping outside and into the dark of the night. It was the middle of summer, which meant the air was filled with mosquitoes. Strangely enough, there didn’t appear to be a single star out in the sky above me. It was like someone had just turned the sky to sleep mode.

      I wondered if that had something to do with Celestial’s disappearance. I didn’t keep up on too many of the things involving the heroes in the city, just because it seemed like there was someone new cropping up every single day. But pretty much everyone with eyes and ears knew about Celestial.

      She was one of the most powerful heroes – not just in the city, but in the state. No one used the ‘super’ term lightly, not with so many people running around on both sides of things. It would be too easy for someone to try and claim they were stronger than they were or to put a hit out on other people.

      But Celestial really was a superhero.

      She was top of the top; she was the biggest of the big leagues. Not a day went by that her name wasn’t in the headlines online, on the front page of the local paper, or being covered on the local news. And even people who weren’t from Monolith City, they knew about Celestial too. She had helped on the California coast four years ago, taking care of a few big invading forces from outer space.

      It seemed like there wasn’t anything she couldn’t do.

      And then, two weeks ago, she went missing.

      Since then, it seemed like everything had gone wacky. There were new villains cropping up every day, acting as though the fact that Celestial had disappeared meant it was a free-for-all. They didn’t seem to care that there were other lower-ranking heroes in the city… though, that might have been because the other heroes had been spotted less and less often.

      The common theory was that the other heroes were busy trying to find Celestial, but I didn’t know if I was totally convinced by that. To me, it simply seemed like they were all scared. After all, if someone out there could take out a superhero, who was to say they couldn’t take them out too?

      But it wasn’t my place.

      I wasn’t a hero.

      My mother, she’d been hopeful when I was young. I don’t know why, but she kept acting like I should have had powers. I was tested for everything from telekinetic powers to the ability to breathe underwater, and the result was that I had nothing in me that was even a little bit special. I was as normal and average as they came.

      Rounding a corner, I stepped into the old district of the city. It was mostly shut down. A rash of robberies earlier in the year had scared off a lot of the people who owned the shops – and the fires hadn’t helped any either. A lot of the brick buildings still had streaks of black soot on them, and if the wind blew just right, then I got the strongest whiff of smoke.

      But it was a shortcut, and I was all about those.

      Anything that meant I could take a little bit less time on my walks, you know?

      Normally, the fact that the shops were closed meant that it was quiet, but tonight, the further down the street I got, the more I started to hear something. It was like a scraping sound or the sound of feet kicking around trash or stones.

      I slowed down, taking a deep breath. There was an alley up ahead, and in it I could make out the shapes of several people. There were three of them, and one of them looked to be severely injured. The other two were fighting against him, wearing heavy black sweaters and weird, skull-shaped masks to cover their faces.

      It was a mugging.

      There was no doubt about it.

      And there was the problem. People should mind their own business when this sort of thing happened. Normally, the heroes showed up and handled things themselves. But… there hadn’t been many heroes running around lately.

      “No,” I told myself with a huff. “No, I’ve just got to get home.”

      Resolutely, I kept walking, right past the entrance to the alley. I got about ten feet past it and then realized I couldn’t be the sort of asshole that just left someone when they were hurting. Stopping, I groaned and looked up at the sky.

      There were still no stars. There was no sound of anyone flying by or running in or otherwise coming to help in some manner or another. And that meant that whoever was currently getting their ass kicked – and they were; I could hear the thump of skin against skin, and I could hear the sound of him shouting and grunting – wasn’t going to be getting help anytime soon.

      And I wasn’t a bad person.

      I might not have had superpowers, but I wasn’t a bad person.

      So, I grabbed one of the broken bottles off the ground by the base of the nearest closed-down shop and then turned and made my way back toward the alley. The man that was getting attacked was being held by one of the skull-men, and the other skull-man was currently beating the hell out of him, fists and knees and kicking him.

      There was a glint of brass knuckles being used and the spill of crimson blood running down the injured man’s face and splatting onto the ground. I totally couldn’t just leave this guy now that I knew how badly he was getting the shit kicked out of him. And it wasn’t like I had never been in a fight before.

      Nothing big, just fist fights here and there, a few bar brawls occasionally.

      The point was, they were both distracted, and I was able to take that broken bottle and crack it down hard against the back of the second skull-man’s head. He went down with a shout. Skull Man One dropped the injured party and lunged at me, but I moved out of the way and took a wild swing with the broken bottle, slicing open his arm.

      His friend managed to get up, and then he turned and shouted, “Come on, let’s get out of here. This asshole will stop caring soon enough.”

      Both men turned and dashed out of the alley. I ran after them for a moment and hit the entrance of the alley just in time to see them hop on a couple of motorcycles parked nearby. The engines revved to life, and the two men took off into the dark of the night.

      I dropped the glass bottle and shook out my hand, turning back to step into the alley once more. The man was still laying on the ground where he’d been dropped, which wasn’t reassuring. There was blood pooling out around him on the cement.

      “Hey,” I said, moving over to crouch down next to him. “Hey, it’s okay. They’ve left. I don’t know what’s going on but give me five seconds and I can call for help. God, this city’s falling apart. It’s like there’s no help for anyone these days.”

      I reached into my lunch box and started to pull out the phone I had shoved into it. Before I could do anything about it, the man lifted one bloody, bruised hand and grabbed me by the arm. The grip was tight and unyielding, enough that it startled me.

      “What… hey, don’t do that! That hurts,” I said, pulling back.

      The man let out a bloody, hacking cough and then pushed himself up onto his forearms and his knees. His whole body was shaking. He tried to get up further than that but couldn’t, merely rolling over and collapsing onto his back.

      The front of his clothing was covered in blood. It looked like they must have been using a knife at the start, and I saw a few places on his face where, beneath the dark and mottled bruising, the skin had been flayed back practically to the bone.

      But the grievous nature of his wounds wasn’t what really caught my attention.

      It was his eyes. Pitch black, with stars in them.

      I knew those eyes. There wasn’t a person in the city that didn’t know them. Those were the eyes of Galactic, one of the biggest villains in the state. He was the mirror image of Celestial in almost every way. Some people thought that before they were supers, they might have been siblings. Twins, even. It was thought that they had a split sort of power in them, that they had the universe at the tips of their fingers.

      But they were divided in their beliefs, and where Celestial tried to save the world, Galactic wanted to see it burn. I reeled backward, my ass hitting the ground. I scooted even further away from him. “You! God, if I had known it was you –”

      “You would have left me,” said Galactic, his voice little more than a raw-throated croak. There was blood on his teeth and dripping down from the corners of his mouth, and every time he tried to take in a deep breath, it made this rasping sort of sound, a wetness, a harshness.

      Whatever had been done to him, be it an artery that was hit or poison on the blade, it was taking his life and taking it fast.

      “I would have,” I told him sharply. “I would have left you to die.”

      “But you couldn’t,” said Galactic, the words chased down by something that almost sounded like the start of a laugh but ended up in a harsh, body shaking cough. Even more blood ran down the corners of his mouth. “You couldn’t. You’re a good person.”

      “You don’t know me,” I snapped.

      “You helped,” said Galactic. “That lets me know enough.”

      I didn’t know what I was supposed to do with this. How could I argue against being a good person? I didn’t think I was a bad one. I didn’t think I wanted people to view me as that.

      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. “Take my hand.”

      “No,” I told him.

      “Take it,” Galactic said, and this time around there was more of a snarl to the words, a sort of echoing sound that seemed to bounce off of all the buildings and the dark veil of the sky above, the one with all of the stars that had gone out.

      I don’t know why I listened, but I did.

      I took his hand, tangling our fingers together. He gripped it so tightly that it hurt, and he ordered me, “Tell me your name.”

      “Toby Gray,” I answered, though I wasn’t sure why I would just tell the man that. Maybe it was the tone of voice he was using. Maybe it was something else.

      But as soon as I did, there was a shift in the very air around us. It felt as though the world had turned to static fuzz around me, as though there was a harsh sort of singing to it, a soft sort of song. The sound of the planets filled the air, some of them monstrous and others sweet.

      I tried to pull away, but Galactic clasped his second hand around mine too. There was a flash of white-hot energy in his eyes, nothing but pure power, and then he said, “You cannot escape. You cannot disappear. I am gone, but you must find her. You must find her; do you hear me?”

      “Get off of me!” I tried, but even though he was dying, Galactic was still too strong for me to get away from. I couldn’t break free from him.

      “You must,” he insisted. “Say that you’ll find her!”

      “I don’t know who you’re talking about,” I shouted.

      But before the man could answer me, there was a transfer of that energy. It was pulled straight out of the air and into the place where our two hands were joined. The energy surrounded us for a moment and then solidified into something else; harder, sharper, a dazzling orb of pure energy. The heat it gave off was incredibly intense, and it made my whole body seem to quake.

      The light got brighter and brighter, blinding me. I could see nothing through that pure white brightness. And then there was a burst of it, like a light bulb going out – or a star vanishing from existence – the light simply stopped, and it pulled away from him and into my own body, up into my chest, into my heart.

      It was like nothing I had ever felt before. It filled me in a way that no mortal man was meant to be filled, pushing against muscles that were not meant to be pushed at. The light was gone, but I could still see it, and there was something behind it, moving. Were those butterflies? No, they were something else. They were moths with human faces and stars that burned with nothing but searing rage in their being.

      It was too much. I couldn’t hold up against the force of it.

      I blacked out.
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      Reality came back to me slowly with the kind of aching headache that normally only showed up when I had spent the night before out drinking. Is that what I did? Groaning, I sat up, pressing a hand to my forehead. The world lurched for a moment – and then it settled again. I had to blink a few times before the lights didn’t all seem to be glaringly bright, but once that had sort of fallen into place, it was easier to look around.

      And that’s when I realized this wasn’t my house.

      This also wasn’t my neighbor’s house.

      I had never been in this house before in my life.

      Panic flared in my chest. I lurched to my feet, tossing the blanket that had been thrown over me onto the floor and struggling to get my head pulled on straight. What was the last thing I remember? I had stayed late at work the night before, and then I had walked home and… and then I had found that guy being mugged. Only it hadn’t been a mugging at all. It had been Galactic.

      “Shit!”

      Fear surged through me. I spun around, trying to look over the room. I was in a living room, and I had been on the couch. It didn’t look like the evil lair of a supervillain. The wallpaper was plain white with little blue flowers on it, and there was a big shag rug down on the carpet. It looked more like someone’s apartment building than an actual house. The couch was pressed up against a large bay window, with a slightly outdated TV sitting on the big black stand across from it.

      There were a few pictures hanging up on the wall, which looked like they were blown up and taken by hand. The frames didn’t match. I had never seen this place before, and that just made it even more stressful. I kept trying to wrack my brain and figure out what had happened to me after I met Galactic – but it was just this blank spot.

      “Oh, you’re up,” said a female voice, and I spun around, one hand flying up to press against my chest as I stumbled backward. My legs hit the edge of the couch, and I plunged straight back down onto it with a grunt.

      There was a woman standing on the other side of the room. She was short and slender, with bobbed black hair and big brown eyes, and pretty in a way that I had a tough time getting past. I demanded, “Who are you, and how did I get here?”

      “Okay, yeah, I can see how you might be a little bit freaked out,” said the woman. She waved one hand at me. “I’m Maybe Jones, and – and whatever happened to you last night, I didn’t do anything. I just found you and thought you looked like you needed a bit of help.”

      “Maybe,” I said, repeating it. The name felt good in my mouth, like something soft and silky. “That’s… a nice name. But I don’t understand how I got here.”

      Maybe nodded. “I know, I would be totally confused if I were in your shoes. So how about we just sit back down on the couch and we can talk for a little bit?”

      I paused, looking around. It didn’t look like there was anything about to happen, no goons about to come charging into the room or anything else like that. So, after a moment, I sat back down on the couch, and she sat down on the other side of it with a strange little look on her face, this curled up mouth, this pinched down curve to her brow.

      “Okay, so, like I said, I’m Maybe and I have a roommate here too. Or, well, he’s not here right now. He’s at work. But his name is Hal, and he’s cool. He helped me get you here last night,” said Maybe. “I’m a nurse, and I was walking home after my shift and saw you passed out in the alley. I figured you were drunk, and it seemed weird to just leave you there, so I called up Hal, and he helped me get you back here.”

      “In the alley,” I repeated.

      Maybe nodded. “Like I said, I figured you were drunk.”

      “But… in the alley, was there someone else?” I insisted, thinking about the fact that Galactic had been passed out in the middle of the floor out in the back alley.

      “No? There wasn’t anyone else. It was just you.”

      “Just me,” I repeated.

      Maybe asked, “I get the feeling that it shouldn’t have been just you?”

      “It shouldn’t have been,” I told her. “There was someone else. It’s what happened. I wasn’t drunk, I was attacked.”

      “You were attacked? By whom?”

      “I – It was Galactic,” I told her. “Only attacked isn’t really the right word for it. I don’t know what happened. It was like… it was like I was being forced into something. There was this light, and he made me give him my name, and –”

      Maybe waved her hands at me. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. You gave Galactic your name? Are we talking about the same Galactic? The supervillain Galactic?”

      “I think…” I paused and rubbed at my face with one hand. “I think he was dying.”

      Maybe stood up, shaking her hands in the air, and then turned to look at me. “You think he was dying? You think that Galactic – the biggest supervillain in the whole world – was dying in some back road’s alley, and he made you give him your name, and then you just did? You gave him your name? Okay, no, let’s rewind back to the part about how he was dying.”

      “When I was coming home from work, I heard something. I thought someone was being mugged in the alley, and when I went to look, there were these guys. And they were hitting this other guy,” I explained, tilting my head back so I could look up at her. “And there was something about it. I just… I couldn’t leave, you know? I couldn’t let them just kill this guy. So, I went in and chased them off.”

      Maybe sunk back down onto the couch looking horribly defeated. She wiped her hands over her face, digging the tips of her fingers into her temples, and then she turned, and her knee bumped against the side of my legs. “So, you charged in there, and you just chased these other guys off. Does that mean… Was Galactic not disguised?”

      “I… I hadn’t thought about that,” I told her. “He wasn’t wearing a mask, that visor mask of his. But I somehow knew it was him. It was like there was something inside of me that made me know. And I wasn’t sure what else to do, so when he told me to give him my hand – and then to tell him what my name was…”

      “You listened,” said Maybe.

      I nodded.

      Maybe admitted, “Okay, I guess I might have done the same thing if a supervillain had ordered me to go through that, but… he wasn’t there when I found you. So, I guess he must not really have been dead. Maybe he tricked you.”

      “I don’t think that was it,” I told her, shaking my head. “I think he really was dying. And he did something to me.”

      Maybe demanded, “Okay, how about we skip all the back and forth and you just tell me the ending? You saved Galactic from some – who knows…”

      “They had skull masks on,” I told her.

      Maybe froze. “No way.”

      “Yeah. Why? Is that a bad thing?”

      “Do you live under a rock?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “I mean, no? But… I don’t really keep up with the gangs and all that other stuff. I just don’t see the point in it. There’s someone new coming up here every couple of days, and there are just way, way too many to try and keep track of. I don’t see the point in it.”

      Maybe reached out and took hold of one of my hands. Her fingernails were painted bright blue. “Look, the people wearing skull masks, they were probably with the Obits.”

      “That’s a stupid name,” I told her.

      “They are serious business,” insisted Maybe. “No one really knows what they’re out here trying to do, but they take out heroes and villains. They’re working for someone, but they haven’t said who they’re working for yet.”

      I said, “Okay, so… the Obits were killing Galactic, and then I interrupted and chased them off. Galactic made me take hold of his hand and tell him my name, and then there was this light. And he was saying something. He was telling me that I needed to find someone, that I needed to find a woman.”

      Maybe’s expression grew serious. “You think he told you to find someone? Okay, so – I need you to understand something. As a nurse, I get all kinds of people who come into the ER. And you hear all sorts of stories, and all kinds of crazy things happen and – God, what’s your name?”

      “Toby,” I told her and then made a waving motion, bidding her to continue with her story.

      Maybe talked a lot with her hands, waving them through the air when she spoke. It was really kind of cute, the way that she got so excited and enthralled with everything she spoke about. I bet she was the kind of girl you would enjoy getting coffee with.

      For now, though, she seemed really focused on just getting through this story.

      Maybe continued, “So sometimes powers come from – they come from a sort of special place, where you aren’t born with them, and you aren’t getting them from an object either. You end up just, like, with them. And sometimes you can pass them on to other people, right? Small-timers do it all the time, heroes that get so hurt they can’t fight anymore, passing it on down to their sidekicks or apprentices or whatever it is you want to call them.”

      “You’ve actually seen that happen before?” I questioned, amazed by that. I never knew powers could be transferred like that… but the bright white glare had seemed to come from the stars themselves, and the way it made me feel wasn’t normal either.

      I’d been concerned that Galactic had been cursing me or something, but now that I was thinking about it, he had done something else instead. Maybe he had given me something. And that was why my chest had felt so full that it seemed about to burst and why my whole body had gone weird and tingly and that sort of thing too.

      Maybe said, “You think that’s what happened too.”

      I gave a very hesitant nod. “I think it might have been. But I don’t know what I’m supposed to do now. I don’t want a supervillain’s powers, Maybe. God, I don’t want any powers – I’ve never been interested in powers of any sort.”

      Maybe said, “That makes two of us. I’ve never had powers either.”

      I gave her a little bit of a smile. “We’re the odd ones out in this city, then?”

      “You might not be the odd one out anymore,” said Maybe with a teasing lilt to her words. “I think you might have gotten odd in totally the other direction. If what I think happened is really what happened, then you might have just gotten a whole load of powers.”

      “I don’t want them. And that doesn’t explain what happened to the body either,” I told her.

      Maybe suggested, “What if those guys came back after you passed out and they took the body?”

      “You think they would have taken the body and just left me?” I asked. “Wouldn’t they have known something like that had happened?”

      “I mean, you don’t look any different,” said Maybe. “You just look like a normal guy. I think it might make more sense for, like, them to have thought that Galactic knocked you out, then passed out himself ‍–”

      “Or died,” I interrupted.

      Maybe nodded and continued, “Or died. And then the Obits took him back to wherever it was they’d been planning on taking him the first time around.”

      “I guess that would make sense,” I said. “I just don’t understand why he would have given his powers to me.”

      “You were the one who was around,” said Maybe.

      I nodded. “Yeah, yeah, no. You’re right. That’s it. But… what about that thing he said? About finding her.”

      “I don’t know,” said Maybe. “But it’s probably important. Maybe it’s something to do with his civilian persona. I guess he might have had a wife or a daughter, and maybe he wanted to let them know what had happened. Maybe that was it.”

      “You think I should try and figure out what his civilian name was?” I offered.

      Maybe stood up and offered me her hand. Without thinking, I reached out and took it, letting her pull me up on my feet. She nodded at me. “I mean, if the guy’s dead, then it can’t hurt, right? I think it would be cool too. You might be able to get in the papers for it.”

      “I don’t want to get in the papers,” I told her. “I just want to… go back to my normal life.”

      Maybe headed toward the front door, laughing. “Honey, even I know that your normal life is out the window. Mine isn’t, though, and I need to get to the night shift at work or else I’m going to be in so much trouble. So…”

      “Right, right, sorry.” I said in a hurry. “I’ll get out of your hair. You’ve already done a lot to help me. I shouldn’t try and pull you in even further.”

      Maybe said, “What? No! I am totally involved in this now. You’re going to need to call me the moment something happens.” She grabbed my phone and put her number in it for me, then passed it back. “I want to know everything about it.”

      “Everything? You’re sure that you want to get involved? I have a feeling it might be about to get messy,” I told her. “I think that, you know, if Galactic’s involved, and I’m supposed to do something for him – or I have his powers or – anything like that…”

      Maybe nodded. “Just call me if something happens, okay? I promise, I want to be involved in this. I totally must know what’s going on now that I’ve started, you know?”

      “I guess,” I told her. “I just think that if the situations were reversed, I wouldn’t have really wanted to get involved.”

      “Not true,” said Maybe. “Or else you wouldn’t have gone into that alley in the first place. I don’t think you would be able to help yourself.”

      She had a point. I had gone into that alley. I knew that I couldn’t just leave with someone in there getting hurt, with something happening there.

      Maybe gave me a pat on the shoulder. “Okay, for real though, I have to get out of here.”

      Then she turned and headed out into the hallway, and I followed her. It was a modest-looking apartment building, nothing weird about it. And I got the feeling that she really meant what she was saying to me too.

      So, I followed her downstairs, and we said goodbye in the front lobby of the apartment building. After that, she turned and went one way and I went the other, knowing that we were going to need to get seriously involved in each other’s lives if this really was about to happen.

      Somehow, Galactic had done something to me. I had been trying to ignore it up until now, but I couldn’t pretend it wasn’t happening, not anymore. I knew I needed to be upfront about the fact that something had happened to me.

      It had built up in me, the feeling that something was sitting at the back of my chest, hot and heavy. The more I thought about it, the more I knew it was there, that something had really happened.

      I didn’t want to think about it, but Maybe was right. Galactic had done something to me. More than that, he had given something to me. He had put something in me. A power that was going to burst. And he had told me that I needed to find someone.

      Find a woman. Find her.

      Knowing that, it filled me with something, this sort of warmth that I had a hard time ignoring.
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      I made my way back to my own apartment, marvelling at how far away Maybe lived from me. She must be a good person if she was willing to do something like that for someone she didn’t even know. I guessed that her roommate, Hal, must have been a good guy too, or else he wouldn’t have driven all the way out to get me.

      There was a lot I needed to do, but the moment I dropped down on the bed, I was out like a light.

      And that night… I dreamed.

      I dreamed about the stars, and space, and this wide vast expanse of darkness. There was a voice. Was it Galactic’s? I didn’t think so. I thought it must have been someone else. But it echoed and bounced around me when it said, “You must find her. For too long, the whole has been separated. It must be reunited. It must be made true.”

      “Who are you?” I demanded.

      The voice responded, “You must find her. You must make it whole. They are coming.”

      “Who’s coming?” I tried to ask, looking for any sort of answer. “You must tell me what’s going on! I can’t do anything if I don’t know what’s happening!”

      But the voice said nothing more, and the light of the stars grew brighter and brighter around me until it burned the insides of my eyes. And then it was too bright – so bright that the starlight consumed me and there was nothing left but that glaring whiteness.

      And then I was sitting upright in bed, coated in a cold sweat. My hands were shaking as I raked them through my hair. There were no answers. Not given to me in that dream. But I knew now more than ever that I needed to figure out what it was Galactic had done to me and who I had to be looking for.

      If I didn’t figure this out, then who knew what would happen?

      And who knew who, exactly, would end up coming?

      Something told me that was an answer I couldn’t go without knowing. If I didn’t figure it out, then there was no doubt that something bad would happen.

      I just had to figure out… what… what that dreadful thing might be.

      When I woke up, it was still haunting me. I moved through the apartment like I was stuck in some sort of a haze, going over and putting on a pot of coffee and then leaning there, both arms braced against the counter as it started to brew. The bubbling of the machine and the rich scent of the coffee wafted over me in familiar waves, and it left me feeling almost put together.

      The dream.

      The strangest part about it must have been the moths, I think. I had never seen anything like them before. Their faces… the fact that I could remember their faces seemed so strange to me. I was certain that I shouldn’t have been able to.

      Most dreams, they weren’t that clear at the start, and they certainly didn’t stay that way after you woke up the next morning. I couldn’t understand why this one was so crisp. Except, no – no, there was a reason for it.

      I had to outright admit that this wasn’t just a normal dream. It was real. And it clearly had something to do with the powers I had been gifted. Briefly, I thought about calling Maybe and telling her about it, but I knew that, as a nurse, she often worked some weird hours, and I would have hated to interrupt her in the middle of, I don’t know, the first nap she took after the night shift or something.

      It wasn’t like I had anything to say to her either. Oh, hey Maybe, I just wanted to ring you up and let you know that I was dreaming about bugs and weird threats that could also be a warning! What do you think about it?

      There was no way that call would go over well. I had to have something more substantial than that before I went off and spoke to her. For now, I decided it was better to just have my coffee, get a shower, and enjoy what I’ve got of my day.
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            LIFE JUST GOT REALLY, REALLY WEIRD

          

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t expecting to hear from Maybe again, but she called me two days after we first met and insisted we go out to the park. She also insisted it should be at night, which seemed weird, but I took a chance on her and went anyway. There was only one park in the whole city, and it was big. Because there were a few small-time heroes who had plant-based or nature-based powers, the park was flourishing even with a shitty city budget.

      There were stone memorial benches and statues all over the place, which was kind of on the morbid side. Most of the city felt like a graveyard for that exact reason. Every street was dedicated to someone, every bench, most of the items on the menus of the local diners. You got something and it was the Bob Harley special or the Song Bird sundae or some other thing that was supposed to honor a hero or someone that had died in the middle of a Clash.

      That’s what people called it when the goodies and the baddies went up against each other; a Clash, especially when both sides had powers and they weren’t just self-trained vigilantes with too much money on their hands. I tried to make sure to stay out of those, but I guessed I wasn’t going to have too much choice in that.

      There still weren’t any stars out, but the moon was almost full and there were a lot of – dedicated – lampposts all over the park, which meant there weren’t too many shadows that had to be passed through. Maybe was sitting right where she said she’d be, on Helen Monroe’s bench, out near the big fountain with the angel statue.

      As I walked toward her, I asked, “Are you sure that coming out here in the middle of the night is a good thing? You could get hurt.”

      Maybe laughed. “I’ve never had an issue. I’ve got good luck when it comes to that sort of thing.” She tugged at the front of her shirt. “I think it’s because I’m usually in uniform. People don’t like to mess with nurses because they know that we’re the ones who stitch them back up after all their fighting goes wrong and that sort of thing.”

      “I guess that makes sense.” I sat down next to her. “Are you telling me that you’ve seriously never had anything bad happen to you?”

      Maybe shook her head. “Nope! How about you? Have you gotten into it with people before?”

      “I mean, not into it,” I told her. “It’s not like I’ve gone out of my way to get involved or anything like that. But I was at a supermarket that was held up by some small-timers once. And I end up fixing a lot of cars that get used as projectiles in their fighting.”

      Maybe said, “So the Clashes are good for both of our businesses! Funny how that ends up working out. Speaking of Clashes…”

      “You want to know if anything’s happened,” I told her.

      Maybe nodded. “Do you have his powers?”

      “I think I might have some of them,” I admitted. “I’m still messing around with things, but… I can do this.”

      I held out one hand, pointing a finger toward the ground. There was a crushed tin can on the walkway that someone had thrown out. Since Black Dahlia was big on not letting the environment get ruined, you’d think that people in our city would put more effort into not littering, but it was just as bad here as it was in every other big city.

      Even the threat of getting killed by a plant-based villain wasn’t enough to make people walk that extra ten feet and throw something in the trash can.

      I told her, “I don’t know a whole lot about his powers, but I remember watching a news broadcast about one of his fights once, and he used this power on it. So, I thought it was worth giving it a shot.”

      Maybe inched toward the edge of the bench, bracing one hand against my left knee. “Go on. I want to see it.”

      Taking a deep breath, I said, “Critical Mass.”

      There was a faint spark at the very back of my chest, and then a bright burst of light surrounded the can. It levitated just slightly off the ground. I used my outstretched finger as a pointer of sorts, guiding it toward the nearby trash can. When it was levitating directly above the trash can, I jerked my hand down… and the tin can went right down into the rubbish bin.

      Maybe jumped to her feet, clapping her hands. “That is so cool! You’re so cool! I knew that’s what he was doing! I knew that he was giving you his powers!”

      I stood up too, rubbing at the back of my neck. “I don’t know how many of them I have, but…”

      “Hal would know,” said Maybe.

      “What?”

      “My roommate! Hal’s a journalist, so he’s done all kinds of articles on the local supers. I bet he would be able to get us all kinds of information on your new powers,” said Maybe.

      I hesitated, the corners of my mouth twisting down at the edges.

      Maybe asked, “What?”

      “I don’t know if it’s a good idea for us to go telling people that I’ve got Galactic’s powers is all,” I said.

      She rolled her eyes at me. “For one, he’s not going to know that you’ve got Galactic’s powers. I’m just going to ask him about the guy, or like, where I can read about it. And for another, I’ve been rooming with Hal for, like, three years? He’s a good guy, and also a total normie, just like us. Well, just like me. I think getting a bit of a support system together might be a good idea.”

      I thought about it for a moment and then nodded my head. “I guess I’m kind of moving through this blind anyway. It wouldn’t be a bad thing to get some extra help with this sort of thing.”

      “See? I knew you would agree with me,” said Maybe. “Look, you’ve been given something. I think the best thing you can do right now is try to figure out how to use it. That way, at least you aren’t caught off guard.”

      “The levitating items isn’t the only thing.”

      “You can already do more than just Critical Mass?”

      I shook my head and told her about the dream. The voice in it, what had been said, the way that it felt. And how it had stuck with me for the whole rest of the evening.

      When I finished, Maybe’s pretty brown eyes were as wide as saucers, and her lips were just slightly parted. She said, “That’s incredible. You know what this means, right?”

      I told her, “That I’m being haunted?”

      “That wasn’t Galactic,” she told me. “I think that must have been the source of his powers. And that means he must be talking about the twin to Galactic’s powers. Not a wife or – or a daughter but –”

      “But a sister,” I finished for her, the realization slamming into me so hard it nearly made me stagger. “Galactic was telling me to find Celestial, and so was that voice.”

      Maybe nodded. She pointed up at the black stretch of the sky above us and the darkness that seemed to cling to the entire world around us. “Look at the sky. The news won’t say it, but there haven’t been any stars since she went missing.”

      “I’ve noticed that too,” I said. “But you really think I’m supposed to find Celestial? What do you think all that bullshit was about making the power whole again?”

      Maybe didn’t answer right away. When she did, there was a heaviness to the words, something that made it seem almost as though she were already regretting saying it. “What if she’s hurt somewhere or already dead? And you have half the power…”

      “So now I need to find her and get the other half,” I finished for her.

      “Exactly,” said Maybe. “Look. Let me talk to Hal. I think he’ll be able to tell us more about this. We can meet up tomorrow before I go into work. I’ll pick you up, and we can do lunch and just – go from there.”

      “I’m off at one.”

      “Then we’ll meet up at one,” finished Maybe, smiling at me. “And we’ll start figuring things out then.”
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            POWERS AND PUSHING FORWARD

          

        

      

    

    
      The rest of the night seemed to pass slow as melting ice in winter, but that was fine. It was also fine that the whole next day passed just as slowly. Was it childish? Sure. But that didn’t stop me from using Critical Mass to move things around in the auto shop whenever no one else was there.

      As soon as it was one, a bright yellow Jeep pulled up out front. I hurried out to it and climbed into the passenger seat. “I wouldn’t have thought this would be your kind of car.”

      “My last car got ruined in a Clash,” Maybe replied. “But I found this baby on sale the next day. I think we were meant to be.”

      “Right, right. So, lunch? I’m starving,” I told her.

      “I was thinking Chinese,” said Maybe.

      “Chinese sounds great,” I answered.

      She pulled out of the parking lot and started to take us out through the main part of the city. “I spoke with Hal. He said that Critical Mass is an expansive power. It works by affecting the mass of whatever Galactic – or you – wanted to change. If you make the mass lighter, then it can float, and then you sort of control it with a type of telekinesis.”

      “So, if I keep practicing, then I should be able to lift even bigger items, right? Like… I’ve seen him use it on cars before.”

      “Exactly. But that’s not all it does.” Maybe turned onto a different street. “You can control your own mass too, which means that you should eventually be able to figure out how to fly. Like, true blue soaring through the clouds! I always think that must be the coolest power. No more sitting in traffic or anything else like that.”

      It was such a bizarre thought. I was tested for flying when I was younger and knew it was the sort of thing that a lot of people hoped they would be able to do. But it had never really crossed my mind at all. To think that I might have stumbled into it… that would be so… well, cool.

      “I could fly,” I repeated. “That’s actually pretty –”

      “Wait, wait!” Maybe’s hand snapped out and turned up the volume on the radio. “Did you hear that?”

      She pulled over to the side of the road. A woman was talking on the radio. She was saying, “So far, it doesn’t seem as though anyone else has come on the scene, but while we first assumed that Sun Burst had come out here to prevent the Obits from killing any more patrons of First Steele Bank, it now appears as though he’s actually doing the opposite. That’s right. Renowned hero Sun Burst is working with members of the ruthless, notorious gang, the Obits.”

      Maybe and I traded floored looks. Sun Burst might not have been the biggest hero around, but he was still popular. People knew him for being a good guy, solid thinking, and always quick to respond to people in need of help.

      The idea that he might have been working with the Obits seemed insane to me.

      “We have word that not only are they robbing the bank, but they appear to be systematically killing all those inside,” said the reporter, the radio crackling just a little bit. “According to our sources, a strange energy stone is being used as the primary weapon, and while local officers have arrived, it appears as though no other heroes have shown up.”

      I reached over and turned the radio off. “That’s insane. Why would Sun Burst have anything to do with the Obits? Aren’t those the guys you said attacked me?”

      “They are killing heroes and villains,” said Maybe with a shake of her head. She sagged back in her seat some. “I think there’s something seriously wrong here, Toby. I think that whatever is going on, it’s got to do with that energy stone she was talking about.”

      “I mean, you’re probably right. But if it’s at the bank, we should head to the other side of town, don’t you think? If we stay this close, the fighting might start spreading, especially once the other heroes start to show up.”

      “But what if they don’t show up?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, frowning.

      “I mean, what if they don’t show up? There’s no telling what that energy stone is actually doing or where Sun Burst got it or anything else. All we know is that there’s something happening, and one of the heroes is the cause.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t like the way you’re looking at me. You have something in mind here, and it might as well just go straight back in the barrel.”

      “You have Galactic’s powers now,” said Maybe. “You have his powers, and you need to be able to use them for something like this.”

      “You want me to get involved? This is Sun Burst! There’s no way I can do anything against him,” I argued, waving one hand through the air. “I can barely levitate things. I don’t even know how to fly. What makes you think I’ve got even half a chance at doing anything to help those people?”

      Maybe caught hold of one of my hands and pulled it close. She insisted, “You went into that alley even though you didn’t know how you were going to make those people leave. And Hal says that with supers, powers tend to develop best when they are being put to the test. If you go out there, you’ll probably figure out how to use all sorts of things that you would never have had access to otherwise!”

      “So, what, you want me to go in there half-cocked because…”

      “Because it’s the right thing to do,” said Maybe. “And because it might help you just as much as it helps those people.”

      “This is insane. Doing this, it’s a death sentence. There’s literally no reason I should –”

      “I can think of plenty of them, and it’s all the families that are going to be left behind if you don’t go and help these people.”

      “That’s a low blow.”

      Maybe countered, “Let me drive you to the bank.”

      And for a moment, I wanted to keep arguing with her. I wanted to try and convince her that I wasn’t a hero and there was no way I could go up against Sun Burst and not get my ass kicked to high heaven and back; not end up as dead as everyone else who’d been sucked up by this weird energy crystal.

      But then I realized she was looking at me with those big eyes of hers, and the way that she did – it made me feel big. Made me feel good. Like I was on top of the world, like I could do anything. And I realized that the thought of disappointing her was one that I didn’t want to deal with.

      Like, at all.

      It seemed almost worse than having to go off and face this fight.

      Groaning, I tilted my head back. “Why? Why do you think I should get involved in this? Why do you think I need to be doing any of this? Maybe I don’t need to learn my powers! I could just pretend it never happened.”

      “Toby, if people are taking villains and heroes, don’t you think they’ve been paying enough attention to know that when they finally got to Galactic, he was just a normie like me? And then they are going to start trying to figure out who he passed his powers on to, and they are going to come looking for you.”

      Again, I wanted to keep arguing, but there was no point in it. Even if I didn’t hate the idea of disappointing her so much, Maybe also wasn’t wrong about it. Someone had taken Galactic’s body after I passed out, and that meant there was a chance they were going to think back to who was in the alley… and then they were going to realize that I was the one who must have been given his powers.

      They would come for me.

      “Fine,” I told her finally. The word left me like it had been punched out of me, and it sort of felt that way, as if I was agreeing to a death sentence. “But you must take me there. I’m not going to walk to the fight of the century.”

      Maybe’s whole face lit up as though I had just given her the best gift in the whole world. To my surprise, she leaned forward and gave me a big kiss on the side of the face before turning and pulling the car out onto a new road. My cheeks flared hot, and I was almost stupidly pleased with myself over that turn of events.

      It struck me that I wouldn’t mind kissing Maybe for real. There was something very attractive about a woman with no powers caring so much for the world around her and putting so much effort into everything she did. It was interesting. Most people these days weren’t like that. They relied on the concept of heroes to keep them safe and make sure nothing bad happened to them.

      Even the police officers had taken a back seat to the heroes, which made it that much more difficult for them to handle issues like that. These were men and women who had never been trained to take down people like Sun Burst – because, normally, Sun Burst was the one handling the bad guys.

      To have the roles flipped like this, not just so suddenly but so completely – it was the kind of thing that I was sure had made a lot of people unhappy and frustrated, and the kind of thing that was going to result in a lot of spilled blood too if they didn’t get help.

      Maybe peeled out onto another street and started driving even faster. Before long, we were on the same side of the city as the bank robbery, and after that, we found ourselves pulling up to one of the roadblocks. There was a reporter standing not too far away from us, and I realized something.

      “I can’t go out there like this,” I said, reaching up and pressing a hand to the side of my face. “People are going to be able to tell who I am.”

      “Problem not a problem,” quipped Maybe. She grabbed a medical mask from the dash of her car and a pair of big, black sunglasses from her purse, then offered them to me.

      I took them, staring down at them both. “You’ve got to be kidding me. You want me to go out there wearing this?”

      “It’s that or nothing,” said Maybe with a firm look. “And we’re already here, so…”

      “Right, right.” I slid the sunglasses on, and the world was hit with a dark tint. Then I pulled the medical mask on, tucking it over each ear and tugging it up so it hid both my nose and my mouth.

      Maybe nodded and said, “Tomorrow we’re going to figure out something better for you to wear. But I think that will do for now. Let’s go.”

      She got out of the car. I got out too, then told her, “What are you doing? You can’t come in there with me.”

      “I’m not going to stay here. Especially when we don’t know how many people are hurt. If they need a doctor, then I can help.”

      “Maybe, you don’t have any powers. You’ll get hurt out there!”

      “Relax!” She flashed me a smile. “I’m not going to get hurt. It’s sweet that you care about me so much though, but I really think it’s best if we just… get going. You can waste your breath arguing with me if you really want to, but you won’t be able to change my mind.”

      She was right.

      There was nothing I would be able to do to change her mind on this. I could tell from the set of her jaw and the strong, almost steely look about her eyes. There was nothing that would stop her from heading into the fray with me.

      We didn’t have time to stand here and argue. She was right about that too. Even if we weren’t considering the fact that there were so many other people in danger, this was just… it was just going to be trouble when it came to us, in the here and the now; the longer we stood here, the more people were going to look at us and start wondering if we were involved somehow.

      So, I agreed, and we sidestepped past the roadblock, ignored the reporter, and made our way up to the bank.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            SUNNY DAYS

          

        

      

    

    
      The bank was already in a state of disarray by the time it came into view. There wasn’t any smoke in the air, but I could smell something burning. Judging by the sort of waxy tang to the air, I was going to make a wild guess and say it was probably a person that was burning – or maybe even several of them. It left a strange taste in the back of my mouth too.

      Maybe reached over, just once, and gave my hand a squeeze. Then she pulled a key chain off of where it was clipped to the loop of her belt. It had a felt penguin hanging from it. “Here. This is one of my good luck charms. You should take it.”

      “I think you’re going to need that luck, Maybe,” I protested since she didn’t have any powers, and I at least had a few of them. But she ignored me, reaching over and clipping the penguin key chain to my belt loop anyway. It had an odd weight to it and seemed to be much heavier than it was. I reached down and ran my fingers over the curve of the key chain.

      A ghost of a smile crossed my mouth. She said, “Good luck, Toby. I’ll see you at the end of this.”

      “You can’t call me that once we get in there,” I told her.

      She nodded. “You’re right. What should I call you?”

      I had Galactic’s powers and was looking for Celestial. There was something about me that was connected to space, to the world around me, to the stars and the moon and the universe itself. I could feel it thrumming in the back of my chest sometimes when I tried to focus on it. Like the stars had been melted down and put into my bones. Like they had turned into something else, something harder, brighter, something that could sear straight through me.

      Whatever I told her to call me now, I knew that it would follow me for the rest of my days. I wasn’t sure how I knew that but… this was not going to be the only time I got involved in the world of heroes and villains. Once a super made their mark in their very first fight, there was no backing out of it. There was no way I would be able to change my path once I started on it.

      But there was something inside of me that still felt as though this was the right thing. It was like I was caught in the orbit of a mass much greater than mine; as though I was being pulled into a place where the world was moving around me, and my own path was settled, put into a new kind of perspective.

      And that clicked with me. It made sense. I wasn’t Galactic and I wasn’t Celestial. I sure wasn’t Sun Burst or the Obits or anything else. And I wanted the whole world to know that, to know that I was different and, whatever happened, I wasn’t going to turn into anything else.

      “You can call me Gravity,” I told her. “Come on. Let’s go see if we can help anyone in there.”

      We went in together. There were cop cars parked directly in front of the bank, though no one seemed brave enough to go toward the building. A lot of bodies were already on the ground, some of them with their faces burned by the superhero’s powers and others dead for seemingly no reason. Probably had something to do with the weird stone being used that the reporter spoke about.

      We circled around the cops in a wide flank and then made our way to the front door. Someone shouted at us to get back, but we ignored them completely and stepped inside. The doors slid shut behind us with a heavy thump. The bank was as neat and lavish as all banks were these days, with marbled floors and hardwood walls.

      It smelled even more strongly of burnt flesh in here, and the waxy taste was even more prevalent. I gagged and looked around. It was easy to spot what was happening. Maybe and I hid behind a massive column as we looked things over. There were about fifteen people lined up against the wall, foreheads pressed against it and their arms behind their back. Five others were slumped to the ground, dead but with no apparent cause, just like several of the others that we passed on our way in.

      There was a security guard on the ground, his face burned off, and several men in skull masks, members of the Obits, were over by the safe. It was blown open, the hinges evidently melted by an intense heat, giving them free access to shove everything inside of the safe into their bags.

      But it was Sun Burst who was holding my focus. The man seemed even more imposing in person than he did on the television screen. His shoulders were broad, and he was barrel-chested. Unlike the half thrown together outfit that I wore, Sun Burst was clad in a true hero’s costume. His bright yellow bodysuit accented his muscular figure and ran up in a mask that came down and covered the top half of his face, all his hair tucked beneath the non-flammable material and out of sight.

      Bright red and orange swirls covered the suit, and he wore gloves and tall knee-high boots in alternating colors, red on the right and orange on the left. The buckles on his suit were made from a strange white material, and he had a belt around his hips with several pockets made from that same white fabric on them.

      He laughed and held up a stone. It was the size of a large egg and the same shape, though it was pitch black in color. As he held it out in front of him, a bright-green core within the stone began to glow. As the glow grew brighter, it seemed to connect with something in one of the hostages. A matching bright-green glow began to emanate from the man’s back, directly over his heart.

      It pulled out of his body and attached to the stone in an odd wavering stream, sucking into the stone that Sun Burst was holding. It only took about five seconds, then the glow in the man’s chest vanished and he collapsed on the ground, dead as dead could be. The glow in the stone lasted several moments longer and then faded as well.

      “Hurry up,” said Sun Burst. “This isn’t going to take me too much longer.”

      Maybe grabbed onto my arm and hissed, “We need to do something.”

      She was right. We couldn’t just stand here and let this happen. Something had to be done, and it had to be done fast. So, I took a deep breath and held up my hand. Under my breath, I uttered, “Critical Mass.”

      Then I pointed my finger at Sun Burst. More specifically, at the stone he was holding. Just like I did with the can in the park, I used my magic to lift the stone straight from his hand. Sun Burst hadn’t been expecting that. He shouted and jerked backward, then snatched the stone from the air. I could feel the jerk of it being pulled at in my spine and cut the connection with it to prevent myself from getting injured.

      Sun Burst spun around and demanded, “Show your face, coward! You’ve made a bad decision coming out here and getting involved.”

      I took a deep breath and then stepped out from behind the column, telling him, “No, I haven’t. I’ve made exactly the decision I was supposed to make! What are you doing? You’re supposed to be a hero! You’re supposed to be stopping those people from hurting others, not making it worse! What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking that you don’t understand what you’ve stepped into,” said Sun Burst. He turned, holding up the stone and pointing it at me. “This was a mistake, young one.”

      “A mistake?” It was a new voice but a feminine one. There was a window on the very top of the wall in the bank, higher than anyone should be able to reach. On the inside of it, balanced on the ledge, was a lovely woman. She had the body of a dancer, tall and lean but prettily muscular, and it was only accentuated by the tight white bodysuit that she wore.

      An eternity symbol mask was perched upon her face, white, lined with strange silver markings, and she had silver music notes woven into some sections of her bodysuit. It appeared to be made from the same white material that was on Sun Burst’s outfit.

      He turned, looking at her over his shoulder. “Song Bird. Did you finally change your mind and see that I was right?”

      “You’re not right,” said Song Bird. “I don’t know what’s gotten into you, Sun Burst, or why you’ve done this – but it’s wrong. And I’m going to prove it.”

      She neatly jumped from the window ledge, landing on the floor of the bank without so much as a sound. Her hair was long and dark, with white feathers woven into it in spots, and her voice was so gentle that, even in its furious state, it seemed like silk running over cool, fresh water.

      Sun Burst shook his head. “I thought you would be smart enough to realize that this was the only option. It was the right option.”

      “This isn’t you,” said Song Bird, stepping closer to her former partner. “This is Zion’s work, and we both know it! You would never hurt these people on your own.”

      “I made my choice,” said Sun Burst. “And it seems as though you have made yours. Flare Wave!”

      He swung his arm out toward Song Bird, and a burst of fire shot from his limb, slamming forward in a wave. She crossed her own arms in front of her chest and shouted, “Sonar Disruption!”

      When she flung them outward, there was a shrill burst of sound which formed a wave of air, slicing through the flames.

      “I know you,” shouted Song Bird, “and there’s nothing you can pull on me that I won’t be able to stop!”

      According to the research I had done over the last few days, Galactic was blessed with an ability called Heavenly Body. It was a set of passive abilities that 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 was well known for being able to take a hit.

      It only made sense that, by proxy, I would have that same set of abilities. And this was the perfect time to test that out.

      Song Bird and Sun Burst launched into a heated battle with each other, but the female had been right. They knew too much about each other to be able to really do any damage, and each attack that was made was quickly countered in bursts of air, sound, flame, and heat.

      While they battled, Maybe rushed over to the hostages and started trying to help get them out. I was distantly aware of her – but more focused on the fact that the Obits had abandoned their robbery attempt and were drawing their guns. Knowing this was exactly why I had come out here, I launched myself toward them.

      It was strange. As though all of Galactic’s fighting prowess had been transferred to me, my body moved in motions it had never been trained in. With a spinning kick, I took out one of the Obits, and several punches later, a second man was hitting the ground. The third I grabbed by the wrist, jumping in a flip, and swung them through the air and into the marble floor so hard that the flooring cracked beneath the man’s body weight.

      Soon, the Obits were dispatched, and it was just the two heroes going at it, head-to-head. Maybe had gotten everyone but a single hostage out of the room. Song Bird dodged a hit – and the fireball shot past her and straight at Maybe.

      It missed her by only a few inches. She screamed and dropped to the ground, and a hot rage surged up into my chest. It was like, for a moment, I was a different person. The thought of Maybe getting hurt was too much. This had to stop.

      I flung myself forward, shouting, “Critical Mass!”

      I channeled all of my strength and energy into this singular attack. It grabbed onto not a stone or a part of the bank but Sun Burst himself. I lifted him up and slammed him down so hard against the ground that it sent up a burst of dust as the marble split.

      The impact was more than enough to knock the man out completely and stain the front of his forehead piece with tacky red blood.

      Maybe grabbed the last hostage and ushered her outside, then pulled the door shut. “Gravity, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I told her, shaking my hands out. One of them moved up to clutch at my forehead, and I let out a groan. “I’m just… tired. And I’ve got a headache.”

      Song Bird stepped over to Sun Burst, crouching down next to the man and taking his pulse. “He’s not dead, just unconscious.” She stood up and turned to face me. “Who are you?”

      “Gravity,” I told her, gesturing at myself. “We heard what was happening over the radio.”

      Maybe hurried over to join us. “I don’t understand. Why would he do something like this? I thought Sun Burst was supposed to be one of the good guys.”

      “He was,” said Song Bird, and there was an undeniable note of sadness in her voice. She looked down at the man’s prone form. “He was one of the best.”

      I looked around until my gaze caught on the stone he had been using. I picked it up and offered it out to Song Bird. “Do you know what this is?”

      “This is what he used to kill the rest of our team,” said Song Bird, taking it. Her long fingers curled around it, holding onto the stone like it was a live grenade. “It’s not his. It’s Zion’s.”

      “Zion.” I tested the name. “I’ve never heard of him.” When I glanced at Maybe to see if it was just me, she shook her head in the negative. “Who’s Zion?”

      “He’s an alien that came to Earth almost two months ago,” said Song Bird. “Celestial’s team was trying to track down his whereabouts when she went missing. After that, these stones started showing up at the heroes’ bases, in utility belts, and – and uniforms. They control your mind. It’s dangerous.”

      I backed up. “Should we not be touching it?”

      “It’s not dangerous to us, not anymore. The alien technology this is made from syncs up to the first person that touches it, the first human person. It gets into their mind, changing them so they have no choice but to do what Zion wants. That’s what happened to Sun Burst.”

      Alien technology. Mind control. Something that even Celestial couldn’t defeat. This, I knew, was some really bad business I had just gotten myself tangled up in. I could only imagine how dangerous it was.

      Maybe was the one who asked, “What was it doing? That green light.”

      “It’s stealing the life force from humans,” said Song Bird. “I don’t know what Zion’s doing with it exactly, but the more people that are killed by it, the brighter it gets. And if it gets a super… it’s like killing a whole swarm of normies.”

      Maybe said, “You said it killed the rest of your team? You’re Song Bird, right? And that’s Sun Burst. Does that mean Arachnid –”

      Song Bird nodded before Maybe could finish the question. There was such a deep, stark sorrow in her voice that it was hard not to feel bad for her myself. “Arachnid is gone. So is Lonesome and Harrow. It’s just me now. Me and him.”

      I asked, “If he doesn’t have the stone, will that free him from the spell?”

      “I don’t know that anything will free him,” admitted Song Bird.

      Maybe asked, “What if we break the stone?”

      “I can’t do that.” Song Bird clutched the stone to her chest and then slid it into one of the pouches at her waist. “I need to find someone that can help me study this stone, to see if we can reverse engineer it. Sun Burst isn’t the only one that’s been affected by Zion’s technology.”

      I asked, “Who else has been caught by it?”

      Song Bird shook her head. “We can’t talk about it here. If you’re serious about finding out and helping me, then we must go elsewhere.”

      “I’m serious about it,” I told her. There was no way to back out, not now that I knew what all was happening and what was going on around me. And not with Galactic’s powers in my veins and his instructions still weighing on me.

      Maybe helping find Zion would lead me to find Celestial, and then the voice in my dreams would once more be sated. That would be the ideal ending to this, I thought, to wrap it all up in one go, with one strike.

      Song Bird said, “Then we need to go somewhere private to discuss this.”

      “Hal isn’t going to be back from work for another few hours. We could go back to my apartment. I think… I think that would be a good idea,” Maybe offered.

      Song Bird nodded. “Alright. Address?”

      Maybe passed on the location of the address, and then Song Bird turned around. With a single leaping bound, she hopped back up onto the windowsill and then hopped up even higher through a broken skylight and out into the world.

      I asked, “What did you convince me to get involved with?”

      Maybe pressed a kiss to my cheek and told me, “I think you did great, Gravity. Come on, let’s get out of here before she breaks into the apartment. I don’t want to have to try and call someone to replace the door before Hal gets back home later.”

      My gaze drifted to Sun Burst. “What about him?”

      “I think the police will take care of it,” said Maybe, and after just a few more minutes of hesitation, she convinced me to follow her through the bank, out the back door, and back around to where the road was blocked off.

      I ditched the sunglasses and the face mask on the way there and tried to focus on the fact that soon I would be figuring out exactly what had happened between myself and Galactic.
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      During the car ride, it hit me that I was really, really tired. Like, the kind of tired I had never been before. All I wanted to do was close my eyes, lean back against the seat, and take a nap. But I knew that, for one, it wouldn’t be fair or polite to Maybe, who was still handling everything surprisingly well considering she was a normie who had managed to find herself tangled up in a mess with all these supers.

      Also, I knew that if I went to sleep right then, I wouldn’t be able to keep my eyes open later. Naps were not my friend. They always made me feel like I had just taken a couple of hard hits to the head. When I went out for the night, I was going to have to stay out for the night.

      Thankfully, while her apartment was far away, the garage wasn’t. We ended up going there and pulling into the front parking lot.

      Maybe asked, “Why isn’t anyone else here?”

      “They probably closed once they caught wind of the bank being attacked,” I explained. “Whenever there’s an attack, we usually need to do a lot of, you know, overtime later? So, when the attack’s going on, everyone is sent home early to get things settled.”

      “I had never thought about how something like this could be so heavily impacted by the attacks on the city, but it makes sense. Cars are a popular ammunition, aren’t they?”

      “More than you know,” I told her, pulling myself out of the car – and nearly going down onto my knees.

      “Toby!” She rushed around the car and grabbed me under the arms, helping to haul me back to my feet. “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “It’s like… like there’s something wrong with my legs. I didn’t even realize it until I stood up.”

      “What do you mean there’s something wrong with your legs?”

      “They feel so heavy, it’s hard to stand on them.”

      “But they don’t hurt?” Maybe asked, the worry clearly obvious in her voice.

      I shook my head. “They don’t hurt. I’m okay. Just help me get into the garage, okay? I just need to sit… and maybe get a cold drink too.”

      “Alright. Just take it slow.” Maybe helped me into the garage. We went into the adjacent office. I had keys to let myself into just about every area of the garage, and with no one else around, it meant we pretty much had the whole place to ourselves.

      That was good, because the more I tried to use my legs right now, the heavier they seemed to get, and that heaviness pulled its way up into my spine and, even further, into my very soul. I all but collapsed into the big red leather spinning chair on the back side of the main desk, tilting my head back. It was then I realized that it wasn’t a true exhaustion. It was more like my eyelids were so heavy I was having a hard time keeping them open.

      Maybe pressed a hand to the side of my face, asking, “Describe to me what it feels like, okay? Do the best that you can.”

      “He doesn’t need to,” said Song Bird, appearing in the doorway we had just come through. I marvelled at the woman’s instincts. She had anticipated our location with seeming ease. I made a mental note to ask her how she’d done it.

      Song Bird continued. “That was his first time taking control of a man, wasn’t it? Affecting their mass, doing it so many times. It’s just back-splashing. That happens with new supers a lot.”

      “Back-splashing? I’ve never heard that term before,” said Maybe.

      Song Bird stepped more fully into the room, just as lovely as she had been before. “It means that the power has basically bounced backward against himself. So, if he was affecting Sun Burst’s mass in that fight, then his own mass is getting affected by it now.”

      “That makes sense,” said Maybe softly. Then, “How did you know?”

      “Because I had the same problem when my powers first developed,” said Song Bird. “I’m more interested in how you ended up with those. I’m not stupid. I’ve only ever seen one person be able to control a person’s mass like that. Where’s Galactic?”

      “We don’t know,” said Maybe. “How am I supposed to help him?”

      Song Bird rolled her eyes. I thought she might make us argue with her a bit more, but I guessed she wasn’t a hero for no reason. She stepped around Maybe and settled between my legs, reaching out and bracing a hand on either side of my face.

      She explained, “You just need to try and work it back in to where it’s supposed to go. He’s too fired up, so he’s too high-strung to fully let go of it now. Try and relax. Listen to my voice, focus on my hands.”

      Song Bird began to rub her fingers over the side of my head, kneading into my temple and my jaws, pressing them into muscles I hadn’t even realized were tight. She had the hands of a pianist, with long fingers and soft skin, capable of putting just enough pressure into every touch.

      She drew her fingers over the path of my face and down to my neck, and I did as I had been told, focusing on the feeling of her fingers on my skin. I couldn’t help but think about what they would feel like pressed against something else.

      Was that wrong of me?

      No, probably not.

      I couldn’t help it. Song Bird was lovely, and Maybe was lovely, and all that fighting had me a little bit worked up. Plus, there was something almost euphoric about the way she ran her fingers over my neck, moving to press them into the taut muscles there, just like she had done with my face.

      With each passing second, the tension released and heat rushed through my muscles. I let out a soft sound in the back of my throat, completely against my will, and was finally able to crack open my eyes. Thankfully, Song Bird looked more amused than anything else.

      She ran one thumb over the corner of my mouth, pressing it against my lower lip, and then pulled away. “There. You can see me now, you can talk. Someone had better start telling me what happened.”

      I worked my mouth a few times. Maybe asked, “Are you really starting to feel better already?”

      “I am,” I told her, and then I shifted a little and winced. “Well, my face is, at least.”

      “I don’t need the rest of you working right now,” said Song Bird. “In fact, I think it’s probably to my benefit if you just stay right there.”

      “You’re pretty mean for being a hero,” said Maybe lightly. She got down on her knees in front of me and started to rub her hands over my left calf, trying to work the lightness back into it.

      “I have too much going on to worry about not hurting the feelings of a civilian,” Song Bird said. She pointed a finger at me. “I need to know why you have Galactic’s powers, and I need to know now.”

      I wasn’t stupid. I could tell there was a lot more at play here than Maybe and I had first realized. Earlier, Song Bird had mentioned an alien called Zion. I wanted to know more about that, so I opted to just cooperate and tell her what I knew about my run-in with Galactic. I told her about our encounter in the alley and about the dream I had.

      I also told her what I knew about my powers so far and how we had ended up at the bank earlier in the day. She said, if that story was true, then it was horribly reckless. “I don’t understand why you would try and fight someone like Sun Burst when you had never even practiced your powers on a person before.”

      I countered, “I think you should be thanking me. It would have been a lot more difficult if I hadn’t shown up.”

      “He’s right,” said Maybe. “If it weren’t for Toby, the both of you could have gotten seriously hurt.” She continued with, “I still don’t understand. You said that others outside of Sun Burst have ended up with those stones?”

      A grim look settled on Song Bird’s face, and she frowned a little bit, then said, “I’ve been calling them the League for now. Like I said, Zion’s been using his alien technology to control the heroes. He’s using people like Sun Burst to kill other heroes and get power for himself.”

      Maybe moved her hands up higher to my left knee, working the lightness back into that too. Her hands felt just as good on my skin as Song Bird’s had just a moment ago. She asked, “Where are the stones coming from?”

      Song Bird explained. “There’s an alien named Finality. She’s not from the same place as Zion, we know that much. She’s from somewhere else. She’s the one who brought the stones. As far as I’ve been able to figure out, Finality is sort of like a general for Zion. She carries out his orders no matter how much blood has to be shed in the process and makes sure that everything pulls together the way he wants it. And she plants the stones.”

      I asked, “How is she able to do that?”

      “She has a teleportation ability. Or – or something like that. We aren’t certain. No one’s been able to catch her in the act of entering the bases.”

      Maybe switched to the right calf. “Then how do you know she’s the one who planted them?”

      “Because Zion’s practically said as much. And Finality uses the stones when she fights too. The only way anyone could last in a battle with her is if they have the world’s strongest healing abilities.”

      That was not something that Galactic could do, so I assumed I was probably just out of luck on that front.

      Maybe asked, “Why didn’t anyone else show up? I would have thought that with Sun Burst messed in the head like that, everyone would have been there to try and take him down before he could hurt someone.”

      And then Song Bird’s expression shifted even more, turning into something that was almost like a bone-deep sorrow. As though she had just been asked about the loss of a parent or the people the heroes were unable to save, no matter their best efforts, her eyes adapted an almost glassy look to them.

      She let out a soft, mournful sound in the back of her throat. “Because there aren’t many of us left. We’re trying to keep it on the down-low, but there just isn’t a whole lot left to even try and help. They’ve either been pulled under Zion’s command or they’ve gone missing, or else – they’ve all gone and died.”

      It made me hurt just to listen to the way she said it. And there was something… there was something that… that stuck with me about it.

      She didn’t think the ones who had gone missing were coming back. And neither did I.

      But I needed to find them anyway because Celestial was missing, and I needed to find her. Or else nothing was going to change.

      “I’m going to help,” I told her.

      Song Bird countered, “You can’t even stand up.”

      “I’ll have that fixed in about ten minutes. I just need to finish with this leg,” Maybe said.

      “That’s not the point I was making,” snapped Song Bird. “If all these seasoned heroes fell to Zion, how do you think you’re going to be able to make a difference?”

      “Because I know not to touch the stones,” I told her. “And because, for some reason, Galactic chose to give me his powers. Look, I’m supposed to be finding Celestial, and I think it’s pretty obvious she’s only gone missing because of this stuff going on with Zion.”

      Song Bird pursed her lips into a thin line but couldn’t argue against that because it was the obvious solution.

      I continued with, “Which means I need to figure out where Zion is putting the missing heroes, the ones that aren’t being killed or having their minds taken over. If I can do that, I might be able to figure out what’s going on with me, with Galactic.”

      Song Bird didn’t look happy about it, but after a moment, she shook her head and said, “I don’t know what you expect me to say. I want to tell you no, but… I don’t have a choice in it. I need help or else I’m never going to be able to figure out a way to break Zion’s control on everyone.”

      I held my hand out, jutting it forward, and after a moment, Song Bird took it and gave it a shake. “So, you’re going to let us help you?”

      “I’ll let you help me,” said Song Bird. “But you need to let me lead when we look for them, alright? And you need to get better at using your powers. We can’t have you collapsing between fights and getting yourself killed because you accidentally made your legs too heavy to walk on.”

      “I’ll figure it out,” I promised her, and I meant it. It was funny, almost. This morning, when Maybe had suggested we go to the bank and help out, there was a part of me that wanted nothing to do with this whole mess. But now that I had done it once – gone through a fight with a real hero and seen what could happen, heard about what Zion was doing and figured out that maybe I might be able to help – now I wanted to be a part of this more than anything else in the world.

      It was because I knew I could help. Or maybe just because I knew it was what I was supposed to be doing.

      Song Bird lingered for a moment, looking me over like I was a prime piece of steak. And then she said, “I’ll stay in touch. If I hear something, I’ll come and get you. In the meantime, just work on yourself.”

      She turned and darted out the door. Maybe jumped to her feet. “Hey! Wait a moment!”

      Maybe raced out of the room after her, but my thighs were still heavy, and it felt a little bit like I had been glued to the chair. I had to wait for her to come back in. Maybe’s mouth turned down into a frown. “I don’t understand how she’s so fast. It must be part of her superpowers. She was gone by the time I got out there.”

      “She’ll be back,” I told her confidently. Then, a little bit more sheepishly, “Can you help me up? I don’t think I should drive home right now. Maybe walking will help me.”

      “I'll just take you back to my apartment,” said Maybe. “I’m sure I can finish fixing you up there. You can stretch out on the bed, and I’ll finish repairing the rest of your mass.”

      We both laughed at that, and she helped me first to my feet and then out to her car. And the whole way there, all I could think about was the fact that, in the span of a week, my entire life had changed. I should have been terrified. This should have been the most frightening thing for me in the entire world.

      But it wasn’t.

      I felt like I was on top of the world. I felt like everything had finally slotted into place and things were going the way they were supposed to.

      And even more than that, I felt damn powerful.
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      We ended up back at Maybe’s apartment, just like she suggested we should. I wasn’t sure how, but we ended up in her bedroom, me flat on my back, her between my legs. My calves and knees had regained their feeling, but my calves still seemed too heavy, and my feet were tingling in a way that made it hard to stand on my own.

      Maybe settled between my legs and then reached up for my jeans button. She paused, sheepish, and said, “It will work better if I can actually get at your skin and not just, you know, your pants.”

      “By all means,” I told her, not about to tell a pretty girl that she couldn’t take off my pants. So, the button came out and the zipper came down, and then the jeans did too. She helped me get my shoes and socks off as well until I was just lying there in my shirt and my boxers, and then she set about rubbing my left thigh the same way she had worked on my calves and knees earlier in the day.

      Her fingers worked over the muscle of my thigh, starting on the outside of my leg and then moving on to the top of it, rubbing over my smooth skin. She worked her way up, higher and higher, her touch firm but gentle. And I couldn’t help it.

      She looked good like that, on her knees between my legs; and her fingers were soft and slender, running over my skin, steady but firm in all the right ways. I shuddered, cock stiffening in the thin fabric of my navy-blue boxers. I tried to will the hard-on away by thinking about the fight earlier and all sorts of other unsavory things, but it didn’t do anything.

      Maybe didn’t notice it right away as she was wholly focused on her task. The lightness returned to my leg, and she started in on the other one. I should have told her I was feeling better, especially as the right leg took much less time to work the proper weight back into, my grip on the powers having weakened enough that it could feel normal again.

      But I didn’t.

      I let her keep working my leg over until her fingers were bumping against the hem of my boxer leg. The fabric was loose around my thighs, and she slipped her fingers up under the navy-colored cotton, running her fingers over the pale skin there. My breath caught in my throat.

      All she needed to do was reach up a little bit higher – I could practically picture what it would be like, having her fingers curled around my cock, having her thumb brushing over the head of it, and her lips pressing to the shaft. She would be good at it, I bet. She would certainly look good doing it.

      But that wasn’t what was happening. I tried to put my brain back on task, focusing on the fact that she was just being a good nurse and doing her job by helping me, but it was so hard to stop thinking about, especially when she was still touching my bare skin.

      And then she looked up, ready to say something to me, and caught sight of my hard-on tenting out the front of my boxers. I was resting on my forearms, watching her, and the color of her cheeks darkened with a pretty little blush.

      “Sorry,” I told her. “I couldn’t help it.”

      Maybe tried to brush it off with a laugh, saying, “I guess I don’t need to ask if it felt good!”

      “It felt good.”

      “I – I can see that.”

      “Sorry,” I said again, and I made to sit up the rest of the way, but she stopped me. Her hands settled on my hips, holding me in place, and her thumbs pressed to the crease between my hips and my thighs. She thought about it for a moment, her gaze sliding over my face and then down my body and stopping at my crotch.

      “It’s okay,” said Maybe. “Only natural, right? And I think it’s probably a compliment too. I mean, it’s certainly not an insult.”

      “It’s not,” I said agreeably. “I just don’t want you to think I’m some kind of pig or something.”

      “I don’t think that at all,” she assured. “I think… I think you’re a good person.”

      I countered, “You hardly even know me.”

      “I know enough about you,” said Maybe. “You tried to help Galactic, and you went to the bank earlier.” One hand slid away from the side of my hip, over toward my crotch, stopping just shy of the tent in my boxers. “And you agreed to help Song Bird too.”

      “Right,” I said, the word coming out as a low breath.

      She carefully traced the tent with her fingers, just barely pressing against the curve of my shaft. Her gaze flicked up toward my face as though she was waiting to be fussed at over this. But that totally wasn’t going to happen.

      I couldn’t say I was a good person. I wasn’t sure you could say that about yourself. But I was more than happy to say that Maybe was a good person and that I happened to like her quite a lot. She was pretty and kind and smart, and God, she had a great pair of hands on her.

      I loved the way she was looking at me too, heavy and dark, and the corners of her mouth twisted up into a pleased looking smile. “Can I?”

      Swallowing hard, I nodded at her. She moved her hand, finally running her fingers over the full length of my clothed cock. It made me shudder, heat rushing to life under my skin. Maybe was careful about it, not hesitant but slow and steady, running her fingers over my dick the same way she had my thighs.

      Then, finally, she took hold of me through the fabric of my boxers, and I hissed in pleasure through my teeth, hips bucking up to meet her touch. She clucked her tongue a few times and pushed my hips back down with her free hand, holding me steady as she worked me through my boxers. A damp mark started to form on the front of the navy boxers.

      “I think… I think I really like you,” said Maybe with a huff of laughter. “I think I like you a lot, actually. This is – I’m not being pushy with this, right?”

      “I’m the one that popped a boner,” I told her. “I don’t think that makes you pushy on any level. In fact, I should probably be asking you –”

      My words were cut off by her taking me firmly in hand and sliding her fingers into the front slip of my boxers so the tips of them could run over the warm, smooth flesh of my cock. The touch was almost electric, making my breath stutter out of my throat, and my head tilted back more fully against the pillow.

      My eyes fluttered for a moment. Maybe drug her fingers over the curve of my shaft and then worked at taking it in hand again, her knuckles bumping against the navy fabric of the boxers with each downward stroke. It was like some sort of switch was flipped. Maybe it was just that I had a great connection to the universe now, maybe it was something else, but it felt as though there was something between us.

      The stars had aligned in a very specific way, in a way they were meant to stay; this was meant to be how we connected with each other. I could feel it, the pull in the back of my chest, the way it dragged over my skin, the sensation of it going deeper than just pleasures of the flesh and into something else.

      Stars shifted through the world above us, gone from view but still there, and it felt like they were running through my veins too. Carefully, softly, she leaned forward and used her free hand to push up the hem of my shirt, and then she pressed a chaste kiss to the curve of my bare belly.

      The muscles in my belly jumped.

      The touch was feather light, the kiss hardly even close to being called erotic. But still, there was something about it that made the pleasure in my belly twist up that much tighter. I reached out, catching hold of her wrist and carefully pulling her hand away. Then I shifted, my limbs once more my own, and rose onto my knees so I could kiss her properly.

      Sparks didn’t fly when our lips touched, but it sure felt as though stars were exploding. Like something that had been missing from the world had finally slotted back into place. My tongue licked at her lower lip, and she opened her mouth, parting it to let me in. Maybe tasted like bubble gum and soda pop and something else, a tart sort of tang.

      It was addictive.

      I knew right then and there that I would never get tired of kissing her. I would never get tired of the way she tasted. And I wanted to taste even more of her. I wanted to taste all of her, even.

      I deepened the kiss, one hand rising to press against the back of her head and hold her steady. Maybe’s arms looped around me, one around my shoulder and the other around my waist. I pushed a little more, and she went down backwards, thumping against the mattress with a laugh.

      I went down on top of her, chasing after her so our kiss didn’t have to come to an end just yet. My lips pressed to the corner of her mouth and then the side of her throat. My hands shoved at her blouse, pushing it up so my palms could press against her bare skin.

      “You are so pretty,” I told her.

      Maybe laughed, and the sound was light and lovely. Unfortunately, it was chased down by the sound of something thumping beyond the bedroom door. We both froze, staring at each other with just a few inches between our faces.

      Softly, not wanting to break the moment, I asked her, “Tell me you have a cat?”

      Maybe asked, “What time is it?”

      “How should I know?” I asked her, floored by the strange comment. “What does time have to do with anything?”

      “I think…” Maybe’s face managed to go even brighter in her blush. “I think that might be Hal coming back home.”

      “Hal, as in your roommate?” I asked her, voice a little louder. I sat up, rocking backward onto my ass. She sat up too, pushing a hand through her hair and brushing it out of her face.

      “Sorry,” she said. “But I can… I can go tell him I’ve got someone over! He won’t mind leaving. He kicks me out all the time.”

      The thought of tossing Hal out so we could mess around was, simply put, mortifying. Like, the kind of thing that people just didn’t do once they passed nineteen; the kind of thing that went hand in hand with being bold enough to put a sock on the outside of the door.

      Maybe tried to get up, but I caught hold of her hand and shook my head. “No, no, it’s… it’s fine, Maybe. Just… don’t do that.”

      “Well, I mean!” She looked toward the closed door of her bedroom. “I could just go and lock that!”

      “It’s okay.” I leaned forward and kissed her again, passionate but sweet, and when I pulled back, it was to tell her, “We can always do this some other time.”

      Maybe’s lower lip jutted out. It was an absolutely adorable look on her, but she let me slide off of the bed, and then she stood up too. “You would want to?”

      “I was thinking that when all this was over…” I made a wave with one hand, trying to make it clear that I was talking about the deal going on with Song Bird and the missing heroes. “… that we could go get dinner together.”

      Maybe took hold of one of my hands, tangling our fingers together. “I don’t want to wait that long. We could be dealing with this for a long time. What about next Friday?”

      It was so forward that it made me laugh. I couldn’t help it, the sound slipping between my lips. Before she could take it the wrong way, I was quick to tell her, “Alright, next Friday. You, me, and that Italian diner out by the bay.”

      “That got blown up.”

      “Already?”

      “How about the little café on Magnolia?” she suggested instead.

      I nodded. “That sounds like a great idea.”

      She let me get my clothes back on and took care of straightening out her hair so it didn’t look as though we had just been interrupted in the middle of messing around. Then she led me out into the main area of the apartment.

      Hal was sitting on the couch with the TV on, and he barely cast a glance our way when I stepped out with Maybe. His dirty-blond hair was pulled back into a messy ponytail, and he looked as close to being a true-blue surfer boy as I had ever seen in person. All he was missing was the Hawaiian print shirt and a board tucked up under his arm, and I could have easily seen him hitting the waves.

      Maybe led me over to the door and asked me, “So, between now and Friday? What are we going to do?”

      “I guess we just have to wait…” My gaze drifted toward Hal. I didn’t know the guy, and I didn’t want word to spread that I had managed to absorb the greatest supervillain in the city’s powers or that I was running around with Song Bird either. “… for our friend to get in touch with us.”

      Maybe followed my gaze and then stepped out into the hallway with me. She pulled the door shut behind herself. “You’ll tell me if she does, right?”

      “Are you sure you want to get involved in this, Maybe? We can see each other, even if you don’t want to be pulled into the rest of it,” I told her.

      Maybe squared her shoulders and then leaned in and kissed me, hard and fierce. Her teeth nipped at my lower lip, and when she pulled back, she told me, “You listen to me, and you listen close. I deal with supers of all sorts every day at my job, and that means I know more about how their powers work than a lot of people. You need me.”

      “I just don’t want you to get hurt,” I told her.

      She insisted, “I’m lucky, Toby. I’m not going to get hurt. And even if I do, it’s going to be because I’ve made that decision on my own, okay? It’s going to be because I’ve decided to come out with you.”

      I asked her, “So there’s no way to convince you to just let me handle this?”

      Maybe gave me a pat on the chest with one hand and told me, “Not even half a chance in hell, buddy. Sorry.”

      I laughed. “Alright. Then I’ll tell you the moment I hear from her. Just… don’t say anything to anyone, okay?”

      “You mean, don’t say anything to Hal.” Maybe smiled at me. “I’m not stupid, Toby. I’m not going to tell anyone. You can trust me.”

      “I do trust you,” I told her honestly. There was something about Maybe that just made me feel at peace with the whole idea of being with her, of being around her. “And I’ll call you.”

      Maybe smiled. “If you don’t, then I’m going to come by the garage. You aren’t going to be able to ghost me. I know where you work.”

      “I would never dream about ghosting you,” I told her, and we kissed goodbye again, chaste but tender, before I turned and started down the stairs. I could feel her watching me long after I left the building, the same way that I could feel her lips against mine and the ghost of her touch against my skin.

      Friday couldn’t come soon enough. It was just a shame that Friday wasn’t the only thing on my mind, and I had a lot more that had to be considered too.

      Like the stars burning in my veins and the lack of them shining up there in the sky.
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      The garage had only been open for about twenty minutes when I stepped into the break room to get a drink. Just because I had only recently flipped the open sign didn’t mean that I hadn’t been at the garage for a while now, and that meant I had been working for a while. The cold water burbled out of the water fountain, spilling into one of the paper cups.

      When I stepped back into the main garage section of the shop, I was met with the sight of Song Bird standing in the middle of the room. The eternity symbol mask she’d been wearing the day before had been replaced with one that resembled a porcelain doll. It made me instantly nervous. I tried to recall if I had ever seen her wearing something like that on the news before but couldn’t remember anything like it.

      “You need to come with me,” said Song Bird.

      I asked, “What’s going on?”

      “That’s not how this works.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. Stubbornly, I told her, “You’re the one who needs my help, Song Bird. I don’t want to oversee this, but I need to know what’s going on and when it’s happening. It’s for my best interest. I’m not looking to end up dead on the sidewalk a week after getting my powers.”

      It would be a waste. Also, I didn’t want to die in general either.

      With the full-face mask on, I couldn’t tell anything about what her expression might be. That was probably the point, of course, but still. I didn’t like having a harder time reading her.

      Was there something different about the air? It felt almost staticky, that same sort of humming and buzzing that filled up the air when I was with Maybe the night before. There was a connection between myself and Song Bird, and while I didn’t know what that connection might be just yet, I knew it was going to be something big.

      Something that even the universe itself wanted to bring into existence; something that even the universe itself wanted me to be aware of.

      She stared at me for a moment, and then she relented and told me, “I need to get you outfitted. If you are going to be involved in something like this, then you’re going to need an actual outfit, and you’re going to need a weapon, something that you can’t get here.”

      “Oh,” I said, my mouth twisting a little bit. “Does that mean…”

      “I need you to go to the subway down on Seventh Street. Find the bathroom there, the one marked with an out of order sign, and wait for me,” said Song Bird, and then just like before, she managed to vanish out of the garage and out of sight.

      I didn’t know how she did that. Was it a power of hers? Did she have something on her suit that let her turn invisible? If I was going to be getting involved with the superhero industry, then I was seriously going to have to start looking into what the other heroes were able to do.

      And I needed to do it on my own and not just rely on a game of telephone that included Hal and his own little journalistic information searches.

      But that would come later.

      For now, I rushed through closing the garage back up, leaving a note that said I had left on a family emergency just in case my boss happened to stop by. Once that was done with, I slung my lunch bag’s strap over one shoulder and started outside.

      It was early morning, and not too many people were out. I made my way through the backstreets, passing by the alley where I watched Galactic die, and then toward Seventh Street. Once I got there, I took the crowded stairwell down into the subway system.

      The main area was packed with people, everyone trying to get somewhere and get somewhere fast. I shouldered my way through the crowd, finding the bathroom that was in working order first and then continuing to look around. I found an area of the subway that was a little bit less crowded and a bathroom door that was marked with an OUT OF ORDER sign that looked as though it had probably been hanging there for literally years.

      I looked around. There were people everywhere, but the thing was, they didn’t care about me. Subways were not about making friends or keeping an eye out for your fellow man. They were about getting from point A to point B. So, no one noticed when I shuffled over to the door and pushed it open with one hand, the hinges giving a low creak, and no one noticed when I stepped into the bathroom either.

      I fumbled for the light switch. It clicked on, flooding the bathroom in a dim, yellow light. Any day now, the bulb overhead would go out completely. The mirrors on the wall were not only caked in dust and filth, but they were also cracked in spots, and there was trash all over the floor.

      I peeked into the stalls, but they were all empty. One of them was missing a door completely. When I turned around, I nearly ran face first into Song Bird and jumped back, a hand flying up to press against my chest as I swore.

      “Stop doing that,” I told her. “You’re going to give me a heart attack!”

      “You can’t tell anyone about what I’m going to show you,” said Song Bird. “Not even that girl you were with.”

      That was trouble if I had ever heard it. I shook my head at her. “I’m not going to keep secrets from Maybe, not about anything. Sorry, Song Bird, but that’s just not happening.”

      Irritation in her voice, she told me, “Then I can’t take you anywhere!”

      I took a step toward her so we were standing only inches apart. “Stop making up arbitrary rules. We need to work together, and that means you need to work with me and with Maybe. We’re a token set.”

      “She’s a normie!”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I told her firmly. “She’s going to be involved no matter what either of us do. The best thing we can do for her is keep her in the loop so she doesn’t feel the need to start taking risks to prove something.”

      Song Bird made a frustrated sound in the back of her throat. “Rookies! Fine!” She threw her arms out to the sides. “Fine! Make things more complicated than they need to be!”

      She stormed to the other side of the bathroom near the broken mirrors. I couldn’t see what she did, but something got pressed and the wall itself started to slide open, revealing a dark tunnel that led down, deeper into the subway.

      Song Bird started down the tunnel without a word, and I hurried after her. We had only gone about five feet into the tunnel when the door slid shut behind us. Once it did, the tunnel was illuminated with a wash of bright light. While the walls were brick, like the rest of the subway station, the floors were made of a strange metal.

      It was from this strange metal that the light appeared to be coming from.

      Song Bird led me down even deeper into the secret passageway and the hidden subway system. Down, down, down. The tunnel took on a slope, and sometime later, maybe seven minutes of us walking in complete and total silence, the ground levelled back out in front of a set of massive metal doors.

      She held up her hand, and a bright blue light scanned it. The doors slid open with a hiss. Just like that, we were in.
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            ALL THE WORLD’S MEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The opening ushered us into the most incredibly bizarre and amazing room I had ever seen before. There were shelves made from that white glowing metal all over the room and massive tubes that were filled with bizarre glowing blue jelly.

      The tubes held strange items in them, artifacts that must have been collected over the years by Song Bird and her team. They had called themselves the Super Eight. It was strange to think that seven of them had been either corrupted, killed, or gone missing. Now, only Song Bird remained.

      It was also a good reminder of why she was being a bit harsher than she might have been under other circumstances and why she was so hesitant about having Maybe involved. Song Bird probably just didn’t want anyone else to get hurt.

      She led me through the room and into a smaller room. “You need something to wear.” She walked over to an unusual metal box and typed a few things into the keypad attached to the front of it. “I think this will work.”

      The doors parted, revealing a thick metal watch made from the same white metal that was on her own suit. I picked it up and put it on. “What is it?”

      She reached out and pressed a button. The watch unfolded and expanded, morphing into a band on my wrist and extending into a white full-body suit. The suit wrapped up and around the back of my head and over my hair, then extended down over my eyes in a similar nature to Sun Burst’s suit. The material was form-fitting but not constricting, and it seemed to meld to my very body.

      “Oh, wow,” I said.

      “It will repel bullets like a Kevlar vest but with more coverage. You’re still going to need to worry about breaking bones and that sort of thing, but it’s at least going to give you more protection than what you wore yesterday.”

      “It was spur of the moment,” I told her.

      “It was stupid and useless. You’re lucky I was the only one there outside of Sun Burst, because everyone could have told what your real identity was.”

      I tried to get her to tell me what her identity was as she turned and moved through the base, me following after her, but it was pretty clear that Song Bird wasn’t going to reveal it. Was that supposed to be her way of saying she didn’t trust me?

      I wasn’t sure. Maybe I just shouldn’t put that much thought into it. I was probably just overthinking the whole process. She was a superhero, and she didn’t know me. Even more than that, superheroes across the city were vanishing and getting killed. Of course she didn’t want to reveal her civilian identity to someone she had only just met. That was like setting yourself up for an issue.

      She walked over to another station, one of the large glass tubes with the blue jelly inside. The artifact the tube held was a strange looking weapon; a massive ball covered in sharp spikes that looked seriously dangerous. The spiky ball had a thick chain attached to the bottom and a big red star hooked to the base of the chain.

      “This is the Meteor Hammer,” said Song Bird. “We took this during a battle with Galactic months ago. That’s part of why he hasn’t been winning fights lately. This weapon is made of Osmandium.”

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s osmium that has been treated with Mana to make it stronger,” said Song Bird.

      Osmium was the heaviest metal in the world. This would make Galactic’s Meteor Hammer immensely heavy, but since he could control its mass, he could easily wield it with speed. He would shift his power off when it was thrown so the mass would increase and cause insane damage.

      I reached out, running my fingers over the glass tube. “Are you giving this to me?”

      “I think you need a weapon,” said Song Bird. “And this weapon is pretty much custom made for your powers. If you’re going to be fighting alongside me, then I need to know you can hold your own and do some damage. Something like this? It does damage.”

      I gave a low whistle. “What’s holding it?”

      “A power sealing gel,” said Song Bird. “It ensures that not only any latent powers these artifacts hold not activate on their own, but that their original owners can’t track them down.”

      “Is that a problem that you have a lot?”

      “These artifacts belonged to some of the most dangerous men and women in the city,” said Song Bird seriously. “So, yes, they would have wanted them back.”

      I looked at the Meteor Hammer, marvelling over the fact that it was mine now and knowing that, before too long, I was going to have to use it in a serious fight.

      I asked, “Do you have something like this?”

      “No offense, Toby, but I’m not going to tell you all my secrets just yet. If you get taken captive or you go over to the other side, that could be a death sentence for me,” said Song Bird.

      I nodded at her. That was a fair worry, I supposed. I pressed a hand briefly to the outside of the glass tube and then turned and waved my hand at the others. “Do you think we could get one for Maybe?”

      Without even hesitating for a moment, she said, “No, there’s no way that’s going to happen.”

      “Song Bird –”

      “You want to keep her involved, that’s fine,” said Song Bird firmly. “But I’m not going to let a normie get involved in something like this on a deeper scale.”

      “But she’s already involved. Wouldn’t it be better if she was able to defend herself in case something happened?” I insisted.

      Song Bird was unswayed. She told me, “Either make sure she doesn’t end up in that kind of scenario or block her out before things get too dangerous. That’s as far as it’s going.”

      I could tell from her tone of voice that she wasn’t going to change her mind on it, so I dropped the subject for the moment. But later?

      Later, I would bring it up again.

      Maybe wanted to be involved, so I would make sure that she was as safe as she could possibly be during this whole fiasco.
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            GATLING GIRLS AND KITTEN CLAWS

          

        

      

    

    
      It was the middle of the night when my phone went off, the shrill sound splitting through the silence and waking me up. I fumbled with it a few times before I was able to pop it open and answer the call. My voice was heavy with sleep. “What’s wrong?”

      “There’s a fight.” It was Maybe’s voice. “And I think you should get involved. I’m already heading there now. It’s happening out by that new coffee shop, the one on Third Avenue?”

      “What do you mean you’re heading there?” I asked, rolling out of the bed and fumbling to get the light turned on. It was blaringly bright and made me blink a few times. I used my free hand to scrub at my face, trying to clear the last remnants of sleep from my eyes and put things back in focus.

      “I mean that I’m heading there,” said Maybe. “Just… get dressed, let’s go. I didn’t hear from you today, by the way.”

      “Song Bird showed up.”

      “And you didn’t call me?”

      “It was three in the morning when I got in.” I checked the time. “Maybe, it’s four in the morning now. What are you even doing up?”

      “Driving to a fight,” said Maybe. “You know what, it’s fine. I’ll come pick you up, and you can tell me about what happened on the way there.”

      I didn’t want to do that. I wanted to sleep. But there wasn’t much choice in the matter as she had already gotten off of the phone, which forced me into getting up and staggering downstairs. The watch I had been given worked well, and the moment I pushed the button, the suit slid into place, boots and all.

      Ten minutes later, I was getting into Maybe’s car, dressed up like a hero as though I had any idea about what I was doing, as though I had any idea where I was going. She filled me in on the way, how she had been watching the news after getting home from her late shift and had seen it.

      It was a hero named Gatling, and he was taking out buildings, apparently for no reason.

      “So, he’s just out there destroying buildings?” I asked, frowning.

      She nodded. “There’s a theory that he’s looking for someone, or something, but no one knows for sure.” And then, “That looks good on you, by the way. I wouldn’t have guessed it, but white’s your color.”

      “It looks silly,” I told her. “And I don’t think white suits my name very well. I should have gone with… I don’t know, something to do with the stars. Those are white.”

      “I don’t think gravity is associated with a color. It’s a fine name. It works well with your powers too,” said Maybe. “And it could be worse. You could be called Gatling.”

      “I don’t know that one,” I admitted.

      Maybe explained, “He’s a smaller superhero with bull horns and a matador-style outfit. I think he might have super strength as well, but a lot of his powers are just physical. No beams.”

      “No beams,” I repeated. “Okay.”

      Maybe asked, “Are you nervous?”

      “Yeah,” I admitted. “I’m nervous. But…” I touched the pouch on my side. “I was given a weapon. The pouch used to be Galactic’s, and I guess it’s kind of like a black hole? You can put all sorts of things in it, and it distorts the mass and matter so you can carry things even when they don’t fit.”

      Maybe said, “So you had an eventful night.”

      I told her, “I was going to call you in the morning. I wasn’t shutting you out.”

      She flashed me a smile that made her eyes burn with warmth, and she told me, “I know! It’s okay, Gravity. I trust you.”

      Gravity.

      The name still felt odd to be referred to as, but… I was certain I would get used to it. As we drove, she told me everything she knew about Gatling, and soon we found ourselves in the middle of the destruction, the street lined with destroyed buildings on either side. They looked as though a wrecking ball had hit them, people already having vacated the streets.

      I leaned over once the car was stopped and gave Maybe a kiss on the cheek, and then I got out of the car and hurried into the heart of the destruction.

      Gatling was in the middle of it all, a massive hammer in hand – a real one, big enough that when he swung it and it slammed into the brick of a brownstone apartment building, the force had cracks shooting through the red stone. The man had two bull horns growing from his forehead and a heavy golden septum ring. His eyes were bright red, and his costume did, in fact, resemble a matador’s outfit.

      The same stone Sun Burst had been using was affixed to the front of his uniform like a brooch, holding the red cape he was wearing in place. Every time the hammer connected with the buildings, it surged with green light. I figured it wasn’t just collecting life energy, but that it must have also been collecting the destructive energy or the anger that Gatling was making use of.

      “Hey,” I shouted. “Why don’t you make this easy on both of us and put that down?”

      He turned to me, saying nothing, and made a guttural shout. Then he swung the hammer at me. I barely dodged it in time, rolling in a motion that seemed to be instinctually linked to my power. I pivoted out of the way, jumped to my feet, and pulled the Meteor Hammer out of my waistband pouch in one singular motion.

      The mass of the weapon was instantly adjusted so I could easily hold onto it. “This is your only chance! I said back down!”

      Another voice called out, “He’s not going to listen to you.” A pretty, lithe woman jumped down from the roof of a building. Her bright purple boots tapped against the ground. “Gatling won’t listen to anyone once he’s in a rage.”

      She was taller than I was, but graceful, 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 fiery 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.

      “He won’t even listen to me. Isn’t that right, Gatling?” said the woman.

      Gatling made another roar and swung out with the hammer, striking at the newcomer. She jumped up into the air and landed on top of the hammer, striking out with one foot and slamming her boot into the side of Gatling’s face before jumping backward toward me.

      I demanded, “Who are you?”

      Her ears twitched. “Kitten, clearly. I’d ask who you were but –” She ducked, dodging away from another blow. “This isn’t the time for it!”

      She was right. It didn’t really matter who she was. All that mattered was that we stopped Gatling. I didn’t have the time to practice Critical Mass, and I didn’t want a repeat of the lead legs incident, so I opted to just focus on learning to use my Meteor Hammer. Some of my blows connected and some of them didn’t. It was like Gatling didn’t even feel the way the spikes dug into his body, ripping spandex and flesh alike.

      Kitten and I ended up back-to-back. We had both taken several blows at that point and were panting hard and completely filthy. I said, “This isn’t working.”

      “I noticed. It’s because he’s in a rage.”

      “You said that before. What does that mean?”

      We had to split up to avoid another strike with the hammer. When we were close together again, she said, “I mean that he goes into rages. Like bulls that see red. He uses them very rarely because it’s hard to get out of, but that stone he’s wearing. It triggered the rage, and he hasn’t come out of it yet. It happened in our base –”

      Her words broke off. She made a choked sound like a wounded animal. Gatling was circling us, predator looking for prey.

      She continued, “He killed Frostbite and Gator. Then he came out here. I don’t know what he’s doing, but if we don’t stop him…”

      I didn’t know much about heroes, but it was easy to gather that Frostbite and Gator must have been her other teammates. We needed to end this. We were both getting tired.

      And that tiredness would be our downfall, or at least, it would be Kitten’s. She lunged forward, trying to repeat her trick from before. The next time Gatling swung out his hammer, she jumped up on top of it and tried to kick him.

      Gatling dropped the hammer, grabbing her by the ankle instead. With inhuman strength, he swung her as hard as he could. She slammed into a building, and the stone crumbled down on top of her.

      “Kitten!” I shouted, spinning to look.

      She didn’t get back up. I had to do something. I had to end this.

      I took hold of the Meteor Hammer and spun it around in a circle, gathering up momentum, and then I swung it with all my might, pushing the mass up into the ball. At the same time, Gatling roared, lowered his head, and tried to charge at me, clearly planning to gore me with his horns.

      Instead, he took the massively heavy spiked ball to the head. It slammed into him with so much force that it split his skull and sent him flying across the ground. I let go of the Meteor Hammer and spun around, using my Critical Mass power to start lifting the bricks off of Kitten.

      I couldn’t think about the fact that I had just killed a man. I couldn’t think about the fact that I was hurting. I had to get her out of the rubble.
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            EVERYONE WANTS A TASTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Like vultures to a corpse, the media flocked to the area the moment the fighting was done. They tried to talk to me, but I refused to say a single word. As soon as I pulled Kitten out of the rubble, I scooped her up princess style and focused on getting out of there. I tried to lose them on foot but couldn’t, so I pushed Critical Mass into play again and tried something I had never done before.

      I moved my mass, pushing it from existence, and let my body lift into the air. I flew away from the mob, circling around until I found Maybe’s car. I dropped down into it, and she squealed, startled.

      Maybe demanded, “What happened?”

      “Drive,” I told her. I laid Kitten out in the back seat and then hit my watch so the hero uniform vanished. “We don’t have time to go through it. The reporters are everywhere. God, what’s wrong with them? A man is dead, and they act like they don’t care at all!”

      “Dead?” Maybe cast me a wide-eyed look but put the car into drive and sped off toward her apartment. “Do you mean…”

      “Gatling? Yeah. I didn’t… I wasn’t trying to kill him. It just happened.”

      “Heroes are exempt from murder charges during fights to protect the city,” said Maybe.

      I shook my head. “God, don’t say that. Murder. I killed a man.”

      And the worst part about it was the fact that I wasn’t mourning. It had felt good. The power that had surged through me when the spiked ball of my Meteor Hammer struck Gatling in the head had been immense. Addictive, even. I knew that was a feeling I could easily become used to, and that realization scared me.

      A lot.

      I didn’t want to turn into a killer, but I could easily see how some supers went to the dark side purely for that. For the way all that strength made me feel, the way it gathered up the stardust in my veins and made it so easy to get what I wanted, accomplish what I wanted. It was the kind of heady sensation that made you want more, and more, and even more of it.

      I wanted to drown in the heat of the power. And that was how I knew it was a bad thing. Or it might not even have been my emotions and love for the sensation. It could have been something that had transferred from Galactic to me, corrupted but ingrained in his powers the same way the fighting prowess had been transferred to me.

      It was something I would need to keep a close watch on. I didn’t want to succumb entirely to the dark side. Especially not right now when Song Bird needed my help. But I thought I might be able to find a way to use that power, to let it wash through me and lift me up into a higher state of being.

      I might be able to use it to do things, like kill Gatling, which needed to be done, that I wouldn’t be able to accomplish with my normal set of morals.

      People were going to die. That was something they didn’t talk about, not really. And heroes tried to avoid killing people, they did. But sometimes, you just couldn’t avoid it.

      Sometimes, this was the only thing that could happen.

      Gatling’s death haunted me but not like a terrible thing. It haunted me like something I could come to enjoy.

      My jaw clenched. I closed my eyes for a moment, breathing out hard, and then opened them again. I had to force myself to relax.

      Maybe asked, “Did you get hurt?”

      “I’m fine,” I told her. It was true. I was battered and bruised, but nothing was broken, and I wasn’t coughing up blood. I wasn’t unconscious either, which put me at a good strong step above Kitten.

      A glance at the back seat, taking in Kitten’s battered and bruised form, and I was reminded of the fact that this was not anywhere near being the final fight we were going to be involved in. Gatling had the same stone on his uniform that Sun Burst had been using… and with each moment they were activated, it was clear that Zion would be gaining that much more power.

      I could only imagine what it was being used for. Life force. Rage. The physical embodiment of destruction. Whatever Zion was planning, it was going to be big. The kind of big that caused Galactic to die and made Celestial vanish into nothing.

      And somehow, I had gotten myself completely and utterly involved. Now, the only thing I could do was try to be useful and try to keep myself, and as many of my friends as possible, alive.
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      Maybe was very good at her job, nursing people back to health, making them well again. She wrapped up Kitten and then checked over my wounds before moving to put on a pot of coffee. She brewed it strong and served it sweet, and the two of us ended up on her couch. I had been up for almost a full twenty-four hours already, and no amount of coffee could keep me up.

      Before I knew it, I was falling asleep on her couch and waking back up later to Maybe’s hands on my shoulders, giving me a shake.

      “Huh?”

      She said, “Kitten’s up. I think it’s probably better if you go and talk to her. I tried, and she totally wasn’t having it.”

      Right. Kitten. We had brought her here the night before, after the fight with Gatling. With a nod, I hauled myself to my feet, my muscles aching and stiff. A handful of pills were pushed into my palm, and she nodded, bidding me to take them. I used the remnants of my cold cup of coffee to swallow them down and then shuffled into Maybe’s bedroom.

      Kitten was sitting up in the bed, her wounds mostly healed. She must have had an accelerated healing ability to have been fixed up that fast, that quick. Her arms were curled around her chest. The moment she spotted me, she said, “You killed him.”

      I froze.

      Kitten said, “I heard the news playing through the door. Gatling’s dead, and you were the only other person there. You killed him.”

      “I didn’t mean to,” I told her honestly. I sat down on the edge of the bed. “He tried to charge me, and I had already thrown my attack. I was aiming for the torso, not for his head.”

      She made a soft, wounded sound in the back of her throat, like an animal that’s just been hurt. Her gloves were off, but she still had the claws, these sharp silver things that grew from the tips of her fingers in place of her normal fingernails.

      “I couldn’t make him stop,” I said. “For a moment, I thought he had killed you. And I thought he was going to kill me too.”

      “He was a good man,” said Kitten with a sort of viciousness in her voice that couldn’t be gotten rid of. She said it like she needed me to not only understand that but to agree with her. “He saved my life more times than I can count. He’s saved this city more times than anyone knows.”

      I nodded. “I’m sure he did.”

      One of her hands snapped out, grabbing me by the wrist. She clutched it tightly, though she was mindful not to get me with her claws. “You don’t understand. Gatling was a good man. And whatever he did… what he was doing… the media won’t portray it that way. They’re going to say that he couldn’t take the stress of being a hero, a team leader.”

      I twisted our hands so that our fingers were tangled together instead. Then I told her, “I know it wasn’t his fault. I know that it was the stone he was wearing on his cape.”

      She stared at me, surprised, and I figured that the best thing to do was to just tell her everything. I mean, I had killed one of her closest companions, anyway. I thought she deserved to know who I was, why I was involved, and everything else that went along with it.

      So, I told Kitten about Galactic, meeting the supervillain out in the alley but not knowing it was him. I told her about meeting up with Song Bird too, and being told about Zion and Finality and how the stones were controlling the minds of anyone that came in contact with them for too long.

      I told her how I ended up at that fight, led there by Maybe – and how it had been Maybe that helped to fix her wounds up the night before and Maybe’s apartment that we were presently at. I tried to make it clear to her that we were here to help her, not to make things worse; that we wanted to make things easier on her and not make them harder.

      And that whatever was going on with Zion, I was going to help.

      I told her my theory about the stones gathering more than just someone’s life force too, and about my theory that it was also taking anger and pressure; that was why it triggered Gatling’s rage and why he was destroying the buildings and not singling out people.

      But Kitten was quick to shoot that idea down, shaking her head. “No. That was just a by-product of Gatling’s own power. When he went into the rage at first, he was drawn to the rest of the team. It was like… like you said, he was being compelled to attack them. To kill them.”

      I nodded. “It wasn’t him. Sun Burst, he did the same thing with his own team.”

      “He didn’t get killed,” said Kitten bitterly. “He’s been moved to the Fortress.”

      “The Fortress?”

      “That’s where we keep the high-powered villains. They get locked up there, and the whole place is made from a power-muting stone. It’s… it’s the worst place a super can end up.” Kitten looked away. “Having your powers muted, it’s a physical thing. And if your powers have resulted in a physical growth,” her cat ears twitched, “then your body removes them. It’s painful. And it makes it feel like something is missing from you.”

      My stomach twisted.

      Already, I had grown used to the pleasant weight of my powers resting in my veins, the sensation of the stars in my skin, under it, in my bones. I had grown used to it, and I had started to like it. And my powers had only been with me for a week. I couldn’t imagine being without them.

      It must have been even worse to lose powers that had been yours from birth, to lose something you had spent your entire life existing around. It made me uneasy to think about. It must have made Kitten uneasy to think about too, because she didn’t stay on the subject for long.

      I would have to ask Maybe about the Fortress later on and see if she’d be able to tell me anything else about it. If that was where people were kept… well, it would be good to know. The last thing we wanted was for Zion to try and break into the building with the world’s worst supervillains and mind control them all into attacking the world at once.

      But right now, I had to focus on this.

      Kitten wasn’t crying, but there was a grief that clung to her so thickly it was a physically palpable thing. It made the very air in the room seem to shimmer with a new sort of heaviness. I kept hold of her hand, but with my free one, I reached out and put a hand on her shoulder.

      As earnestly and honestly as I could manage it, I told her, “I am really, really sorry this happened.”

      Her voice was choked, but she finally continued her story, explaining, “Gatling can’t control himself when he goes into rages, but I can normally snap him out of it. He was… he was like my big brother. He found me when I was very young, and he raised me and…”

      I realized that Kitten probably wasn’t a hero in her own right but a sidekick. I thought that must have made losing Gatling that much harder than simply losing a teammate. From what I had read about and heard in interviews over the years, heroes tended to develop a special sort of bond with their sidekicks. It was why they were able to work so well together.

      I didn’t push, just let Kitten take a deep breath and get control of herself again. When she had steadied herself some, she told me, “And then he turned and left. He killed two civilians, people we had working at the base, and then went out into the city. If it was the middle of the day, I’m certain he would have tried to kill other people because he was in a rage.”

      “What does that mean, though?”

      “It means that he can’t control himself,” explained Kitten. “He can’t help it. And the stone, it made things so much worse.” She made that soft whining sound again, almost a keen, and then pulled away from me. “I have to go.”

      “I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” I told her. “You got pretty hurt.”

      “I’m fine,” said Kitten. She swung her legs over the edge of the bed and stood up. “I heal fast. And I have something I need to do. Gatling had a wife. And Shark had a daughter. I need to let them know what happened and that… that it wasn’t Gatling’s fault.”

      She blinked hard a few times. It was clear she was struggling not to cry. I stood up too, once more putting my hand on her shoulder. “I can’t imagine how hard this is. And… I know I must not be your favorite person in the world right now.”

      Kitten shrugged and stepped away from me toward the door. “You aren’t. But I know that… that you only did what had to be done. I can’t blame you for that.”

      “We’re going to find Zion, and we’re going to stop him,” I told Kitten. We stepped out into the living room together. “I think you should work with us.”

      Kitten’s ears flicked back, nearly burrowing into her thick red hair. “I’m going to kill him for what he did to my team.”

      Maybe twisted around and leaned against the back of the couch but didn’t get involved in the conversation. She seemed content enough to just sit there and watch it play out. I wasn’t sure if I appreciated that or not.

      “If that means I need to work with you, then so be it,” said Kitten tartly. “But don’t expect me to be happy about it.”

      And then she turned, tail flicking through the air in pretty arcs, and hurried out the door and into the hallway. She slammed it shut behind her so hard that it made the picture hanging on the wall nearby rattle slightly.

      Maybe said, “So, that went well.”

      Exhausted, I collapsed onto the couch next to her, sagging to the side and leaning up against her. My head rested on her shoulder. “Could have gone worse.” And then, “You smell nice.”

      She laughed. “I do?”

      “Roses.”

      “That’s my shampoo.”

      “I like it.”

      She shifted, wrapping her arms around me and pulling me more firmly against her. “You should try and get some rest while you have the chance. I’m sure tomorrow’s going to be just as wild to try and get through.”

      Unfortunately, I got the feeling that she was right.

      Things weren’t going to calm down anytime soon.
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            LEARNING MY WAY

          

        

      

    

    
      It took four more days before Song Bird showed back up. During those four days, I took every chance I had to learn more about my new powers, and Maybe made it a point to spend as much time as she could around me, telling me everything she knew about the local heroes and villains and about the Fortress and other groups of heroes that might be of some interest to me at some point or another.

      I was horribly grateful to have her help with that, as I really didn’t know too much about it. By the time we were actually met by Song Bird again, I was far more confident in my abilities and my capability to handle myself. Song Bird showed up just as I was getting ready to close up the garage and instructed us to meet her at the base again, the one in the subway.

      She didn’t try to convince Maybe to stay behind, something I was grateful for. Just like before, Song Bird showed up in the bathroom only a few minutes after we arrived there, opening the door and letting us come down. Maybe marvelled at it the same way I did on my first way through, and honestly, I was still marvelling at it a lot myself.

      We moved through the hallway, that long seven-minute walk, in complete silence. When we got down there, we were met with the sight of Kitten sitting in a big plush chair at one of the computer consoles.

      I asked, “What are you doing here?”

      “My team is dead,” said Kitten sharply. “I needed somewhere to go.”

      I didn’t say anything after that. Song Bird was still wearing that big porcelain doll mask so I couldn’t see her expression, but she gave me a little shake of the head and then moved to a set of tubes. She pressed a few buttons, and a slot beneath the tube opened up, revealing two rings. She gave one to me and one to Maybe.

      Song Bird said, “These will let you know if I need you. Blue means come here. Red means you need to find me because something’s happened. They’re a lot easier to use than a normal communicator.”

      The moment I slid the ring on, it adjusted to the girth of my finger. It did the same on Maybe, who held out her hand, astonished by it. She laughed a little bit and said, “And here I thought we would have to get a first date over with before we had matching rings!”

      Song Bird motioned to us, leading us over to the console that Kitten was sitting in front of. She said, “We need to discuss Zion. I think Kitten and I have been able to figure out most of what he’s doing. Or what he’s trying to do. First, we think there are at least two legs to it.”

      Kitten explained, “The goal is to infect every hero in the city and kill any of them that don’t fall prey to his mind-controlling device.”

      I asked, “But what is he trying to control them for?”

      “Because he wants to use them as his own personal army,” said Song Bird. “He plans on taking them to the coast and using them to take down the Big Leaguers.”

      The Big Leaguers.

      That was the set of actual superheroes out to the east. They had a massive base in the middle of the ocean, real top-of-the-line stuff. Alien technology that allowed the base to float above the ocean, and the kind of weapons that made even this cool little put-together place seem like it didn’t hold anything but scrap.

      I never imagined anyone would make a real go at them, not as a whole unit.

      There were spats sometimes. Things that wracked the coast, big events. Meteor showers and invasions, that sort of thing. And sometimes, the Big Leaguers had an individual rival, someone on the wrong side that they would go head-to-head with over and over again. But they were so strong and so over-the-top and so well known, people didn’t really bother them.

      And they were so strong they almost didn’t see a reason to get involved with anything on a smaller scale. A lot of people thought they had grown full of themselves, that the fact they were too high up above the rest of the world meant they had lost sight of what they were even trying to get in touch with: the idea that something needed protection, and yet they were too ‘good’ to provide it.

      So, it maybe wasn’t a surprise that someone had it out for them… but it was still a shock to see it happen like this.

      I asked, “How do you know that?”

      “I have my sources,” said Song Bird. It was clear she still didn’t trust me and had little interest in sharing all of her secrets. That was frustrating. We were on the same side, and I didn’t know how she expected me to help her stop Zion when I didn’t even know everything that was going on.

      The irritation showed on my face.

      Song Bird said, “Stop taking it personally. Just because you’re involved doesn’t mean this revolves around you. The database of heroes that are being affected is… it’s massive, unlike anything I’ve ever seen.”

      From her seat near the monitor, Kitten said, “We’re all pretty sure this is where Celestial went. And if we’re right about that… if he’s got her there…”

      “It’s going to be nothing but bad news,” I finished, frowning a little bit.

      “Exactly,” said Song Bird. “Losing Celestial has affected the entire world. It’s not like…” Her voice caught in her throat. She couldn’t even say the name of her former partner. “It’s not like some of the other heroes that have gone missing, or the sidekicks either. Celestial, she was on her way to being a Big Leaguer.”

      Maybe had been quiet up until now, but finally, she moved past me and over to where Kitten was sitting. She braced a hand against the very edge of the console, mindful not to touch any of the buttons on it. “Are you doing okay?”

      “I’m fine. Like I said, my injuries heal fast,” said Kitten.

      Maybe shook her head. “That’s not what I meant. I mean… both of you, actually.” She turned her gaze to Song Bird, who seemed to be instantly on guard. “You’ve both lost a lot of people lately. Friends. Even ones that weren’t on your team. You’re all heroes. You must have known each other to some degree.”

      Kitten’s ears buried themselves in her hair. “I’m fine. And it’s not your business anyway.”

      But Song Bird just stared at Maybe, her expression unreadable behind her mask. Finally, after a long pause, she asked, “Why are you here?”

      Maybe blinked. “What?”

      “You don’t have any powers,” said Song Bird.

      Kitten’s nose wrinkled up. “You’re a normie?”

      Maybe looked at her, frowning. “I might be a normie, but I still took care of you when you were hurt. Don’t get all high and mighty just because you’ve got some extra parts.” And then to Song Bird, a bit less tartly, “I don’t need to explain myself to you.”

      “I’m not trying to make you leave,” relented Song Bird. Her voice was a little bit softer. I wished she was wearing the silver infinity mask and not the porcelain doll face. It would be so much easier to figure all of this out if I could only see her expression or make out more of her eyes. “But I’m curious.”

      “You know what they say about curiosity,” said Maybe. “And with so many cats around, we might want to not risk it.”

      It seemed like the tension was about to pull into something tighter, a fight that I really would rather avoid if it was at all possible. I cleared my throat. “Does it matter? She’s here. We’re all here. And I don’t see anyone else ready to fight back against Zion, so maybe we should stop spitting at each other and start trying to just make this work.”

      Kitten looked away, her tail twitching behind her.

      Song Bird waved a hand in her direction. “He’s right. Pull up the list.”

      “What list?” Maybe asked.

      Song Bird moved over to join the other two women at the computer, and after a moment, I also followed suit.

      “There isn’t anyone else coming. It’s just us,” said Song Bird.

      Kitten’s agile fingers all but flew over the keyboard, smacking down against them. Little boxes popped up on the screen. A listing showed up, a scrolling sheet of names and information on one side. On the other, flickering pictures of other heroes and sidekicks with a few villains thrown in the mix.

      Maybe asked, “What is all of this?”

      “These are all of the people we know for a fact that have been controlled by Zion’s crystals. Some of them have been killed,” Song Bird explained.

      She reached past Kitten and hit a button. The line froze. There was a picture of a green-skinned man with curly hair and a black leather army-style chest piece on his uniform. Kitten tapped in a few more things.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        NAME – Green Culling

        OCCUPATION – Hero, Sixth Division

        CIVVY – Michael Davis

        TYPE – Mutation, birth
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        * * *

      

      And then another picture came up, this time of a woman. She had large moth wings protruding from her back and a silky sort of top that was totally see through, not a bit of her flesh really hidden from view. Strange markings wove over her skin, criss-crossing against her flesh like an errant but elegant brand.

      Another box came up to go with it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        NAME – Princess Moth

        OCCUPATION – Hero, First Division

        CIVVY – Shauna Bentley

        TYPE – Mutation, birth
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        * * *

      

      And another one, this time of a woman with short-cropped, rainbow-dyed hair, bright yellow eyes, and red freckles on her skin. She didn’t have any physical mutations, but there was a massive broad sword affixed to her back, and she wore a uniform that clearly marked her as being part of Rembrandt’s team.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        NAME – Bright Heat

        OCCUPATION – Sidekick, Fifth Division, Rembrandt League

        CIVVY – Tilly Wallis

        TYPE – Elemental
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        * * *

      

      Person after person, pictures and names stacked up over top of each other, one after another.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        NAME – Milk Maid

        OCCUPATION – Sidekick, Fourth Division, Rembrandt League

        CIVVY – Winona Burnside

        TYPE – Healing, Mutation
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        * * *
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        * * *

      

      
        
        NAME – Spit Fire

        OCCUPATION – Vigilante

        CIVVY – Ash Tremen

        TYPE – Elemental
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        * * *
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        * * *

      

      
        
        NAME – Rockslide

        OCCUPATION – Vigilante Sidekick

        CIVVY – Marnie Selena

        TYPE – Elemental
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        * * *
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        * * *

      

      
        
        NAME – Phantom Menace

        OCCUPATION – Hero, Third Division

        CIVVY – Unknown

        TYPE – Mutation
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        * * *
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        * * *

      

      
        
        NAME – Wolf Hunter

        OCCUPATION – Vigilante, Solo

        CIVVY – Seth Egore

        TYPE – Mutation, Unknown
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        * * *

      

      
        
        NAME – Blitzkrieg

        OCCUPATION – Villain

        CIVVY – Unknown

        TYPE – Mutation, birth
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        * * *
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        * * *

      

      
        
        NAME – Thunder Beast

        OCCUPATION – Villain Sidekick

        CIVVY – Unknown

        TYPE – Mutation, birth
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        * * *
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        * * *

      

      
        
        NAME – The Rat

        OCCUPATION – Villain

        CIVVY – Unknown

        TYPE – Physical Mutation
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        * * *

      

      “There are villains on here,” said Maybe.

      Song Bird explained. “Not everyone wanted to work for Zion. He took whatever powers he could get and forced them into working for him. It didn’t matter what their original association happened to be. They touched the stones, and then that was it.”

      Kitten tapped a few buttons. All of the pictures went away. I asked, “But those people are alive, right? So, we have a chance to help them?”

      “We do,” said Song Bird, “but only if we’re able to figure out how to get everything dealt with. And that’s a problem. Because this is just a fraction of the people we know are under Zion’s control. He’s working in other cities, and he’s taking their mutes too.”

      Another listing popped up, names on one side and pictures on the other, just like before. But something was different about it. The pictures had a grey sheen to them, almost as though they had been blanked out.

      I asked, “Who are these people?”

      Song Bird said, “This is our other problem. These are the people that Zion’s managed to kill.”

      Kitten added, “Or that he’s managed to get other people to kill in his stead. It’s basically a running list of the dead.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        NAME – Tigress

        OCCUPATION – Hero, Twelfth Division

        CIVVY – Amanda Byrn

        TYPE – Mutation, birth
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        * * *
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        * * *

      

      
        
        NAME – Sorrow Weaver

        OCCUPATION – Hero, Sixth Division, Nordic League

        CIVVY – Yvett Nonni

        TYPE – Mutation, birth

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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        * * *

      

      
        
        NAME – Frost Giant

        OCCUPATION – Hero, Sixth Division, Nordic League

        CIVVY – Albert Kritch

        TYPE – Mutation, birth
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        * * *
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        * * *

      

      
        
        NAME – Little Wolf

        OCCUPATION – Sidekick, Sixth Division, Nordic League

        CIVVY – Sigrun Worsht

        TYPE – Mutation, birth
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        * * *
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        * * *

      

      
        
        NAME – Hammersmith

        OCCUPATION – Hero, Sixth Division, Nordic League

        CIVVY – Skwisgaar Bane

        TYPE – Mutation, birth

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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        * * *

      

      
        
        NAME – Winter Hare

        OCCUPATION – Sidekick, Sixth Division, Nordic League

        CIVVY – Toki Bane

        TYPE – Mutation, birth
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        * * *

      

      Maybe let out a heavy breath. “That’s the whole Nordic League.”

      My research over the last four days was finally paying off, it seemed. Two weeks ago, I wouldn’t have known what that meant. Now I knew that the Nordic League was a small cluster of heroes with similar powers, started by the husband-and-wife duo of Hammersmith and Winter Hare. They were one of the only leagues in the minor form who had provided that sort of information to the general public.

      While their civilian names had been kept secret, the two heroes had been hopelessly in love with each other, and rather than try to pretend that wasn’t the truth, they had opted to simply outright state that they were a duo. I knew they weren’t the cream of the crop or anything, and they sure weren’t up for promotion to the Big Leaguers, but it was still a striking thought.

      The entire league, dead. A whole team of heroes, erased just like that.

      But Song Bird said, “No, it’s not. You’re forgetting someone. Kitten, bring up Aurora’s page. I want them to know exactly what we’re dealing with here.”

      Kitten’s ears went flat again, tucking back into her hair. She did as she was told though, and she pulled up the next page. Another line of text, another picture. This time it was of a very pale-skinned woman with straight blonde hair worn in a long braid down her back and big blue eyes. Her lips had a pout to them in the picture.

      Her uniform was little more than a metallic white bikini and lots of jewellery. The jewellery seemed to be draped over every inch of her, silver and gold and these big jewels that seemed to be formed from some sort of a mirror-like object.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        NAME – Aurora Borealis

        OCCUPATION – Hero, Sixth Division, Nordic League

        CIVVY – Ronnie Glade

        TYPE – Witch
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        * * *

      

      “This is Aurora,” said Song Bird. “And she’s the sole survivor of the Nordic League massacre. A fellow hero attacked them, unrelated to their league. Moon Shadow used his super ability to get into the base undetected in the dead of night. Most of them were killed before the alarms could even be sounded. Aurora had been elsewhere at the time. As you can see, she’s a witch type.”

      Maybe explained, “That means she gets her powers from something unnatural and not related to her physical form. Common speculation among fans claims it’s her jewellery.”

      “They would be correct,” said Song Bird. “Aurora’s jewels are blessed things, gifted to her by a dying spirit. I don’t know all the details; I wasn’t that high up in the food chain. But she had been away, performing a ceremony related to the jewellery at the time, and came back during the tail end of the attack. She caught Moon Shadow off guard and was able to kill him, but it was too late.”

      Kitten said, “Don’t spare the gory details, birdie. You want them to know what they’re getting into, don’t you?” She stood up abruptly, motioning to the screen with a quick flick of her claws. “You want them to know that she’s gone missing? That her powers almost overtook her because she was that goddamned furious about everyone she knew dying?”

      Song Bird stared at Kitten, expression hidden behind the porcelain of her mask. In a level voice, she said, “Sit back down.”

      Kitten shook her head, ears still gone flat against the curve of her head. “I’m not doing this. I’m not going to let you sugar coat shit because you don’t want to do this on your own. They need to know what’s out there.”

      Maybe asked, “What do you mean she’s gone missing?”

      Song Bird said, “That’s not important. The point of telling you about her is to make it clear that even the surviving heroes… they’ve started to leave. We can’t rely on them. Zion? We’re just about the only ones still willing to go after him.”

      I asked, “What about the Big Leaguers? Shouldn’t they be responding to this sort of threat?”

      “No,” said Maybe. “Kitten’s right. I want to know what happened to Aurora. Where is she?”

      Song Bird made a frustrated sound.

      Kitten’s eyes flashed dangerously. “Go on, tell them.”

      “We don’t know,” said Song Bird.

      “Liar,” said Kitten. “Understand that she is a witch. She isn’t a mutant. The powers she uses, they aren’t hers. That makes them volatile and difficult to control. Hers happen to be linked heavily to her emotions. While they’re normally light based, it was discovered during the Nordic League massacre that she’s able to tap into shadows under the right circumstances.”

      “We don’t know what happened in the fight,” interrupted Song Bird. “The power at the base went down and all of the cameras went out.”

      “She wiped the footage,” corrected Kitten. “Whatever happened in that fight, it scared Aurora. She cleaned out the cameras afterward, erasing the footage of the fight. But I saw the building. My team… we were sent out to respond to the attack. And we saw what her powers did to the walls, to what was left of Moon Shadow.”

      There was such a graveness in her words, it was clear that whatever had happened, it went beyond even what heroes were used to seeing. Something pinched up in the back of my chest and made my throat twist up that last bit tighter.

      “She lost control of her powers,” said Kitten.

      Song Bird said, “That’s only speculation.”

      I asked, “What’s it matter if she lost control of them or not?”

      “Because she’s a witch,” said Kitten with a bitter shake of her head. “And if she lost control of her powers, then there’s a good chance that she lost her powers completely – or that they ended up hurting her in a way we might not be expecting. Sometimes, magic gets under a person’s skin, and it twists them.”

      She said it like she knew what it felt like to be trapped in a magic spell. She knew there was something else that happened to Aurora, something darker, and she knew it on a truly intimate level.

      Kitten finished with, “When she left, she didn’t just leave. She went through a portal.”

      “We don’t know where it leads,” said Song Bird.

      Kitten told us, “I think it leads to the place where she got her powers, another realm. Most witches can hide there, but it’s dangerous. It puts them at risk from the monsters that live there. And if she’s hurt, if she can’t use her powers, then she’s stuck there.”

      “Can we access it?” Maybe asked without hesitation. She was always ready to help someone else it seemed, no matter what else was going on, no matter the risks it put on her own form. I thought that was very admirable, but it also made me scared for her.

      I couldn’t help but feel that one of these days she was going to extend the wrong person a helping hand or take part in something that would fully drain her of everything she had.

      “We can,” said Kitten. “But we’re not allowed. Right now, she’s just lost forever.”

      “Because we’re all the city has left,” I said slowly. “Because we don’t have the option of risking ourselves for her.”

      “Exactly,” said Kitten. “And you need to know that if we take part in this, that could happen to you. We could leave you.” Her gaze slid to Maybe, the only one in the room without any actual powers. “We aren’t going to be able to go back, not for anyone.”

      Song Bird suddenly said, “That won’t matter. We aren’t going to make the same mistakes that they did.”

      “Aurora didn’t make a mistake,” hissed Kitten, her tail lashing.

      Song Bird continued on as though she hadn’t been interrupted at all. “We have more information than they did. We know what Zion wants, and we even have an idea of how his stones work. That means we’re better off than any of the other heroes. Plus, we have a secret weapon.”

      “We do?” I asked, and then I took a step back when I realized she was staring straight at me. “Oh, hell no. I’m going to do what I can to help, but I’m sure as hell not anyone’s secret weapon. I hardly know what I’m doing.”

      “That’s not important,” said Song Bird. “The only thing that matters right now is the fact that you have Galactic’s powers. Zion must have wiped Galactic out for a reason. He didn’t try to wipe his mind, he outright had him killed. Either your powers are strong against Zion or something about those powers makes you resistant to the mind control.”

      She reached around Kitten and tapped on the computer herself. A picture of Galactic was pulled up onto the screen next to a picture of Celestial.

      She said, “Either way, the fact that Zion doesn’t know you have those powers yet, that’s going to be used to our full advantage.”

      Kitten didn’t sit back down. Instead, she turned, stalking through the aisles of the tubing. Maybe paused and then put a hand on my shoulder. She said, “I’m going to go check on her. I don’t think she should be alone right now.”

      I nodded and watched Maybe vanish into the base after Kitten. Then it was just me and Song Bird standing in front of the computer together. I stepped closer until we were in the same space as each other. There was something electric in the air, a pulling in the pit of my heart.

      It was like I had just stepped into her orbital pull, as though I had strayed too close and wouldn’t be able to get back out. But I didn’t mind that. Even without seeing her face, there was something about Song Bird that I found endlessly pretty. She held herself like she was a weapon ready to go off, and a shield, and a bandage, all at once.

      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 had, and I think it’s really important that we find the connection between Galactic and Celestial.”

      “They were twins, weren’t they? Even I know that much.”

      “I mean the connection between their locations. If she’s already dead…”

      “I wouldn’t have had that dream,” I said. “I think that I would know if she was dead. There’s a part of me that’s more in sync with the world around me now. I can tell things that I shouldn’t be able to know.”

      That seemed to catch her attention. I wanted to see the look on her face. I knew that if she just removed the mask, I would be able to tell so much more about her. But she didn’t. She just tilted her head to the side a little and said, “What do you mean?”

      “I could tell… that Maybe was going to be someone we wanted to stick close to, and that…” I paused. How could I say that I felt like we were supposed to be together, especially when I didn’t even know what she really looked like, when I didn’t even know her real name?

      But maybe I didn’t need to say that out loud. Maybe she just already knew what I was talking about. Song Bird made a strange sound in the back of her throat and then turned her attention back to the computer in front of us.

      She said, “I know a bit about their powers. I think it’s important that we cover them now.”

      The fact that she was so willing to let my possible connection to fate and otherworldly knowledge pass by just made me more convinced that there was something between us. She selected the image of Galactic, pulling him up.

      “It’s clear that you’ve somehow received his knowledge of combat during the transfer of powers. It’s clear that you have his powers too. Most heroes and villains have singular abilities they use in conjunction with their weapons and equipment.”

      I nodded along to show that I understood what she meant.

      Song Bird continued. “And you’ve been working on Critical Mass.”

      “I have, yeah. I’ve gotten pretty good at it so far,” I told her.

      “Heavenly Body is the term 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.”

      “I’ve been using a lot of those without even knowing they counted as powers.”

      “That’s just how a passive ability works. Something innate and natural that’s almost built into you. Like a chameleon changing colors or a tiger using its stripes to hide, you don’t need to think about it; but it would be a good idea anyway if we put you through some obstacle courses so you can better familiarize yourself with the concept of how they work and what it feels like to use them.”

      “And then the hammer,” I said.

      “The hammer,” agreed Song Bird. “But he also had a power called Universal Expansion. The universe expands faster than the speed of light. Somehow, Galactic was able to “drift” on invisible currents in the universe. This allowed him to pass between sections of the world in half the time it took to blink an eye, because the universe is always expanding in all directions.”

      I thought on that one for a moment, trying to let it really wash over me. Then I settled on asking, “So, basically, he could teleport?”

      “You don’t have to simplify everything.”

      “You really have a thing for the dramatic, don’t you?”

      Song Bird ignored me. She tapped on the picture and brought up Celestial’s image instead. “We know a little bit more about Celestial than we do Galactic, due to the nature of her being a superhero.”

      What else could expansion lend me? I could also contract it and use that force to crush my enemies. Oh, could it also give me the power to change the size of things? Or maybe change the position of items in the universe so I could teleport items and people too?

      My mind was already spinning, and the details were still coming in. I bet I could find new ways to use these powers, ways that Galactic had never even heard of.

      “Celestial had the ability to use something called Cosmic Light. This gave her the ability to heal not only herself, but to let her light hit those around her and heal them in waves and bursts. It made her a valuable teammate,” she explained.

      I thought about Maybe and how well she could use a power like that. I didn’t feel like healing was something that would come naturally to me.

      I asked, “What do her powers matter?”

      Song Bird waved a hand at me, signalling me to be quiet, and continued. She said, “She used an item called the Seed of the Seventh Star. We have virtually no information on what this item did, only that she coveted it.”

      “How can you not know anything about the item?”

      “I think we need higher clearance,” said Song Bird.

      I shook my head. “Why would it be kept secret?”

      “Every hero has their secrets,” said Song Bird. “If we told the world everything, then everything would be known.”

      “There’s that flair for dramatics coming back,” I told her dryly.

      Even without seeing her face, I could tell that had her amused. She told me, “It’s not dramatic, Toby, it’s smart. Just because we’re only sharing it with heroes, doesn’t mean no one’s ever going to hack into our systems or infiltrate us or… or even go rogue. Some things just aren’t meant to be shared with the masses.”

      “Things would be a hell of a lot easier right now if they had been,” I pointed out.

      Song Bird shook her head and turned back to the screen. “Trust me, Toby. I’m aware of that.” She cleared her throat, urging the bitterness from her voice. “This allowed her to use Prismatic Scream and Light Fracture as well, two other powers that, simply put, we could really use right now.”

      “Well, I don’t have those powers, so…”

      “I think Zion has her.”

      “We know that already. He has everyone,” I said, a little frustrated. I couldn’t help it. Because Song Bird refused to share everything with me, it made the conversation feel as though it was looping around in circles.

      I just wanted to know what was really happening. All of these secrets – I guess there was a point in keeping them hidden from villains and the like, but what was the point in keeping it from me? I wasn’t some trick dog that she could send jumping through hoops. I was supposed to be working with her.

      She’s the one that called me their secret weapon!

      But I wouldn’t be able to do anything to help if I didn’t know what was actually happening. We had only just started trying to work things out together, and she was still acting like I was a child that couldn’t be trusted.

      Was this how she had been treating Kitten too before we came in? If that was the case, then it wasn’t any wonder why Kitten had been in such a sour mood. If it wasn’t for the thrumming connection between the two of us, I think I’d probably be soured to the whole thing too.

      And I wasn’t trying to keep that note to myself either. You could read my face like it was an open book.

      If she was getting impatient with my sarcasm, she kept it to herself. Song Bird said, “No, that’s not what I mean. He didn’t kill her. You said that yourself. And I know she’s not one of his controlled heroes, or he would have been using her as a pawn already. That means he has her somewhere. I think her powers are being drained from her, and that’s why we can’t see the stars anymore, because they’re linked to it.”

      “And he wants… he wants this army to attack the Big Leaguers out on the coast?”

      Song Bird nodded. She said, “He has a portal system set up so they can use the base to take over the world. Everything would fall to him.”

      “What do you know about Finality?”

      “Not much,” said Song Bird, but there was such an abruptness to the way she answered, I found myself not believing it in the slightest. It was just one more secret she was keeping from me.

      But that was fine.

      It was fine.

      I could do this even without knowing about Finality.

      After all, I was our secret weapon. I didn’t have a choice.
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            TO BE A SECRET WEAPON

          

        

      

    

    
      It turned out that learning to be a secret weapon really, really sucked. Song Bird was relentless in her training of me, but she was not anywhere near as bad as Kitten, who seemed to fight at full force even when it was fake combat. I thought it would truly be the worst thing in the world to be someone she wanted killed.

      My arms always seemed to be covered in scratches from her, places where her claws dug in just a little bit too deep, and my muscles were always aching and throbbing, wound so tight that it made me want to just go curl up in a ball somewhere. Sure, there were benefits. It felt like my hammer was just second nature to me now, the kind of thing that could be swung out like paper, which took no trouble at all to change the weight of.

      And I was getting better at the rest of my powers too. I had come to realize there was a lot I couldn’t do. There was no way I could crush people with my magic, if that’s what you wanted to call this strange energy I had been bestowed with. Everyone wanted me to call it a power. They kept saying that magic was different; witches had magic, and Galactic wasn’t a witch…

      But magic felt like the right word for it.

      This felt like something that should have been affecting the whole world. It felt like I was affecting the whole world. Like my magic was from something far beyond, the same way that Aurora’s magic had been from somewhere far away too. It made my chest clench up and my stomach twist to think about.

      Would I ever get an answer to that? Maybe not. I could never speak to Galactic, and I would never be able to ask him about it. He would’ve probably lied anyway. Still, I thought about it a lot, especially as I was dragging myself out to my little apartment on the other end of the city from our training grounds.

      The house was dark when I got there. I was so tired, the thought of getting something to eat seemed like an impossibility, but before I knew what was happening, there was a knock on the door and Maybe was letting herself in.

      “I could have been naked,” I scolded her.

      “That’s supposed to be a bad thing?”

      She set a pizza box down on the counter. “Here, I brought this for you. I thought you might be interested in something other than a microwave chicken sandwich for a change.”

      “I was actually going to have ramen.”

      “Great, now you can have pizza. Also, you look awful. Let me see your arms.”

      Dutifully, I held both arms out for Maybe to examine. She looked them over quickly enough, running her fingers along the old scratches and the new ones. While I didn’t heal instantly, I did have a newly acquired accelerated healing ability, which meant they never lingered on my skin for long.

      But they left behind these strange shimmering silver lines curling over the skin, like the scars were filled up with moon dust and starlight. I wondered what it would look like if I had been given a really big wound at some point.

      A question that I would probably have an answer to before all of this was done.

      Even though I healed up fast, Maybe clucked her tongue and said, “You need to go and get a shower.”

      Without thinking, I said, “You should come and join me.”

      Her eyes went bright, and her mouth pulled up into a smile. She took a step forward and said, “What, really?”

      “Yeah,” I told her. “I’ve spent so much time training with Song Bird and Kitten lately, we’ve hardly gotten any time to spend together. I want to get a shower, and I want to get a shower with you.”

      Maybe was quick to agree, and soon we were both in my bathroom, stripping out of our clothes. My muscles were so sore that I needed Maybe to help me get the shirt pulled off – okay, no, that was a lie. I didn’t need her to help me do it. But I played it up a lot because I wanted her hands on me. I wanted Maybe to help take care of me.

      Eventually, though, we were both out of our clothes and in the shower. Hot water crashed down against us, stinging our skin. The sliding glass door was pulled shut, and in a matter of moments, steam had filled up the room.

      And although I was tired, I didn’t have any interest in just standing around and letting this turn into a shower. I wanted what we almost had in her bedroom a few weeks ago. My hands settled on Maybe’s hips. I pressed her backward against the wall, and she laughed, looping her arms up around my shoulders. Her eyes were bright and pretty.

      Our mouths met, the kiss chaste at first and then frantically fast, this rapid sort of heat that built up between us as our tongues slid together, teeth on her lower lip, fingers in my shower wet hair. I wanted her. It was a pull that I couldn’t resist any more., a connection that was meant to exist, that had to exist.

      As I kissed her, I let my hands roam all over her body, touching as much of her wet skin as I could manage. My fingers stroked over the curve of her sides, her hips, around to the small of her back, and then down to grope her ass. Anytime I hit a good spot, she gasped into my mouth and then into the hot air of the shower.

      My mouth pressed to her neck, her throat, plastering her in lines of kisses, open-mouthed, desperate. There was no way we could be interrupted here. I didn’t have any roommates, after all. But there was still something about getting close to her that made me feel almost crazed.

      I wanted her.

      I wanted as much of her as I could manage to get. I wanted to be close to her, to devour her. And I did my best to make that happen, tongue and teeth and grabbing hand. My head dropped down to her right breast, mouthing at the soft globe of flesh and then dragging the flat of my tongue over her pert little nipple.

      She moaned openly and tangled her fingers tighter in my hair. She tugged, just a little, and I used my magic to grab her wrists and press her palms against the wall. Maybe shouted, “Hey! That’s not fair!”

      “All’s fair in love and war,” I told her.

      “Is that what this is?”

      I looked up at her from under heavy eyes. “I think it might be.”

      “Then you had better show me,” said Maybe. She struggled against the bonds, but my gravitational pull kept her in place. It held her hands steady as I worked my way down her body, leaving kisses on every plane of wet skin that I could reach.

      My knees hit the ground with a thump. Warm water rushed over both of us. I pressed a kiss to the curve of one hip, nipping it hard right after, and then set myself upon her sweet, drenched pussy. She was shaved between her legs, no curls to be seen, which meant it was easy for me to curl my lips around the hood of her clit and suck.

      Maybe’s squeals filled the air, but I was unrelenting, licking and sucking at her clit like that was my job. I reached up and pressed one finger into her pussy, feeling her walls clench around me, her whole body trembling with the force of the pleasure that was coursing through her.

      I was already hard, achingly so, but I knew that since we didn’t have any lube in the shower, I needed to make Maybe cum before we could fuck, at least once. And maybe I liked the idea of tasting her too, so what? A man can have his hobbies.

      Right then, it was more than just a love for eating pussy that had me feasting on the glorious sweetness between Maybe’s legs. It was a desperate sort of need, a hunger that couldn’t be sated until her juices were drenching me. I mouthed at her, my tongue swiping over her slit, shoving into her pussy in alternating forms with my fingers.

      Her legs were trembling. I used my magic to keep them steady, pinning her hips to the wall too so she had no choice but to just stand there and take whatever I gave her, keeping her still as I ate her out. Maybe was loud, practically a screamer, calling out my name over and over again, twisting in her bonds even though she knew it wasn’t going to get her anywhere.

      I wanted to taste her cum on my tongue and I was not disappointed. Before long, she was saying, “Toby, Toby, I’m going to, ah, aah, ahhh!”

      And then her sweet and salty cum was in my mouth, and I was busy lapping it up, trying to swallow down as much of it as I could before the water washed it away. As soon as she had finished, I hauled myself up onto my feet. Ignoring the way my muscles still ached from training, I grabbed hold of Maybe and hefted her up.

      She gave a happy sort of squeal. I used my super strength and my magic to keep her pinned between my body and the wall. I reached between my legs with one hand, taking hold of my cock and pressing the thick, weeping broad head of it against her pussy.

      “Is this okay?” I asked.

      Maybe groaned. “God, yes, please, please!”

      And who was I to turn her down?

      It would just be bad form.

      “I’ve got you,” I told her softly, the words murmured out. “I’m going to make you feel so good. God, Maybe, just fucking look at you, look at your face right now!”

      With one more open-mouthed kiss, I rolled my hips and pressed into her, my thick cock working open her tight pussy, spreading the walls around me. It was like she was practically made to fit on my cock; like we were built from the same universal ashes and meant to connect in this way, just like this, just right now.

      She moaned, her head thumping back against the wall. My fingers dug into her thighs and her hips, and I gave a low grunt of my own when I rolled my hips again, working even more of my thick cock into her. I was a big guy, wide and long, and I could see her small frame struggling to take it all in one go.

      But I knew that she could.

      We were meant to be close, to be one. Lips to the side of her neck in comforting kisses, I pulled out and then gave a particularly rough thrust, bottoming out inside of her in a single upward roll. Maybe all but shouted, her nails raking over the back of my shoulders, her fingers digging hard into my skin. They scraped over me and then slid up, twisting into my hair and pulling.

      The sparks of pain only made the heat churn up that much higher beneath my skin until I was practically lit up with the flames of my arousal. She was achingly tight and so soft. The sound of skin slapping against skin filled the room, my body pressing up close against hers.

      “Just like that,” whined Maybe. “Keep doing it just like that!”

      “Like that?” I asked, the words almost taunting. I rolled my hips again, a sharp little circle, and then set a pace that was so fast and brutal it was practically obscene. Maybe did scream then, begging me to keep going, to fuck her harder, faster. Her voice bounced off the domed shower, flooding the air in a way that practically echoed.

      This was as close to pure perfect bliss as I had ever gotten before, and I wanted to make it last – forever.

      That wasn’t possible and I knew it. What was possible, though, was to slow down my pace so that it was a barely there grind. I pressed myself up into her as hard as I could, as deep as I could get myself, and then I just ground into her, fucking her without pulling out.

      Maybe’s screams turned into these tortured sorts of sobs, and her fingers clawed at the wall of the shower. “Please! Don’t stop! Toby!”

      “I didn’t stop,” I panted, the words low against her skin. I was barely keeping my composure. It was driving me mad to move so slowly, to press into her with such controlled precision and let nothing slip past; let nothing show.

      Her nails raked over my back hard enough that they were likely going to leave raised welts behind, but I did my best to ignore it. I pressed up into her, reaching down with one hand to grab her thigh. I hitched it up around my own hips, and the shift gave me a chance to slide in even deeper.

      Maybe’s face was red as could be then, and she was literally sobbing as she begged me to fuck her again. I did my best to hold out as long as possible, to really press against her, close to her, skin on skin. I wanted her to know that I had heard her but to also know that I wasn’t going to listen, not just yet. The muscles in the backs of my thighs trembled with the effort that it took me to stay still, and I found myself breathing hard into the air around us, every muscle in my body gone tense.

      “Toby,” she whined, begging me again to start moving.

      I stayed there for as long as I could possibly manage, unwilling to move away from her. My lips pressed to her skin, my breath coming in hard pants. I held still, until I could not bring myself to hold still any longer.

      And then I pulled out almost all the way, and I slammed back into her just as hard as I could. Our skin slapped together, and she shouted with the sudden pressure. I held onto her hips with both hands, holding her steady as I started to fuck her in earnest again, hitting as deep inside of her as I could, pounding into her with bruising force.

      She came first, her whole body thrown back in the throes of her orgasm. Her voice bounced off of the walls of the shower, her feet skidding over the tiles as she struggled to keep her balance. Once more, I used my gravitational magic to hold her steady, keeping one leg wrapped up around my hip and the other held still and unmoving at my side.

      Her body rippled beneath me, her sex grabbing at the shaft of my cock. Groaning, I fucked Maybe through her orgasm and then set about chasing my own. Maybe grunted each time I rolled my hips and fucked up into her. It didn’t take long before I was spilling into Maybe’s sex, the warm heat of my own seed flooding around us.

      When I pulled out of her, it dripped onto the floor of the tub, big fat gobs of our conjoined cum. But I wasn’t done yet, and all it took was one look at Maybe to know that she wasn’t done yet either.
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      The bed was our next stop. We made it there from the bathroom, kissing and grabbing each other. I had never been this turned on in my life. It was like something had gotten under my skin, and I knew that if there was anything in the world that I was supposed to do, it was this, right here, right now.

      Maybe’s back hit the mattress, and she let out a breathless laugh, spreading her legs. She flung her arms up above her head, fingers curling around the headboard. “See something you like?”

      I knew that the motion was just meant to be a teasing kind of joke, but I used my gravity powers to seal her hands in place, locking them above her head.

      Maybe yelped. “Toby! Come on, that’s not fair! I want to touch!”

      “You can touch later. I just want to look at you for a moment.” This was a carnal urge, a desire to take in as much of her as I possibly could. My hands roamed over her body, over her shoulders and her tits, and then down, over her stomach. I settled between her legs, my fingers sliding over the length of her slit. She was slick with excitement and wet from the shower. Everything glistened enticingly, and I found myself hard as stone once more.

      She kicked out. “That’s still sensitive!”

      “I know.” I pressed a finger up into her wet folds anyway. Maybe yelped and kicked out again. I waved my free hand, and her legs were sealed in place too, the both of them held up bent and crooked. I pressed my face against one of her knees, mouth gentle when it kissed her there.

      I wanted her to know that this wasn’t just a quick fuck. There was something between us. Could she feel it? The way that our very spirits seemed to have connected. I didn’t normally put much stock into that sort of thing, but this time around, I could not relinquish the thought.

      Maybe and I, we were meant to be together. We were meant to have this moment, and I wasn’t ready to let it end just yet.

      So, I started fucking her, pressing my finger up into her, stroking over her wet walls. It was a slow motion, but I made sure that with each press in I was reaching for her G-spot.

      And then there! There it was!

      Maybe shouted, her half-frozen body trying to twist away from me. I placed my free hand on her hip and pinned it to the bed. My tongue was caught between my teeth as I put my full amount of concentration into this moment right here, fingering her, rubbing at that tight little bundle of nerves with a truly relentless sort of fashion.

      I wanted to know what it looked like when she had come so many times she could not even speak. I wanted to know what it looked like when she was aware of the same gravitational pull as I was.

      I worked over her G-spot until her hips were jerking up into my hands, and there was even more slickness oozing out between my finger and her flesh. I twisted my hand, grinding the fat of my palm against her clit – and with a shout, she squirted.

      It left her in a great arc of wetness, splattering onto the bed and my lower arm. We both froze for a moment, our eyes slowly sliding up to meet each other. I had never been with a woman that squirted before, and judging from the look on Maybe’s face, she had never actually done that before either.

      My gravity magic faded from existence, and I let her go. She was breathing so hard that her breasts were heaving. I rubbed a hand against the inside of her thigh. “Wow.”

      “Wow,” repeated Maybe, sounding dazed. I knew that must have taken a lot out of her, so even though I was still hard, I climbed up onto the mattress alongside her and pressed myself against her body. Carefully, I wrapped an arm around her and pulled her up against me, holding her close.

      Her forehead found my chest, and she wrapped an arm around my side, her fingers pressing to my still bare back.

      “Wow,” she said a second time. Her word trembled a little bit. I used my gravity magic to pull the blanket up and over top of us so that it could fully cover our bodies. I hadn’t planned on having her spend the night, but I figured that was the best thing, at least for now. We might just lay here for an hour or two.

      We could lay there for as long as Maybe wanted me to lay there. I just wanted to hold her close.

      Fumbling, she reached down between us, like she was going to get me off. I caught her hand and brought it back up. “It’s okay.”

      “You should get off too,” Maybe said, sounding exhausted.

      It was sweet. “I’m fine.”

      She shifted a little bit, managing to get a leg between my own. Her body was warm where we touched each other. I made a soft sort of gasp when her thigh pressed to my aching cock. She seemed determined but also worn-out.

      I took her blessing for what it was, determined to get myself off so that we could both just settle in and relax for a little while. Thankfully, with Maybe looking up at me, half asleep, from under those thick lashes. . . it wasn’t any issue at all.
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      She stayed at my apartment for almost four hours before we managed to crawl out of the bed and get individual showers. I could not stop thinking about what it had felt like being close to Maybe, and I didn’t just mean the fact that it was fun to fuck her. She was maybe the best lay that I’d had in a long time, but even beyond that, there was this sparking connection between us. It seemed to build up in my skin anytime we touched, and when we joined in union like that, it got so heady that it almost made me drunk.

      The only other thing that had ever made me feel that way were the moths with human faces, the ones that had prefaced my very strange dreams. I knew that it meant something. Did I believe in soulmates? Not really.

      Once superheroes had come into common practice back in the sixties, all sorts of studies had been done. People wanted to know if the existence of magic could result in any other displays of things, another strange situation that could cause our world to expand and distort into something else entirely.

      But every test they did had come back negative, including the one for soulmates.

      Of course, there were still conspiracy theorists all over the world that believed the stories were true anyway. It was the kind of thing that some people just could not let go of, like the idiots who thought the moon landing was faked or who believed that aliens were not real, despite the fact they had been prominent parts of our lives for a while now.

      Soulmates were a false concept but being around Maybe made something in the back of my chest seem to settle. Maybe had a presence about her that could change everything, a look into a different aspect of existence, and a chance to try and breathe in sweet air that would otherwise have been spoiled.

      There was a lot of strange shit going on right now, but I knew that Maybe was going to end up being one of the most stable things in my life for the next little while.

      I was thrilled when she walked out of the bathroom, even though she was already dressed and wasn’t planning on staying. Just the sight of her was enough to make my heart skip a beat in my chest, enough to send me hurrying over to her, grabbing onto her and pulling her in for a hug.

      With a laugh, she flung her arms around my shoulders and returned it, pressing her forehead against my shoulder. “Did you miss me?”

      “Yes,” I said honestly. My mouth twisted up into a smile, and I pulled her even closer. There was something about holding onto her that made me more comfortable, that made me want to just live in this moment.

      God, I could hardly stand it, the way that she smelled, the way that she felt, everything about her was enough to have me swimming in a strange sort of head space.

      “I wish you didn’t have to go home,” I told her.

      Maybe said, “God, I do too. But I need to get something to eat and change. I have a shift coming up.”

      “You could call off.”

      “There aren’t enough people working there to call off. Not with everything that’s going on right now. I don’t understand why even the normies like me are vanishing, but they are. We’ve lost three nurses this week alone.”

      “That’s crazy. And makes me worried about you. Are you okay working there?”

      She pulled away at that, and a stern look crossed her face for a moment. She wagged a finger at me, telling me, “Don’t you dare even think about starting that, do you hear me? I don’t want to have to put up with you going on about – about anything like that. I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself, especially at my actual job.”

      “I know, I know. Sorry, that’s not what I meant.” I held up my hands.

      Maybe said, “It is what you meant, and we both know it. And it’s fine. I know that it’s coming from a place of concern, Toby. But that’s where I’m drawing the line. I know how to keep myself safe, and I don’t need you to try and tell me what to do just because you have powers.”

      “You’re right,” I told her. “And I am sorry. I wasn’t trying to be that way, I just – you mean a lot to me. Fuck, I know that sounds stupid because we’ve only just met, but it’s true. I think that you need to understand – I care for you.”

      Something soft crossed over Maybe’s face. “You do?”

      “Yes! I care for you a lot. More than I should, considering we don’t know each other much at all,” I told her. I took hold of her hand with one of my own, twisting our fingers together. My fingers brushed over the backs of her knuckles, and I pulled her away from the kitchen and toward the door that led out of my apartment.

      “That’s sweet,” said Maybe. We stepped outside and didn’t say much until we were on the front steps of the building. Then, still holding onto my hand, she told me, “I care for you just as much, Toby. That’s why I need you to respect me when I say that I can take care of myself.”

      “I do,” I told her. “I mean, I will. I respect you already, and I’ll work at not letting my worries get me carried away.”

      “That’s all I’m asking for from you,” Maybe told me with a smile. She was lovely when she smiled. I hoped that I never had to see her hurt, never had to see her cry. Just the thought of it was enough to make unease twist about in the back of my chest.

      I walked Maybe back to her apartment. It was a bright day out. Despite all the chaos in the world, the city itself seemed calm, controlled, like nothing was wrong. There were very few other people out, which might have been odd if it wasn’t the middle of the day. A fair few of them must have been at work, and others were probably also getting lunch somewhere. I knew that there was a lot going on and that people were scared.

      But above us, the sky seemed to shine with a golden shimmer to it, the closest thing to a perfect day that I had ever seen. I held onto Maybe’s hand, aware of the fact that this was possibly the only thing that really kept me moving forward, the one thing that actually made it seem like such a good day.

      Look, Maybe was far from the first person I had slept with. She was far from my first girlfriend. But there was something about her that seemed different. I kept thinking that because I just couldn’t get it out of my head. Just holding her hand shouldn’t have made me feel so centered in the world. It shouldn’t have made me feel so steady and held together.

      My thumb brushed over the back of her knuckles, a kind sort of gesture that earned me a big smile. The light seemed to bounce off of her pretty brown eyes. Something in that look had me stop and pull Maybe in for a kiss even though it was the middle of the day and we were out in public. I found myself unable to let go of her, unable to really hold out for her. I just wanted – I wanted something more than just this.

      “Hey,” I told her when our lips parted. “You know, you’re beautiful.”

      She laughed at me.

      “I already plan on letting you in,” said Maybe. “And you already took me to bed.”

      I shook my head. “It doesn’t have to do with anything like that. I just think that you’re pretty. The look on your face –”

      “You think the look I get when I’m worried about work is pretty?”

      “I think that everything you wear is pretty. And that you’re pretty when you aren’t wearing anything too.” The last part of that sentence I paired with a wry smirk and another ducked down kiss to the top of her head. “I just can’t help it.”

      “Well, you had better figure out how to help it, or we aren’t ever going to get to the apartment,” Maybe said. She rocked up onto the tips of her toes to press another chaste kiss to my lips and then pulled away.

      I asked, “Is that such a bad thing?”

      “It’s a pretty bad thing at a moment like this,” Maybe told me.

      “And what makes it so bad, right here and now?” I asked, genuinely curious about what she might have been getting at.

      Maybe gave me another one of those pretty smiles of hers and told me, “Because I’m starving, and I want to go home.”

      We paused at the door, where she goaded me inside with even more soft kisses and the promise of something to eat. Her roommate, Hal, was there, but he didn’t seem to care much that I was there. He was in the middle of making lunch. He gave a plate to Maybe and a plate to me, though I wasn’t feeling very hungry, and I just let Maybe have mine.

      While we were sitting on the couch, she fell asleep… and the cheesiest thought crossed my mind. See, I actually liked Maybe, and I was thinking that she was the kind of girl who would probably get a big kick out of cutesy things, like flowers and candies and those kinds of gifts.

      I ended up pulling the blanket off the back of the couch, tossing it over her, and gave Hal a wave before sneaking out of the apartment. He gave me a nasty look, like maybe he thought I was running away, but I ignored it.

      He could eat his own thoughts when I came back with a super cute gift for my girlfriend. I knew this was going to be like a lynchpin deal, showing her that I was serious about having something, and it wasn’t just that I had been looking for a quick fuck and she had been around.

      I really did feel like there was something special between us. We were connected on a level that went beyond the emotional and the physical. We were connected in a way that felt even deeper.

      So, I spent a good hour and a half out looking for something, eventually landing on a big stuffed purple cat and a bag of fancy, chocolate-covered popcorn. I figured it was a little bit more personal than just grabbing one of those off-brand hearts filled with candy. This seemed like it would mean something.

      Then I made my way back to the apartment building. I went up to her floor and found the door was sitting open. I paused.

      “Maybe?”

      There was no answer. “Uh, Hal?”

      Still, there was no answer.

      I stepped into the apartment. It didn’t look like there had been a fight, but the blanket was thrown on the floor, and there was no sign of Maybe. At first, I thought she had just moved to her bedroom, but after a quick look around the place, I realized that she was nowhere to be seen.

      Something felt wrong about this. I called in Kitten and Song Bird. It took almost twenty minutes for them to get there. We ended up doing a more thorough search of the building. The girls knew what to look for, whereas I was still figuring it out.

      Kitten was the one that found the trapdoor under the bed in Hal’s room. It led down to the apartment beneath them, which Hal must have also rented out. The apartment had been transformed into a lair of sorts. Soon, Song Bird came back with a strange-looking maroon mask in her hand.

      She threw it onto the ground. “It’s Indigo.”

      “Indigo? I don’t know that name,” I told them. I had been trying to learn more about heroes, but there were so many of them.

      Kitten hissed. “He’s a new villain that cropped up about four months back. From what I’ve heard, he works closely with Zion.”

      I stared at them. “Are you trying to tell me that Maybe’s been rooming with a villain this whole time, and we’ve just been letting it happen?”

      “We couldn’t have known,” said Song Bird. “It’s hard to get the civvy IDs on villains, especially new ones. There’s no way we would have been able to figure it out ahead of time.”

      I wanted to argue but… it wasn’t like I had been able to figure it out either. I ended up just shaking my head, telling them, “We need to go find her.”

      Kitten said, “Did you forget what we told you about Aurora that quickly? We can’t go looking for her.”

      Song Bird glanced away, clearly agreeing.

      For a moment, bitter hot rage welled up inside of me, but it cooled quickly enough, replaced with the knowledge that I didn’t have to listen to them.

      “Fine,” I told them. “Don’t help. I hope you’re able to find someone else to be the third member of your team.”

      Song Bird’s head snapped up. “Toby, you can’t be serious!”

      “Dead serious,” I answered. “Maybe helped me when she didn’t have to. I’m not going to let these assholes take her now. Besides, do you really think it was a fluke? That ring you gave her. I bet you anything that’s why Hal decided to drug her and take her. He figured out she was working with the last band of heroes in the city.”

      Song Bird said, “He wants to use her as bait.”

      “Exactly,” I said.

      Kitten countered with, “If we go after her, then we’re playing right into what they want.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t care. There’s no way I’m going to leave her with them. What it comes down to isn’t whether I’m going. It’s whether you’re going to come with me.”

      A heavy silence hung over the room. The dim lights cast our faces in shadow. The mask that Song Bird wore was cast in even sharper relief. Finally, she gave a heavy sigh. “We needed to try and make a go at Zion anyway. Why not do it now instead of later?”

      “Because he’s not ready,” shouted Kitten, waving a hand toward me. “Just look at him! There’s no way that we could ever defeat Zion right now!”

      “The longer we wait, the more powerful Zion’s going to get anyway,” decided Song Bird with a shake of her head. “I think the best thing to do right now is just… go and see how far we can make it. I have something back at the base that might help too. Come on, Toby. I was planning on giving it to you later, but… I might as well go for it now.”

      She turned to make her way out of the villain’s hidden base, and I made to follow her. Kitten took a step after us. “Are the two of you serious right now? This is practically suicide!”

      Song Bird didn’t stop. She tossed over her shoulder, “What’s left up here, Kitten? The other heroes are gone. If we don’t try something, they’re going to kill us anyway. We might as well die making a stand for the right cause.”

      I looked at Kitten over my shoulder and told her, “For what it’s worth, I really don’t think we’re going to die out there.” It was a feeling in the back of my chest, a steady, warm sort of comforting. “I think we’re supposed to go there, and that this is… this is the best choice. I’d love it if you came with us, Kitten.”

      She gritted her teeth together, shaking her head and making a frustrated sound. I thought she was still going to say no for a moment there, but then she flung her arms out to the sides. “Fine! Fine! Why the hell not! It isn’t like I wanted to keep on living!”

      Song Bird had already left. I waited until Kitten moved to join us and then put my hand on her shoulder, giving it what I hoped was a reassuring squeeze. “Relax. Don’t you have nine lives or something?”

      Kitten snorted. “Sure, and I’ve been a hero for six years and never ran through them.”

      “We’re going to be fine,” I told her, trying to put weight into the words so that she knew it was a promise. “And so is Maybe. I’m going to get all of us out of there.”

      She didn’t believe me. But that was fine. I believed me, and that was the only thing that mattered.
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      We went back to the hidden base in the subway system one more time, just to make sure we had everything we needed. It was obvious that Kitten was really pissed off about having to be there… but I wondered if maybe she was just scared and didn’t want to admit it. I figured it was the sort of thing where it was impossible to not be scared, you know? We were about to do something that no one else had managed to do… and if we failed, we died.

      Plus, she’d seen what no one else had. She’d been through the death of her team, been attacked by the man she called a brother. I understood why she was probably so scared, even though it wasn’t going to stop me from helping Maybe. I needed to get her out of there.

      Maybe wasn’t the kind of person who you could just leave, no matter what anyone else said. It wasn’t even that I really, really had a thing for her either. It was the fact that she really was, at the end of the day, stupidly special. Like, there was something about the way she held herself, the way she looked at the world, the way she helped people.

      She saved me that night in the alley. There’s no way to know what would have happened if she hadn’t picked me up. And what about the fight where we helped Kitten? The one at the bank? All these moments where she just jumped headfirst into the danger because she felt like if she didn’t, no one else would.

      She might not have had any powers, but that didn’t change anything. Maybe was still a hero, far as I was concerned. And you didn’t leave people like that behind.

      “I’m going to update the system,” said Kitten, brushing past us both and heading for the console seat. The fur on her tail was fluffed up, and her ears seemed to be perpetually pinned down at this point, making it look like she’d gotten too close to an electrical outlet. “Indigo needs to be put in there, in case we don’t come back.”

      “We’re coming back,” I told her. “You can’t think like that.”

      Kitten ignored me.

      Song Bird put a hand on my shoulder. “Come with me.”

      She led me deeper into the base than we had been before. I was surprised by how large it was and realized that it must have been built beneath the entire subway system. We could probably use it as a shortcut to get anywhere in the city if we wanted to. This must have been how Song Bird’s old team was able to get around so fast.

      We went 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. 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.

      “This room is filled with our more volatile components,” said Song Bird. “The things that we absolutely can’t let anyone else get their hands on. A while ago, there was an alien crash. It took out the park in the city.”

      “I remember hearing about it on the news,” I said, with a nod of my head. “Did you all end up with the wreckage?”

      “It was split between the bases of several teams,” explained Song Bird. She walked over to one of the glass boxes, pulling it out of the wall after sliding her fingers over it in a synchronized pattern. The glass box was sat on a metal table that took up the far end of the room. “We ended up with several of the weapons that were onboard.”

      I walked over to join her.

      She opened up the box and pulled out a smaller metal box. “We put it in this to help contain the power signatures in case it was trackable. But I think you should have it before we try and take on Zion.”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      She opened up the box, revealing a strange looking bracelet inside. The bracelet was thick and metal but not like anything I had ever seen before. It was made of such a stark black that it seemed to completely absorb the light.

      “Give me your hand,” instructed Song Bird.

      I hesitated for a moment and then held out my left hand, the non-dominant one. You know, just in case.

      She slid the bracelet on. The moment it was on my wrist, the material tightened so that it was a seamless fit. I reached up, marvelling at it. It had become so flat that it was practically the same level as my skin, almost like it had just become part of me. “I don’t understand, what is it?”

      “It absorbs gamma impacts,” said Song Bird. “If we come up against Finality, you’re going to need it. The material it’s made from absorbs the hits and then, when it reaches a certain amount of energy, allows you to reflect them back at someone. Like a mirror catching a beam of light and turning it onto an anthill.”

      “I just can’t believe…” And then, “Wait. Why aren’t you keeping this for you? Or for Kitten?”

      “Because you’re the only one that has a real chance at beating Zion,” said Song Bird. “And that means you need as much of a protective boost as you can manage.”

      “Song Bird –”

      “Don’t,” she interrupted. “I know what I’ve said, and I mean it. We’re going to get Maybe back, but not because that’s what you want. There’s just no point putting off this fight any longer than we already have. We can go out there now and get them, and we can make this count. We can make as much of this count as possible.”

      Something in the back of my chest pulled tight. I reached out, brushing my hand through her hair, tucking it back behind her ear. “I know we can. Let’s just… get things moving, then. Right?”

      I wished that I could see her face now more than ever. I wanted to know what her smile was like, watery or determined? I wanted to know if there was something in her expression that would tell me whether she really believed we could do something about this or not.

      But she had that damned mask on, so I couldn’t see anything.

      She told me, “I think that’s the best idea we could have.”

      I ran my fingers over the black metal, looking down at it. “Do we have something that we can give Kitten?”

      “She doesn’t want anything,” said Song Bird. “Toby, you must know she’s lost a lot. I don’t know if she plans on coming out of this with us.”

      “I’ll make her come out,” I told her sternly.

      Song Bird reached out, putting a hand on my shoulder. She gave me a fleeting, reassuring squeeze. “You might not have any say in the matter.”

      “I’m not going to let her get herself killed on purpose,” I argued. Just the thought of losing Kitten was enough to make my chest ache. We weren’t as close as Maybe and I had grown, but there was a connection between us all the same. She had left her marks on me – literally, her claws had left silvery lines on my skin – and losing her was just not an option. Not any more of an option than losing Maybe or Song Bird or letting the sun go out. They were all cataclysmic in nature. “There’s no way that’s going to happen, no matter what else goes on.”

      “Toby –”

      “Gravity,” I corrected. I didn’t like the way that she was trying to take the conversation, and I was not going to let it continue. Was it childish? Maybe. But it was also the only way I could think of to deal with it. “We’re getting ready to go storm Zion’s base. And that means I’m Gravity now. Right, Song Bird?”

      I put more stress on her hero name than I normally did, trying to get my point across. She was silent for a moment and then she nodded her head in agreement. There was an amused lilt to her voice when she said, “You’re right, Gravity. We shouldn’t put this off for any longer. The more time we spend planning, the more time we give Zion to do the same thing.”

      Then she stepped out of the room and back into the base, leaving me alone for the moment. I understood where she was coming from. I did. But she was wrong. I was going to make sure that all three of my girls got out of this in one piece, no matter what else happened. We were going to get to the end of this mess, and we were going to do it together.
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      We waited until sunset to move, though I think it was largely because Song Bird and Kitten were trying to come to a common ground more than anything else. We had all changed into our uniforms at this point, so Song Bird led the way, moving us through the tunnels. Just like I had thought, they went all throughout the city in the same route as the subway station they were built under, which meant we could go just about anywhere without being caught.

      She led us up one of the sloping exits. The door let us out, not into a bathroom, but into a section of tunnel that simply looked like it hadn’t been used in years. We didn’t linger for long. Song Bird was more than capable of leading us up into the world above without us getting caught.

      We followed Song Bird through the city streets. Was it just me or had the city grown quieter, emptier? I guessed that people had started to clear out after the heroes started to vanish. It was safer to just be somewhere else and not linger in a place that was a hot spot for the next new-fangled supervillain. Alien invader? Super supervillain?

      I wasn’t sure what to call Zion, since he was somehow an even bigger threat than supervillains like Galactic managed to be. Something worse, something darker.

      The only upside was that it made it easier for us to move through the city, since we didn’t have to stick to so many of the back roads. Song Bird led us to an old factory out near the docks. Even from a distance, you could tell it had been taken over by someone with a grudge. A massive fence had been erected around it, but… it wasn’t made of metal.

      Instead, it was made from criss-crossing beams of green light, some sort of alien technology. I gasped.

      “That’s gamma!” I realized.

      Song Bird nodded. “That’s gamma.”

      “Okay. I can get us through that,” I told them. Carefully, I slid out of our hiding spot and went over to it. I held out my wrist, shoving it through the beam. It absorbed the blast of green light, the gamma literally swallowed up by the black material. The more gamma it absorbed, the heavier it got, and soon I had to use my matter twisting powers to make it light enough to wear.

      “Careful,” hissed Kitten.

      But this wasn’t the time to be careful. This was the time to make sure we pulled out all the stops and did everything we could to get through to the end. Even if it meant we took a couple of risks we otherwise wouldn’t.

      The bracelet got warmer and warmer, and then it was so hot I was surprised that it wasn’t burning my skin. The black material seemed to be glowing. I took a step back and, moving on instinct, I made a sharp, outward jerking motion with my arm. In an arc, the gamma shot out of the bracelet as a compacted bolt and slammed into a line of devices putting out the gamma beams.

      There was an explosion. I didn’t back up quick enough, but Kitten had faster reflexes. She grabbed me by the back of the shirt and physically flung me backward. The heat of the explosion rocked over us, the sound it made like a thunderclap right above. A green shimmer seemed to seep into the air. It clung to everything.

      Song Bird helped us both to our feet. She said, “Come on, we need to go.”

      Nodding, Kitten moved though the broken fence without hesitation. I was a little less steady on my feet. The heat had vanished from the bracelet, leaving it almost ice cold in its wake. Like the void of space. My eyes were burning, and the green haze we walked through was disorienting. I wondered if Song Bird was letting Kitten lead the way on purpose; it wouldn’t be hard to imagine that those slitted eyes probably let her see a lot easier in this sort of thing.

      We moved away from the hole in the fence as fast as we could, but in a matter of seconds, the alarm was going off above us anyway. It was a loud thundering thing, this crash-boom that made the explosion of the gate draw out longer around us.

      Song Bird said, “Kitten, go on ahead of us. We need to find a way into the base. You take left. Use the ring if you find anything.”

      Kitten glanced over her shoulder at us, and that’s when I knew for sure what the problem was. She was afraid. She really was. I could see it in her eyes. But she listened anyway, turning and leaving without so much as a word to us.

      Song Bird put her hand on my shoulder. I was suddenly aware of the fact that she did that a lot. I knew I had to keep going, that I had to listen to her. I couldn’t think about the fact that we were being split up right now. It was better to just find a way in, fast, so we could regroup.

      She led the way, guiding me around the side of the building in the opposite direction from where Kitten had gone. We didn’t talk. I could hear the groaning of metal machines being run and a strange humming that was almost musical. It was coming from inside.

      “What’s that sound?” I asked.

      Song Bird looked at me. “What sound?”

      “The music. Is that song… God, it seems so familiar,” I said, frowning.

      “I don’t hear anything,” Song Bird said. “Where is it coming from?”

      I closed my eyes, tilting my head to the side as I looked around, trying to figure out exactly where the noise was coming from. “Definitely from inside. It’s really faint, but I swear I’ve heard it… somewhere before.”

      “You need to find it,” said Song Bird. “Whatever happens. That could be Celestial. Or… it could be Maybe.”

      “But you can’t hear it.”

      “We don’t know the full extent of your powers yet.”

      “You think it’s that thing I mentioned, where I can feel certain things,” I said. “Like a gravitational pull.”

      Song Bird nodded. “That’s exactly what I was thinking. It could be some sort of innate honing system. You need to find out where the music is coming from.”

      I was about to tell her that we would find out about it together when lights flooded on above us. Two of the metal doors in the side of the old factory flung open, and a slew of people started to spill out. They had strange, blank looks on their faces, and it was almost instantly obvious they had been brainwashed by Zion. Each one had a single stone punched into their ear to ensure they couldn’t be pulled back into reality.

      I took a step backward, putting one hand out and placing it against Song Bird’s chest, holding her steady. I told her, “This isn’t good.”

      “It’s not,” said Song Bird. “But we’ve got to make these people back down and get in there.”

      She twisted her ring to let Kitten know we had found a doorway to lead us inside, and I pulled the Meteor Hammer out of my black hole of a safety belt, letting the heavy spiked ball slam against the ground.

      I didn’t want to kill these people, but… I had to find Maybe. And Zion had to be stopped.
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      When it started, it started fast. The henchmen attacked us with strange weapons. They looked like guns, but they fired off the same green gamma rays as the gate. I was able to use my bracelet as a shield, letting it absorb the gamma blasts, but Song Bird just had to try her best to avoid them completely.

      The reactions I had been gifted at the transference of power served me well. I moved like I had been fighting my entire life, slamming my fist into the face of one man and then spinning around, driving my elbow into someone else’s gut. The moment I was given the chance, I slung out the Meteor Hammer. A part of me still wanted to kill as few of these people as possible.

      It wasn’t their fault, after all. So, I used the massive weight of the spiked ball as a hold, swinging the chain into the legs and torsos of other men and swiping them down. Song Bird fought with blasts of blue light and wind that she summoned from nowhere and the sound of her own voice.

      The trilling sound of her voice turned physical, slamming into the henchmen. It was obvious how she had gotten her name. Of course, we didn’t escape without getting hurt. The bracelet I was wearing couldn’t catch every hit. The gamma blasts seared into my shoulders, into Song Bird’s left thigh. It was a burning heat, pulsing, searing, but we fought through it.

      I had never wanted to be a hero.

      I had never wanted to make a lasting impression on the world.

      But right then, I didn’t have a choice. I realized that just knocking these guys down wasn’t going to be enough, and so, though heroes didn’t kill civilians, even hypnotized ones, I went into this with the thought of having never wanted to be a hero. The heavy boulder of spiked metal at the end of the chain slammed into someone’s chest and then someone else’s head.

      It smashed their bodies open like ripe fruit beneath someone’s shoe, bright bursts of blood spilling onto the ground. Song Bird must have thought badly of me. Her powers allowed her to knock them out. But it wasn’t my fault. There were just too many of them.

      More and more people started coming out. I realized that the town wasn’t empty because people were hiding or taking off to other cities. The town was empty because Zion was taking control of everyone he could find, pulling them in to be part of his sick hive mind of an army.

      Someone cracked me upside the back of the head with the butt of a gamma blaster. I hit the ground, and before I could get back up, Kitten launched herself out of the shadows. She hit the man in a full-body tackle, and they rolled across the ground, limbs twisting, Kitten literally hissing and spitting and snarling.

      They landed with the henchman on his back, Kitten straddling him. She sunk her gloved claws into his throat and pulled back, literally ripping it out with her bare hands as she yowled. Hot blood sprayed everywhere. The light was harsh against her skin; Kitten’s ears were pinned back, and her tail was fluffed, something worse than fear in her eyes.

      It was hatred.

      She hated them for what they did to her team, to her brother. And on some level, I think she hated him for how close the man had come to hurting me. There wasn’t time to comfort her, though. I sprung back to my feet and straight back into the fray. It seemed to take forever before the flow of henchmen had come to an end, and I was able to put the Meteor Hammer back into my pouch.

      I didn’t like the fact that I had killed people… but just like before, there was something dark in my chest too. The recognition of the power I had, of how much stronger I was than other people.

      Song Bird walked over to me and used her thumb to wipe the blood off of my cheek. With that porcelain mask on her face, her expression was unreadable. I could do nothing but wonder what she was thinking, what she must have thought of me. I could only hope she understood that I didn’t plan on giving into that darkness, not unless I had no other choice.

      She pulled her hand away, nodding toward the two doors that were still sitting open instead. “Come on. We need to get in there before anyone else comes out.”

      Kitten held her hand up to her mouth and licked the blood from her claws. She breathed out hard, shook her tail out, and stepped past us without a word and into the building.

      I asked Song Bird under my breath, “Is she okay?”

      Song Bird didn’t answer me. The openings where her eyes were seemed darker than sin. She followed Kitten into the building. Even without having heard the words, I knew what the answer to my question was.

      Kitten wasn’t okay, and if we weren’t careful, that was how we would all end up, just as ‘not okay’ as Kitten was.

      This was hitting Kitten deep, striking her in the very core of her being. A sidekick that had lost her hero. A woman that had lost all her friends, all her family. Here, given the chance to take revenge, even knowing that it would probably result in the loss of her own life.

      No one could go through what she had and come out of it on top. And it would be so easy for us all to be pulled down even deeper.

      Right then and there, I made a promise to myself to do everything I could not to let that happen. So, with one last survey of the carnage we had created, I turned and followed them into the old factory, and into the dark.
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            SECOND WAVE

          

        

      

    

    
      The inside of the factory was cast in brighter light than I had been expecting. It was in working order, but it also seemingly had been completely revamped inside, gutted out and twisted until there was nothing left but new, alien machinery. Everything glinted in chrome and silver and flashed both red and green with strange lights. Even the hallway, which should have been empty, had been changed.

      Heavy metal cords ran along the base of the walls and, at times, pushed into the walls themselves, supplying it with power. There was little doubt that something big was happening here, and I couldn’t help but think back to the fact that Song Bird had mentioned a teleporter before. She had also mentioned someone called Finality, who was still a mystery to me. I knew nothing about her. It was too late to ask for information now, so I could only hope we didn’t come across her.

      I moved through the hallway, leading the other two in an arrow formation. I was following the song, though it was only slightly louder now that we were inside. We hadn’t gone very far at all when the hallway ended in a single doorway, which let us out into a lab room of some sort. The person working there turned around and promptly hit a button on the console he was standing in front of.

      I lashed out, catching the scientist with my gravitational pull and slamming him down to the ground hard enough that it knocked him out – but it was too late for that, and soon more henchmen were coming in, at least forty of them, maybe more. The fight was on again, and I was tired. This time, I didn’t play around with trying to handle the fight lightly.

      Just as Kitten had ripped out someone’s throat with her own claws, I slung myself into the fight with the intention of killing as many people as I could. We needed this done, and we needed it done fast. My Meteor Hammer hit one of the consoles, and the electric device shattered under the force. A full wall suddenly glitched out of existence, revealing that it was a glass wall with a door on it.

      Song Bird shouted, “We’ve got to go through there! He’s hiding it for a reason!”

      “I’ve got it!” I grabbed hold of the Meteor Hammer and swung it around above my head, faster and faster, using my combined strength and the gravitational pull to let it move at breakneck speed. Then I slung it out, transferring the mass back into the spiked ball at the last moment.

      It slammed into the glass wall, shattering it on impact. Glass exploded everywhere, showering out in all directions, a fearsome sort of spray. It shot through the air, cutting into the backs and sides of some of the henchmen.

      “Cover your ears,” shouted Song Bird.

      I did as I was told, and so did Kitten, reaching up to grab onto her cat ears and pin them down against the side of her head. Then Song Bird took a deep breath and screamed at the top of her lungs. It echoed through the air and knocked the henchmen down onto their knees. Blood dripped from their ears. Even through my clamped down hands, the sound was enough to give me a headache.

      Kitten had much more sensitive hearing, and she sunk down to her knees, sagging sideways. As soon as Song Bird stopped screaming, I rushed over to her. She had covered her ears, but they were still bloody, though to a much lesser degree than the unconscious men.

      She brushed me off and got up on her own, spitting out, “I’m fine,” and then pushing her way into the adjacent room.

      Song Bird stepped over to me, her gaze dark. She said, “I can’t do that again when she’s on our team. Not unless we find something to cover her ears.”

      “That’s fine,” I said. “With any luck, we won’t run into any more trouble.”

      Song Bird let out a huff of bitter laughter. “Do you really think we’re not going to find more trouble? Honey, this place is nothing but trouble.”

      I didn’t answer her, opting to just pick through the glass and go after Kitten. I knew that if we wanted to have half a chance at beating Zion, we needed to save our strength. So… we couldn’t run into any more trouble. It really was as simple as that.
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            A BRIEF RESPITE

          

        

      

    

    
      There was something different about the room we found ourselves in. Just a change in the air. We didn’t linger for long, instead finding a small security room to hunker down in. We quickly dispatched the guards and then paused to tend to our wounds. And that’s when I heard it.

      “Stay here,” I said. “I’ll be back.”

      Kitten grabbed me by the wrist. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “I hear the song,” I said. “It’s louder. I think that I can find it from here, if I’m quick.”

      Kitten demanded, “What song are you talking about?”

      I realized she hadn’t been out there when I first started to hear the music and quickly gave her the rundown on what was going on and what I had been hearing. Then I told them, “It’s going to be a lot easier for me to find it on my own since neither of you can hear it.”

      “Leaving on your own is a bad idea,” said Kitten.

      Carefully, I untangled her hand from my wrist and held it up to my mouth. I pressed a chaste kiss to her knuckles. She hissed and pulled back, her ears flat to her hair but her cheeks slightly red.

      I told her, “I’ll be okay, I promise.”

      And then, without waiting for either of them to say anything else, I turned and stepped back out into the hallway and into the rest of the factory. The song had no lyrics to it, but there was something in the music that seemed… like I knew it.

      There was a study I had read about a few years back. It talked about how the sun and the planets made noises, and a bunch of scientists had been able to record the sounds. It wasn’t really music, but it had given the impression of music. And that’s what this was, the impression of music, a planetary serenade.

      I was enthralled by it. As I moved through the building, it seemed to fade away into nothing as I followed the sound. There was something about it that just… it felt right, like it was meant to be mine. The sound led me deeper into the factory. I tried to be fast with things and soon found myself standing in front of a massive set of doors. I ran my fingers over the metal and then simply held up my hand and used my powers to crunch it up like an old aluminium can.

      The sound was disturbing, like brittle broken bones, but I let it wash over me like it was a relief instead. The room it let me into was pitch black. The moment I stepped inside, a strange ring of light appeared on the floor. At the center of the room sat a woman who could only be Celestial. She was beautiful.

      Her eyes were black and filled with galaxies, and her black hair ran down her back in loose waves, so long that it pooled on the floor around her. She wore a simple black bikini top and an Egyptian-style skirt on the bottom, sarong in nature, held in place with elegant silver curves that looped up over her stomach.

      Her body was covered in the same silvery scars that covered my own arms. The same light that surrounded her on the floor appeared in rings around her wrists and her neck. The song flared up loud and then stopped completely.

      “I knew you would find me,” she said.

      “Celestial.” I stepped toward her, but when I reached out, the light shimmered up in a wave and blocked my hand.

      “I needed you to find me,” said Celestial. “I needed to give you something.”

      “I’m here to get you out of this place,” I told her.

      “There’s nowhere for me to go. I’ve already found my fate, and I have accepted it. All I needed to do was make it until you arrived. I need to give you the Seed of the Seven Stars. It’s the only way that you can reform our magic.” She smiled a little. “Then I can go see my brother again.”

      I sank down to my knees. “Isn’t there anything I can do?”

      “It’s alright,” said Celestial, and she didn’t sound sad. She sounded almost happy. “My brother and I have been fighting for so long. But we don’t need to anymore. When I leave here, I can go see him again. We can finally be friends again.”

      “I’m sorry that I wasn’t fast enough.”

      “You moved down the path the galaxy chose for you. There is a universal line, and we’re all walking it,” said Celestial. She reached up, pressing her long fingers against her chest. As she pulled it away, a blackness spread over her skin, the same kind of void that my bracelet was made from.

      A strange light emitted from it, red and pulsing.

      “We were not meant to be split. The imbalance between our powers was too much. It sank into my brother’s mind and twisted him. But so long as the powers are whole again…” She pulled her hand further away, and a red seven-sided stone drifted from the void. It cast a crimson light over her face. “So long as they are whole again, you can right the wrongs that have been placed on this world. I give them to you, Toby Gray.”

      I gasped. “How do you know my name?”

      “I was always meant to know you,” said Celestial. She held out her hand. The Seed of the Seventh Star slid between the pulsing veil of light and hovered before my own chest. Carefully, moving on an instinct that I shouldn’t have had, I cupped the Seed of the Seventh Star and pressed it to my own chest.

      The sensation of it sinking into my skin was indescribable. It was somehow the most pleasant and most excruciating thing that had ever happened to me. Just like before, it was a transfer of that energy. It seemed to be pulled straight out of the air and into the center of my chest, then deeper than that into my very soul. The energy surrounded us for a moment and then solidified into something else: harder, sharper, a bright red orb of pure energy. The heat it gave off was incredibly intense, and it made my whole body seem to quake.

      The red hit the white that surrounded Celestial, and it turned the room into a pure kaleidoscope of color. The light got brighter and brighter, blinding me. I could see nothing through that colorful red and white brightness.

      And then it was gone. There were the moths with human faces and stars that burned with nothing but white-hot rage in their being. The same ones as before.

      It was too much. I couldn’t hold up against the force of it.

      Celestial told me, “You need to keep going. No matter what happens. This is bigger than anything you could ever have imagined, Toby Gray. You need to understand that this… this is greater than our planet. If Zion isn’t stopped, Earth won’t be the only thing that falls. He won’t stop until the entire universe is under his control.”

      She said something else after that too, but the words were muted and distorted. I couldn’t keep myself up anymore.

      I blacked out.
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            IN MY DREAMS, I AM DYING

          

        

      

    

    
      I stood on a star.

      It was bright and warm beneath me. There was a woman in front of me. She had skin made from moonlight and hair made from 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 color.

      She held out one hand, and I took it without even needing to think about the action.

      We didn’t talk.

      She walked me off the star and into the darkness. The night stretched out around us, but I wasn’t afraid of it. I had no worry about falling or floating off. I could breathe perfectly fine, even though the darkness was pressing against me from all sides.

      I was surrounded by the vastness of space. I knew that whatever was going on, this was where I was meant to be. That connective thread that wrapped between me and the three girls I had met over the course of the last month seemed stronger than ever. Now I was certain there was something between us.

      I asked her, “Who are you?”

      She didn’t look at me, didn’t so much as let go of my hand. “I am the Weaver. I have chosen you. And for that, I am sorry.”

      “You’ve chosen me? For what?”

      She finally looked at me over her shoulder, and her full lips turned up into a smile at the edges. “To save the world. But I think you knew that already, didn’t you?”

      “You… you’re the one who made sure that I got Galactic and Celestial’s powers,” I realized.

      She turned away from me and continued. We drifted through the darkness. There was a temple of moonstone in the far distance. It was surrounded by moths with human faces, which seemed to glow in the late-night sky.

      “I am,” said Weaver. “It is my job to try and keep the world beyond your own protected. Zion is not what you think. Though he appears to be a human, it is just a cloak. It’s a mask. He is of my world and not yours. We banished him years ago, but the humans recently unleashed him from his imprisonment.”

      Humans had a bad habit of doing that. They thought they could do anything they wanted, that they could go anywhere in the world and take it for themselves. We’d let a lot of nasty things loose over the years that the Big Leaguers had to clean up. So, it wasn’t a surprise that was where Zion came from too.

      “And as it is my job to keep this world protected…” She glided up the moonstone steps and into the temple. It was the most glorious piece of architecture I had ever seen. It was instantly apparent that no mortal had ever been here before. This was something that only another species could have crafted.

      The building had pieces that were disconnected, seemingly floating on nothing. She led me deeper into the temple.

      Weaver continued with, “…that means it was my job to find someone who would be able to stop Zion. I can affect the strings of reality, to an extent.”

      She led me into a massive room. After a moment, I realized the room was covered in thick layers of silky strings. It was like the whole place was built out of spiderwebs. I looked around, in awe of it.

      Weaver ran the tips of her long fingers over the webs. She looked at me, and I knew that these were the basis of reality, or at least, they were linked to it somehow.

      I asked her, “Why couldn’t you just get rid of Zion, then?”

      “I cannot alter the world that much,” said Weaver. “But I can take two strings and weave them into one, removing Galactic and Celestial, beings that should have taken the gift of the universe and used it to help create a better world, but instead had fallen into an endless feud with each other, and I could give that gift to someone who would use it to defeat Zion.”

      “Me.”

      “You.”

      “What is he trying to do? It’s more than just take down the Big Leaguers at the coast, right?”

      Weaver nodded. “If he can get access to their base, then he will be able to use the technology hidden within it to access the universe. He will try to come here, to this temple. He will try to burn my strings.”

      She turned to me then, her wings spread out behind her and something sharp and desperate about the look on her face. The white eye in the center of her forehead was glowing very, very faintly.

      Weaver took hold of my hand, clutching it between both of her own. A few strands of her hair fell over her left shoulder, hanging down in strings over her breast. “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 he cannot leave it.”

      “What?”

      “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, I need you to…”

      Another voice cut through the air, familiar and furious and sad, screaming, “Wake up!”

      And I did.
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            WAKING IN SLOW MOTION

          

        

      

    

    
      I sat up like I had just been hit with an electric shock. I was in the room where Celestial had been held, but the light had died off. I realized, after a moment, that it was because she had passed away. The once grand superhero now lay on the ground in a heap of limbs, crooked and loose, her hair feathered out over her back.

      They had drained so much from her that her heart could not handle it anymore.

      

      Something about the sight of her was haunting. I had seen dead bodies already. I had looked at them, and I had caused their death. Skulls broken beneath my meteor hammer, and noses cracked beneath the curve of my fist. Everything about the fighting that had gotten me into this room, though, seemed to be nothing compared to the fact that I was looking at one of the most powerful beings in the world, and she had been killed.

      If Celestial had been killed, was there really any hope that my ragtag group could handle things? I had to stop that thought before it could take root. That wasn’t the sort of thing that we should be focusing on right now. I had to try and stay in the present, in this current moment.

      My gaze went back to Celestial. I wondered if she had suffered. Had it hurt, in those final moments? Had it made her breath catch in her lungs? Had it made her skin tingle and burn? What did it feel like to die?

      My fingers reached toward her, almost against my will. I’d thought there was something dark in the world before, but now, I knew that there was something even worse. Celestial was meant to be the savior. When she went missing, that’s when people had started to worry. They had started to be on guard, and it had been justified.

      The men and women around us, they were – well, they were desperate. They were losing their friends and comrades left and right, and Celestial had been their only real hope. If they could just find her, then they would have a chance again, they would have hope again.

      But there was no more hope now, and no more chances. Celestial wasn’t going to be able to fly in and save the world. She was never going to be able to help anyone again.

      Even more stark and shocking was the realization that, for all that Celestial had devoted her life to, saving those who were in distress, when it came time for her to need help… no one had been there.

      No one had been able to pull her out of the darkness in time. She had been alone at the end, the same way that the stars were alone in the sky; the same way that there was always someone in the dark, with no one around.

      Was that going to be me?

      In a year or two, would I end up the same way?

      God, who am I kidding! There’s no time for this to be in a year or two. I’m already in the same spot as Celestial, stuck here in the dark, away from everyone else. I’ve got my girls with me, sure, but when we get trapped down here, who is going to come find us?

      The simple answer was that no one would be coming to look for us. We were going to be on our own down here. It was a devastating revelation.

      Should I have already figured that out, even before coming out here? Yeah, probably. But I didn’t. I was just – fuck, you know what? I was lost. I got lost. I thought I would be able to do this and have nothing go wrong. That I would be able to make it through the world and have no problems. We would be able to come in here, find Celestial, set her free and – and then I had planned on going back home, back to my own life; I had planned on setting her free and then setting myself free too.

      But now, I was faced with the realization that my plan would not happen. Whatever I was about to step into, whatever I was about to face, it had been enough to kill Celestial. And I was going to have to try and pretend like I stood even half a chance against the same people that killed her?

      “Fuck.” The word slipped out without me really meaning to speak it, but it didn’t really matter. There wasn’t anyone around to notice. No one that would realize I was in here. “Fuck. This is –”

      I didn’t even know what this was.

      It was awful.

      It was the kind of thing that could jolt you down to your very core, that could make your whole body seem to tremble and shake. I just wanted to curl up in a pile and not deal with anything else.

      Celestial was dead, and that meant everything was suddenly going to be on my shoulders. It was going to be up to me to try and save the world, to try and prevent it from happening. I scrubbed at my face with both hands, forcing myself to take in a deep breath and to let it out slowly. I wanted to say that I didn’t know what to do next, but that would be a lie. There were only a few options left for us.

      I could leave. And I could stay.

      And I knew, no matter how scared I was, no matter how much the death of Celestial gutted me, I could not just get up and leave. There was too much at stake.

      I pulled myself up to my feet and looked around. Was someone else here? That voice… it had been… it had been familiar. It wasn’t Maybe, though, or Kitten. It wasn’t Song Bird either. My gaze drifted to Celestial, but I knew it couldn’t have been her either.

      My hand pressed against my chest, fingers rubbing against the fabric of my suit. My mouth pulled into a thin line, and I turned, stepping away from the fallen woman and back into the hallway. That voice, it had been… it had been someone I was meant to meet but had not yet come across. It was the gravitational pull, ripping me away from Weaver’s realm and back into my own body.

      

      Leaving her was surprisingly hard. Someone that had done so much for the world around us deserved more than just being left here in a hidden room in some ugly warehouse. Celestial was meant to be someone, and she should have the funeral that she deserved.

      But there wasn’t anything that could be done about it right then. I just had to keep moving forward, one step at a time, and try to figure out what was going on. I had to take up the mantle where she had been standing and use the powers that had been gifted to me to save the world.

      That made me sound so pretentious. I had to save the world, as though there were no other supers out there who could do anything to help. As though the whole world was reliant just on me and not on the girls that I was fighting alongside. I didn’t know how to handle any of it, but I knew that staying in this room, mourning the loss of a woman I had never even met, wasn’t going to be helpful, not to anyone.

      I had other problems I needed to deal with and solve. Bigger, more pressing issues.

      

      Everything ached, these three solid pulses of pain, and then the pain was totally gone. Frowning, I pressed a hand against the side of my head, digging my fingers into my hair and then pushing it out of my face. I was tempted to take the mask off too but knew that was a bad idea.

      God, how did my life get like this?

      That pulsing, orbital sensation was maybe the most insane thing that had ever happened to me. I couldn’t understand why it kept cropping up like that. And the fact that the voice was still there… not physically but lingering like a kiss against the back of my neck… was even more unsettling.

      And it was strong enough, too, to pull me out of whatever that was.

      And wasn’t that the question of the year? What was that? It was… it was something. Powerful, unending, another world. Weaver had brought me somewhere that I was certain humans had never been before and had never been meant to go. Had it just been my spirit that was pulled into that strange, otherworldly realm? Had it been a wormhole of sorts?

      I knew it wasn’t a dream. There was no way in hell that could have been imagined. It was just… it was solid. It was solid, and it was whole, and it was the kind of thing you just couldn’t make up. Trust me, I was a mechanic for a living, I wasn’t that creative.

      And even aside from that, I felt changed. Maybe that was just the added power I had rushing through my soul, but I didn’t think so. It was something else.

      I felt unsteady. There was a strange heat lacing over my body. It wasn’t until I was almost back to the room where the girls were waiting that I realized it was because I had begun to heal myself, my body naturally taking the energy of the Seed of the Seventh Star and using it for itself.

      Song Bird had mentioned this before at the base. She had also mentioned that there was something else Celestial could do. Two other powers, great and fearsome, which had landed her the role, not just of hero, but of superhero.

      I took a deep breath, trying to steady myself, and then slid into the room.

      The first thing I noticed was that Song Bird had finally moved over and crouched down next to Kitten. They had done their best to treat their wounds, patching each other up the best they could. As heroes, they knew basic first aid and could handle most wounds, but…

      But they couldn’t heal.

      I quickly filled them in on what had happened, telling them about Celestial and gaining her powers. I stopped before I told them about Weaver, though. I would let them know about that later. For now, there was no telling if there were listening devices nearby, and I didn’t want anyone else to know I’d had contact with the alien deity.

      “This is bad,” said Song Bird. “I had been hoping we would be able to get her to help us in this battle. If we can’t…” She trailed off.

      Kitten stood up and stretched, rolling her shoulders from side to side and then moving to stand beside me. “It doesn’t matter. We’re already here, so we might as well keep going.”

      “I can heal now.” I showed them the healed-up wounds. “But I think it’s going to get harder the deeper into this place we get. I’m worried about the two of you.”

      Kitten shoved past me and walked out into the hallway without saying anything. After a moment, Song Bird followed suit, and she told me, “I think it’s too late for any of us to back down. I had been hoping we would be able to get her to help with this. Are you sure she’s dead?”

      “Trust me, she’s gone. But I have her powers.” I took hold of Song Bird’s hands, tangling our fingers together briefly. “I can do this, Song Bird. We just need to find Maybe first, and then I promise you, I’ll take this whole base down, and Zion with me.”

      I didn’t have a choice. If Zion wasn’t stopped, then the whole planet was doomed. I wasn’t sure why Weaver had picked me out of everyone to save the world, but it wasn’t the kind of offer I could refuse. I needed to just pull my act together, keep my head on straight, and try to get through this as fast as possible.

      “I trust you,” said Song Bird. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t be here.”

      She gave my hands a returning squeeze and then let go of me and went to follow Kitten deeper into the base. For some reason, her words seemed to land on me heavily, making my heart shudder and jump about in my chest. The whole world was resting on my shoulders, but what really got me was the fact that I didn’t want to let Song Bird down.

      She was trusting me, and I couldn’t break that trust.

      With one last breath that was meant to steady myself, I turned and followed the two girls down the hall, weaving between them and quickly taking up point again. With my newly gained healing powers, I would be able to make it through with less problem than before.

      I just had to make sure Song Bird and Kitten made it through with me.
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            VIOLENT DELIGHTS AND VIOLENT ENDS

          

        

      

    

    
      We kept going. Room after room after room. I didn’t understand why this place was so big. When I asked about it, Song Bird explained, “Some alien technology allows buildings to be enlarged inside. I would imagine they have a few of them to get it this big.”

      “It’s more common than you think,” said Kitten. “Before you ask. A lot of hero leagues use it to help keep their bases large enough to accommodate the sheer amount of bullshit they have inside. I think it’s stupid.”

      “Why?”

      “Not the time to talk,” said Kitten with an irate flick of her ears. She opened her mouth to say something else and then came to a sudden stop. Her ears moved about as though they were on a swivel. I could practically see her brain ticking behind those sharp, lovely eyes.

      Song Bird, her voice hushed, asked, “What do you hear?”

      “Maybe,” said Kitten. “This way.”

      She turned and led us down another hallway. As we approached a door, it slid open all on its own. Song Bird said, “That’s not reassuring.”

      “No,” said Kitten. “It’s not. They’re expecting us.”

      “With the trouble we’ve caused?” I snorted. “I’m not surprised.”

      I made to take a step forward, but Song Bird snapped up my wrist. “We don’t know what we’re walking into, Gravity, but there’s something beyond that door, and we need to be ready for whatever it might be. You need to know that…”

      I took my hand back, but I was gentle about it. “Kitten. She’s alive, right?”

      “Yes,” said Kitten, though she said it almost grudgingly. “She’s alive.”

      “Then it doesn’t matter what’s on the other side of the door,” I said firmly. “I told you all at the start, and I stand by it. I need you all to understand that… that this is how it must be. I won’t leave her…” a beat of a pause before I added on, “and if something happens, then I’ll come for the both of you too.”

      That made them both freeze.

      “This isn’t just because it’s Maybe. We’re a team. We’re in this together. And that means there’s no way I’m going to leave any of you behind,” I told them. I reached out, running my fingers over the slope of Song Bird’s cheek and then turning my hand to brush my fingers over the front of her chest, just beneath the nape of her throat. “We’re going to make it out of here together, all four of us.”

      Though I gave them a moment to think that over, they didn’t seem to have anything to say. I turned and headed toward the open door, pleased when I realized there were two sets of steps following me and not just the one of them.

      They were both coming with me. Even in the heat of this darkest hour, the fact that Song Bird and Kitten were with me was enough to make me smile. I stepped into the room with both of them right on my tail. The moment all three of us were inside, the door slammed shut behind us.

      It wasn’t a surprise, but the sound still made us jump. I looked up, and there he was.

      Hal.

      Or rather, as I now knew him, Indigo.

      The room was large and had clearly been made for a fight. It looked like this had been planned for a while. There was a large metal crate of sorts on the other side of the room next to a series of consoles. It looked like the metal fold-out crates people used for dogs, but the bars were thick enough that they could hold a human.

      And inside of it was Maybe. She had a heavy black leather collar hooked around her neck, and both of her hands were bound up and tied behind her back. She had a gag in, which meant we couldn’t understand all her words, but there was enough leeway that she could make sounds behind it. She was screaming something. That must have been what Kitten heard. We were lucky to have her on our team. I doubted we would have been able to find Maybe in here without her. We certainly wouldn’t have been able to find her this quickly.

      “I knew you would come,” said Indigo. “Though you’ve been a real pain in the ass. You were supposed to eat that damn dinner too. I had enough in it to knock you out flat. This would have been so much easier if you had just eaten it!”

      “I’m so sorry I didn’t make your kidnapping me easier,” I said dryly. “I’ll make sure to keep that in mind the next time someone comes around and tries to take me.”

      “Don’t worry. There won’t be a next time. Zion has been watching you. We all have. And we’ve come to realize that there’s no one out there who might be a bigger bitch to try and handle than you. We were going to try and take you for the army, but at this point, you’ve made Zion so angry, he just wants your head.”

      His gaze flicked to Kitten and Song Bird, who had taken on fighting stances.

      I took a step forward instinctively, knowing I could take a hit a hell of a lot better now that I had healing magic.

      Indigo finished, “I think he’d like the heads from your girls too. They’d make damn good trophies, if you ask me.”

      “Not going to happen,” I told him, pulling the Meteor Hammer out of my pouch. I let the heavy metal ball hit the floor just so Indigo knew how heavy it was and how badly it was going to hurt to get hit with it.

      The ground cracked slightly beneath it.

      Indigo laughed. It wasn’t a nice sound. It was harsh and angry. “Oh, don’t be so full of yourself. You might have stolen Galactic’s powers, but that doesn’t mean you know how to use them. In fact, I’m positive you don’t. This is going to be a piece of cake. You’ll be dead before you even know I’ve hit you.”
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      Indigo struck fast.

      The man came charging forward, throwing himself at us. We scattered. To my surprise, the man pulled a curved katana out of a sheath on his back. The blade was made with the same black metal as my wristband, so I knew it had to have been something that was given to him by Zion.

      A part of me couldn’t help but wonder how they ended up like this. Had Indigo always been bad, or had Zion managed to sway him with something? Had power been promised? Had it been the allure of fame or fortune, or maybe a place at the top of the food chain once Zion had taken over the world? It was impossible to know for certain without asking the man, and I knew that wasn’t going to happen. Not now.

      He was too far gone.

      Or hell, I didn’t know him. Maybe Indigo had always been like this. Maybe the guy had just always been a raging asshole, and this was just an easy way for him to go. Whatever the case, he fought like a vicious thing, striking out, slamming the curve of his blade into everything he could reach.

      Kitten dropped down, rolling away from a hit. The blade sank into the floor. I used that moment to strike out with my Meteor Hammer, and the spiked ball slammed into him from behind only to bounce off the blade of his sword when he flung around and parried it.

      “Impossible!” I gasped.

      Indigo laughed. “Do you think Zion sent me to take care of you with nothing? No! I have everything I need here to kill you! Space Color!”

      With another wave of his sword, there was a bright arcing flash of violet light that shot off the end of the blade. It slammed into Kitten’s legs, and she screamed in pain as the strange heat of the light seared into her. She hit the ground.

      Song Bird was busy trying to get Maybe out of the crate. She looked over her shoulder, face pinched in unease. This was bad.

      “Space…” Indigo was pulling the sword back again. I could tell he had only just gotten these powers because he was still having to shout out the name of the attack each time he used it. “Color!”

      I moved without thinking, throwing myself in front of Kitten. The color slammed into my chest so hard that it knocked me backward. I hit the ground ass first, shoulders slamming into the tile as well. The pain was stinging, but I knew that my powers allowed me to heal, whereas she would have been killed.

      The pain surged around me, shooting up through me, nearly blinding me. The world seemed to echo around me, wavering out of existence as the pain sent the blood rushing through my head. I should have died, but then the light surged up through my body, shooting out through the wound in my chest like a cascade of color.

      I gasped, my body arching away from the tile floor beneath me, and was breathing once more. The front of my outfit was soaked in blood, but I managed to sit back up. Indigo backed away with wide eyes.

      “No. That’s not possible,” said Indigo. The tip of his sword bumped against the ground. “That’s not possible!”

      “It’s possible,” I told him, drawing myself up onto my feet. “And now… now, we’re going to kill you.”
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      After seeing how close to death I had come, Song Bird told Maybe, “I’ll be back when this is done,” and then moved to join us. It was a little bit easier now, with all three of us forcing Indigo backward. He seemed surprised by the fact that there were so many of us. Had he just been expecting it to be me? That might have been it. But that was his own fault.

      The problem with villains was that they viewed the world in black and white. Just because they wouldn’t do something, they moved through the world expecting others to do the same thing. But that was wrong. It was so wrong.

      We were friends.

      I knew Maybe had been spending a lot of time talking with Kitten before this happened. And Song Bird wanted to be a good person. She wanted to do the right thing. And… I would do anything to kill this motherfucker. I couldn’t believe he would do something like that to her, shoving her in a crate, gagging her!

      The first time I killed someone, it had sent this warmth surging through me. I had tasted like the same euphoria that Galactic felt each time he attacked someone, and I had found myself relishing in it. It had been this uplifting thing, something I could easily have sought out, like a drug.

      And right now, I wanted another hit. Badly.

      Indigo’s sword cut into Kitten’s side, but she managed to avoid a killing blow. Song Bird shouted, “Cover your ears!”

      “No,” shouted Kitten, all but tackling Song Bird herself. “I can’t deal with that again. Do something else!”

      Their spat left an opening for Indigo to strike out, and I lunged forward, using the metal of my bracelet to block the sword. The moment the metal clashed together, it felt like all of the sound was being pulled out of the room with a sucking hiss.

      I was stunned by that. Judging from the look on Indigo’s face, so was he. He jumped backward, pulling his sword close to his chest. I shook out my hand, trying to knock the vibration free from my bones.

      “Careful with that,” said Kitten. “We have no idea how that technology works.” She shot Song Bird a nasty look. “We shouldn’t have been risking it now.”

      “We had to,” said Song Bird.

      “Focus,” I told them. “You can fight later!”

      And just like that, we were back into the fray. On and on, it felt as though the fight was never going to end. Every time we seemed to be making progress, he would get a good hit in. Every time it seemed like he was pushing forward, we would find another surge of strength.

      Maybe screamed and wailed from behind the gag still in her mouth. Part of me was glad that Song Bird hadn’t taken it off. I would have been way too distracted by the unmuffled sound of Maybe’s voice.

      “We have to end this,” I said, dropping back. “Song Bird, I’m going to pin him.”

      “You couldn’t if you tried,” said Indigo, taunting me.

      It was much easier now for me to grab onto people, but I could only hold them to the ground and not anything else. A one-thing-at-a-time sort of deal.

      I shouted out the name of my attack and flung out my hand, wrapping his mass in my power. I slammed my hand down, and Indigo’s body crumpled, following suit. He was screaming and shouting, but no amount of thrashing could break my hold on him.

      “Now,” I told them. My neck was tensed, every muscle in my body pulled tight. I wanted to take a step forward and just handle things myself, but I couldn’t risk it, not with how much Indigo was trying to break free, not with the way he was fighting against the attack.

      Maybe was still in a cage, and Kitten was injured badly at this point. Song Bird was our only option. She pulled a small dagger out of her safety belt on her hip. Slowly, she stepped over to Indigo, adjusting the blade so she was holding onto it, staring down at him.

      If he recognized her, he didn’t say anything.

      Didn’t have the chance for it.

      She brought the blade down into his throat and killed him with a single blow. He gurgled, and I let go of the mass, allowing his body to jerk and thrash in the throes of death. Song Bird made a tortured sound in the back of her throat and hurried to take a few steps away from the man.

      Had she ever killed someone before?

      Well, sure, heroes did that on accident sometimes. Even civilians, if they got too close to a fight. But I wondered if this was the first time she had ever killed someone on purpose. She clearly didn’t have that same wave of pleasure from it that I did.

      I shook my hands out and moved to put one of them on her shoulder. “You did good.”

      Maybe kicked at the metal bars and let out another muffled shout. Even with the words hidden, it was clear she was demanding someone come and let her out. And even though the gag was a good look on Maybe, everything else just made me angry.

      I said, “Come on. Let’s get Maybe out of here and move on.”

      “You do that,” said Kitten. “I’m going to search the body. We’ll take the sword with us when we leave, put it up where that bracelet is supposed to be.”

      Song Bird was too lost in her own misery to even give her a sour look. She just turned, following me over to Maybe, and set about helping me break the fourth member of our party free.
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      Maybe was not seriously hurt. She had been drugged, and that had given her a massive headache. There were red rubs in the corners of her mouth from the gag, and a bruise on the side of her temple. She shook her head a few times. And then she pulled me into a hug, grabbing onto me, holding me close, like she was so distraught she didn’t know what else to do.

      Kitten gruffly said, “We don’t have time for this.”

      She had the sword on her back, though it was clear she didn’t plan on using it right now. “I know that you’re scared, but we must go.” And then, “You should have backed out at the start, when you had the chance.”

      “I couldn’t do anything to protect myself,” she said, her voice twisting with grief. I ran my fingers through her hair, brushing it out of her face.

      “Easy, it’s okay. I know… I know that things are hard right now, but I promise you. They’re going to be okay.”

      She sniffed a few times and then turned, shoving her hand toward Kitten. “I want that sword.”

      “Not happening.” Kitten brushed past Maybe and moved toward the door on the other side of the room.

      Song Bird said, “She’s right. You shouldn’t touch that until we analyse it. We have no idea what it could do to you.”

      She turned and followed Kitten, the two of them vanishing out into the hallway nearby.

      Maybe turned to look at me and said, “I don’t want to be defenseless again! I won’t do it to… Gravity.”

      She caught herself at the last moment, managing to not use my civilian name. I didn’t think it mattered too much. I got the feeling that everyone here probably already knew who I was.

      I brushed my fingers over the curve of her cheek, my thumb under her eye. “It won’t happen again. But right now, I need you to try and keep Song Bird and Kitten alive. We’ve got one more problem to solve, and then… then we’ll figure the rest out.”

      She still didn’t seem very pleased by that statement, but thankfully, Maybe didn’t keep arguing with me about it either. She just let me turn and lead her out into the hallway, following after Kitten and Song Bird.

      I was glad Maybe was alright. I had been so worried about her. But… now I was left to wonder if this was even a good thing. Her want for a weapon, I got the feeling that was not something that would be changing anytime soon.

      And I didn’t blame her, sure, but I just… I worried about her.

      The thought of her fighting with us… it was unsettling. I had to force myself to gather up those thoughts and push them aside. For now, the only thing I could think about was finding Zion, killing him, and saving the world before the strange being, Weaver, had a chance to destroy it herself.

      What a tall goddamned order.
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      We stepped into the room that held the teleporting device. The thing was made with alien technology, sleek black and white metal and eerie blue light. We were expecting a fight. We got one.

      Zion was standing there, waiting for us. He held a trident that was made from the same metal as the teleporter. He leaned against it. Each prong was tipped in a different color: red, blue, and yellow.

      Zion was tall and thin, almost Grecian in appearance. He had tattered moth wings on his back, as though they had been ripped into and torn up over the years. A third eye rested on his forehead, but it was pure red, as if the once milky flesh now had been filled up with blood. He wore translucent clothing that left nothing to the imagination.

      “There you are,” he said.

      Kitten took a step forward. “You underestimated us, Zion. Indigo didn’t stand a chance.”

      “I couldn’t care less about Indigo,” said Zion. “He did what I needed him to do. I just wanted you here. And you… you met the woman, didn’t you?”

      I was instantly on edge. It was clear that by woman he meant Celestial. I demanded, “What did you want me here for?”

      Zion laughed. “I’m hardly going to explain myself to you. Your people might be prone to talking themselves to literal death, but I’m smarter than a human.” He twisted the trident around and pointed it at me. “We are going to fight. And I am going to kill you. Then, I will be able to get into the coast.”

      It struck me that he might have wanted both Celestial and Galactic’s powers in one place – inside of me – because that would make it easier for him to get the power he needed to make his plan work.

      So, I was just going to have to kill him before he killed me.

      Not wanting to give him the upper hand, I grabbed onto the base of the chain for my Meteor Hammer and flung it up, spinning it around my head twice. “You’ve made a mistake, bringing us here. I’m going to kill you!”

      Around and around, until the hammer had picked up enough speed. Then I released it, adding the mass back into it. The massive, spiked metal ball slammed into the front of Zion. It honestly should have hit him with enough force to snap his spine and break his sternum. It should have been a one-hit killing blow!

      Instead… it passed through his physical form and out the other side, lodging itself into the spread of consoles behind him with a crunch of metal and a snapping crackle of electricity.

      Zion smirked at me, his heavily tattooed face twisting up at the motion. He looked positively cruel when he told me, “If that’s all you’ve got, I feel almost bad about this. Almost.”

      And then there was a burst of light, and I screamed.
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      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. It would have been bad enough if the alien simply had a massive spread of powers like that, but he wasn’t just an Elementalist. Whatever was going on with his eye, it seemed like he was able to figure out what we were about to do before we even did it.

      Basically, we were screwed.

      We were a minor hero, a sidekick, a normie, and me – some normie flung into celestial power – with really no idea what was going on, and no idea how to handle ourselves. And 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.

      We were seriously underpowered. None of our attacks managed to do anything. Either they simply passed through his form, which seemed to shimmer and distort like something barely existing whenever that happened, or they bounced off some sort of force field that he had around himself. I think that must have been connected to the fact that he was wearing several strange looking bracelets, but it was all just guesswork.

      Finally, after being knocked down again, I pulled myself up… and watched Zion step backward toward the teleportation device. Was that active? Shit!

      Zion said, “I’m sure that we’ll see each other again. In the meantime, do try not to die before I can finish making use of you.”

      And then he stepped backward, through the portal, and was gone.

      “Shit, shit!” I tried to lurch forward and give chase, but a bruised and bloodied Kitten caught me and stopped me.

      Kitten said, “Don’t be stupid. If we fought him much longer, we would have been dead. This is the best break we could have gotten.”

      I looked toward Song Bird, expecting her to argue with Kitten and agree with me, but she just said, “We need to regroup. Then we’ll go after him. I’ll secure the warehouse and make sure that once we know what we’re doing, we can go through the portal and find him.”

      “He went to the coast,” I said.

      Song Bird told me, “And maybe the Big Leaguers will be able to beat him.”

      We both knew that wouldn’t happen. Weaver said I was the only one who could do that, the only one that could stop Zion. But I still hadn’t told them about what Weaver said, so I kept my mouth shut for now.

      “Fine.”

      Song Bird insisted, “This is a good thing. It’s going to give us a chance to heal and try to find some better weapons. We aren’t giving up, Gravity. We’re just regrouping.”

      “Alright,” I said after a moment. “Alright, you’re right. That’s the smartest thing to do.”

      Maybe asked, “Can we leave, then?”

      “Yeah,” I told her. “Yeah, we can leave.”
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      The moment we were out of the building, I set Maybe back down. By defeating Zion, we had broken his grip on the people of the city… and already, the press had gathered around and started to ask questions. Without thinking, I leaned down, one arm around Maybe’s waist, and then pressed a kiss to her mouth.

      The camera lights went crazy. Someone demanded, “Who are you, hero?”

      I turned to face them. “I’m Gravity.”

      Kitten rolled her eyes. She took a step backward, saying, “I don’t like you vultures any more now than I did before.” She flipped them off. “Suck on this, pricks.”

      “Kitten, Kitten! What made you join up with this new hero?” someone demanded.

      Kitten hissed at them, her bloody ears pinning back into her hair. Song Bird turned and pressed a hand to my shoulder, an action that she seemed to do a lot. I thought that it must have been affectionate. It felt to be affectionate, at least.

      She told me, “I’ll be in touch with you soon. I’m going to get out of here. Just go home. Don’t talk to them. Don’t tell them anything.”

      Kitten bared her sharp fangs. “They’re like vultures. Circling the dead because they want a little meal tossed their way. My dead are more important than you!”

      It didn’t so much as make the reporters pause. If anything, it made the questions and demands come out that much more frequently.

      “I’m okay,” I said. “Go do what you need to. We’ll figure this out later. I promise.”

      Song Bird just tilted her head to the side, and then she turned and she left, jumping up onto the top of the warehouse. Kitten gave the reporters one last nasty look, and then she did the same.

      They closed ranks around me, shoving microphones and cameras at me. I didn’t have the patience for this. Maybe didn’t have the energy for it either. I bent down, scooping her up. I pulled Maybe back into my arms and told everyone, “Sorry, but I’ve got to get this young lady back to her house for a rest. And I’m sure that you all need to be doing the same thing. Go home.”

      I took a deep breath, shifting the mass in my body. It allowed me to make the same massive jump as Kitten and Song Bird. We paused there on the roof for a moment, and then I told her, “Hang on, Maybe.”

      “I can walk, you know. My legs aren’t broken,” she said.

      I laughed. “I think this is better. Last thing we want is to go walking through that crowd.”

      “They should be home resting too,” said Maybe, a frown tugging at the corners of her mouth.

      I told her, “I’m sure they’ll do that once we scatter. They’re just hanging around here because they want some of the dirty details of what happened.”

      “Then I guess we should get out of here.” She wrapped her arms more fully around my neck, and I gave her one last kiss, more passionate this time, before launching up into the air and taking flight.

      Down below, the crowd went wild, but I wasn’t concerned with that.

      I was concerned with getting Maybe home safely… and with the single silver pinprick of a star that had finally come back into the night sky.
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      “Though Gravity is just an upstart hero, it seems as though he has been able to save the city where even our most well-established, long-lasting, and powerful heroes failed. Recently, the city came under attack by a strange alien force… and with that force came lackeys, who were pros at not only killing heroes but kidnapping you and me.

      

      “I know this personally, mind you. After an Obit stole me from my car two weeks ago, I lost time… unable to remember anything while I was under their control, and simply waking up later, standing in front of a warehouse downtown. This was the same experience that many others ended up having… and it should be noted that the only reason we have been freed was because of Gravity.

      

      “You might know the names Song Bird and Kitten… two fellow heroes that teamed up with Gravity to help break the city free. While they have all declined to give an outright full and honest answer as to what happened during our imprisonment, and though we have yet to receive a statement explaining Zion’s motives, it’s easy to see that…”

      

      I turned off the TV, groaning as the press conference finally faded away. It turned out that I actually wasn’t all that vain, and I really hated seeing people make vague, inaccurate assumptions about me, who I was, what my motives happened to be, and what we had done or been up against in that warehouse.

      They really had no idea who Zion was or what he wanted, but damn if that didn’t stop them at all from making their best wild guesses and trying to act as if they did know. This was exactly why I had never been interested in keeping up with the hero game in the past. There was just too much about it that was wrong and that was filled up with this weird political bullshit, the stuff that no one cared about and usually wasn’t true.

      Groaning, I rubbed my palms against my face. They had no idea that Gravity was Toby Gray, which might have been the only small miracle to come out of this thing. Already, I was very aware of exactly why people clung to their civvy identities so fully. No wonder Song Bird hadn’t told me who she really was.

      I was still curious, of course, and I was curious about Kitten too. But I figured that maybe I would also stop pushing against things quite so much and just wait until one of them decided to tell me on their own. It just seemed like the nicer way to do things, especially since I thought I might just die if the general public ever realized who Gravity really was. Just thinking about it was enough to give me a headache.

      Wait.

      No, that headache was probably because I hadn’t eaten in a while. Well, at least that was one problem I could solve easily enough!

      I was trying to figure out what I was going to have for dinner when there was a knock on the glass door to my balcony. I froze… then slowly I got up to go answer it.
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      I was lucky.

      It wasn’t Zion on the other side of my glass balcony door. It was Song Bird. I slid the door open and stepped out onto the balcony with her. She was crouched on top of the railing, her arms draped over her crooked-up knees. “I told you I would come and talk to you again.”

      “You did.” I couldn’t stop from smiling at her.

      Song Bird said, “This isn’t over, Toby. That portal, I’ve been looking into it. It takes him straight to the coast. We’ll know within the week if the Big Leaguers are able to defeat him.”

      “They won’t be able to,” I said.

      She gave a single nod of her head, voice tainted with grimness. “I know.”

      “We can’t stop until everyone’s freed and Zion’s dead,” I told her. We still hadn’t had time to talk about Weaver, but I knew this wasn’t the right moment. She had come here for a reason, and I didn’t want to derail that reason myself.

      Song Bird reached up with one hand, curling her fingers around her porcelain doll mask. Then, to my surprise, she pulled it away. I was given a good look at her face, with her full lips and her bright green eyes. She leaned forward, curling one dainty hand around my face and tugging me forward.

      Our mouths met in a kiss that was softer than anything else, filled with a connection that couldn’t be put into words. The orbital pull had grabbed me, and I wasn’t able to escape. I didn’t want to escape either. I waited until Song Bird pulled back.

      Then I leaned in and kissed her a second time, more passion in the action, just to make sure she knew I wanted it too. I was meant to be with them. These were my girls, and I was stuck in their orbit… or maybe they were stuck in mine.

      It didn’t really matter. The only thing that mattered was how we kissed until we were breathless, and then, when we parted, she said, “As soon as he shows up on the news, come to the base. Bring Maybe with you.”

      It warmed my heart that she was including Maybe in it now without needing to be asked. I nodded at her, stroking my fingers over the pale skin of her cheeks and telling her, “I will. Did you want…”

      “I can’t stay,” said Song Bird. “I have to go. You have company coming up anyway.”

      “Company?” I frowned, my brows pinching down and my mouth twisting. “What are you talking about?”

      But all she did was smile at me, the look almost smug, and put the mask back into place. “Have fun, big boy.” Then she dropped backwards off the railing of the balcony.

      I shouted and lurched forward, slamming my hands against the railing… but there was no sight of Song Bird. Just like that very first day we had met, when she came in and out from nowhere, Song Bird was gone from sight.

      But that was fine, because she was right. I was about to have company, and they were knocking on the apartment door right… now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            33

          

          

      

    

    







            SOMETHING GENTLE AT THE END

          

        

      

    

    
      It was Maybe.

      “Hey.” I let her inside. “You look a lot better.”

      It was true. There was more life to Maybe’s expression now and a brighter look to her skin. Her eyes weren’t so tired, and just the fact that she was in some clean civvies did a lot to make it seem less like she was about to get pulled into the end of the world out of seemingly nowhere. Just the sight of her was enough to settle something in the back of my chest, causing me to exhale with relief.

      There was so much going on, but knowing that she was here to help – that she was here to be a steady source of comfort and sameness – that was nice.

      We might not have known each other for very long, but that didn’t change the fact that she was a part of my life now, a big part of it. We were connected; it was a gravitational pull, but it was also something more than that. This was a deeper thing. The red strings of fate had nothing on whatever was woven between me and Maybe.

      “I feel better,” Maybe said, stepping into the apartment. I closed the door behind her. “You look stressed.”

      “Just –” I waved my hand through the air. “Everything that was going on in this place. I keep thinking about it.”

      “About that fight?”

      I shook my head. “Honestly, no. I keep thinking about Celestial.”

      “Oh. Kitten told me a little bit about that,” said Maybe. She reached out, putting one hand on my upper arm and giving it a reassuring squeeze. “I don’t know what I would have done in that situation, but I’m certain you handled it the right way.”

      “There aren’t any other ways that it could have been dealt with. I know that. But I keep thinking about her anyway. How do you do it, Maybe?”

      Maybe frowned slightly, but even that was a cute look on her, making her lower lip jut out just a little bit. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, you work at the ER. You’ve lost patients before, haven’t you?” I asked.

      She nodded. “I have. And it’s never easy.”

      “Even when it’s happened before?” I wondered.

      “It’s never easy,” she repeated. Her hand slid up, curling against the side of my face, her thumb swiping over the skin beneath my lower eye. Unbidden, my own hands settled on either side of her hips, tugging her a little bit closer. It was good having her this close to me, up against me. There were just a few breaths of air between our bodies, and that meant something.

      I wasn’t sure what it meant. Not yet. But I could feel it humming between us, a constant buzzing grab of emotion.

      Maybe continued, “That’s a good thing, you know? People who are okay with death, with losing people that they’re supposed to be taking care of… that’s how we end up with supervillains in the first place. We don’t ever want to be like that.”

      I sighed. “I know you’re right.”

      “You don’t feel this way about the Obits you fought.”

      “I don’t, you’re right. There’s just something about Celestial that feels different,” I explained. “It might just be that I have her powers now. She gave me something. I mean, she literally gave me a piece of her soul.” A hand moved to press against my chest. “And then she died.”

      And I couldn’t do anything to help her.

      I’d been given these powers, and I’d been told that I was supposed to save the world with them. I was supposed to fix all of this! But I couldn’t do anything to help her. And maybe that was how it was supposed to be. She gave me her magic, and that was clearly important. But still, it sat in the back of my chest like a rock, a stone, this ugly sort of weight that I couldn’t get rid of.

      “You can’t do this to yourself,” said Maybe. She brushed both hands through my hair, pushing it out of my face. “You need to move on from it.”

      “I don’t know how,” I admitted. “I don’t want to forget her.”

      “Good,” said Maybe with a soft sort of laugh. “Because I didn’t say that you should forget her. I said that you need to move on. Remember it, hold onto it, but don’t let it dictate everything. We lived. I lived. And that only happened because of you.”

      I shook my head. “I couldn’t have done it on my own.”

      “You saved me,” said Maybe, leaning forward onto the balls of her feet and pressing a quick kiss to my lips. Her breath rolled over my skin. Even after our lips parted, she didn’t completely move away from me, so when she spoke next, I could feel her breath ghosting over my skin. “And we all made it back out of there alive.”

      I knew there wasn’t anything I could say that would change her mind or make her view the fight differently. She wasn’t even wrong! I had saved them. I had gotten Maybe, Kitten, and Song Bird out of there alive. Even though I hadn’t won, that I hadn’t killed Zion – did that really make it a wasted fight?

      I had to believe that it didn’t.

      For now, if nothing else, I had to focus on the fact that my arms were curling around Maybe’s waist, pulling her forward into a tight and unyielding hug. My lips pressed against hers once more and then against the corner of her mouth.

      “Thanks for coming by,” I told her, my voice a sort of murmur. One hand slid around to settle on the small of her back. The other slid up over the curve of her ribs. When we kissed, it was searing, but it was slow. A slick slide of lips that took my breath away and sent stars exploding in the center of my lungs.

      But that softness, it didn’t last for long.

      She wasn’t here to play around. Maybe grabbed me by the shoulders and pulled me into a kiss. It somehow happened fast and slow at the same time, us twisting together, hands on our skin, on our bodies, stripping each other of our clothing. She ended up on the ground, which might not have sounded romantic but… the balcony door was still open, and the moonlight was shining in, casting her whole body in a sort of silver glow.

      She looked like a being from another planet, neither fae nor alien but something in between. Something that made my whole body twist up and then press down. I straddled her waist, my legs settling on either side of her hips, knees to the ground. I pressed one hand to the floor just beside her head, and then I leaned down and kissed her again, and again, and again.

      I was ravenous. She was ravenous. My hands roamed over her body, grabbing at her tits through the fabric of her shirt, sliding up to curve and pass over the long line of her neck, my fingers pressing against her smooth skin. Little curling slips of silver starlit scars curved over my own fingers from where my celestial healing powers had stitched the previously split skin back together.

      Her eyes fluttered shut, and for a moment, she seemed content to just lay there and let me lavish her with attention. I slipped one hand down the front of her shirt and groped her breast through the thin cover of her bra, my fingers seeking out soft skin and trying to put as much attention on it as I could.

      “I love you,” I told her. The words slipped out between my lips almost without my meaning to. I wanted her to know what I was feeling, even if it was all happening a little too fast. Even if this had come out of nowhere, crashing into us; a storm that caused the ocean to go into turmoil, that sent waves slamming back down onto the ground.

      I pressed my mouth to her lips, breathing the words into her, then pressed them to her skin, over her neck, her cheeks, each little kiss, each little slip of my affection for her taking on a physical form.

      “I love you, Maybe,” I told her a second time.

      Maybe let out a happy laugh, throwing her arms around my neck and pulling me in for another kiss. “I love you too!”

      There was something about the way she said it that made it seem real. As though everything we had been through together thus far had been building into this one magnetic moment.

      Magnetic.

      That gave me an idea.

      I used my gravity powers to pull the bottle of lube over to me so I could start stretching her open without getting up. In the shower, we had been quick and hasty, just seeking out that pleasure, that urge, that need, chasing down this unending high, this desperate wanting.

      But here, now, we could take our time.

      I slid down her waist until I could settle myself between her legs. She spread them for me, letting me hike her skirt up around her waist and pull her panties down. Maybe rose up onto her forearms so she could watch me from heavily lidded eyes, and I took my time running my palms over the curve of her thighs and up to the crease between thigh and hip. My thumbs traced the line between the joining of her legs and her hips, reaching out to where the thick curls rested above her pubic mound.

      The pads of my thumbs stroked over her skin, sliding down further until I had a thumb on either side of her pussy. She was already wet, and it made something hot sink through my veins. Just the sight of her was enough to send my mouth watering.

      There was nothing that we needed to rush through. There was nowhere that we needed to go. It was, for now, just the two of us. And I fully planned on making that count for everything that I could. I just wanted her to know what she meant to me – and that no matter what happened, we were going to be together. And she was going to be the top priority for as long as I could make her.

      Even if that was only here, now, in this one stolen moment.

      I stretched her open slow and careful, staying close so that I could pepper her skin in kisses and watch each little twitch of expression on her face. Taking in the way that she looked as my fingers strolled over her insides. Her eyes fluttered shut, and she slid down so her head was hanging between her shoulders. Her mouth opened, a mewl slipping between parted lips when I hit a particularly good spot.

      “God, Toby, keep doing that.” She pulled one leg up a little, sitting it in a crook so there was more room for me to lean. I braced my free hand against the inside of her other thigh, leaning forward so I could sprinkle her belly with open-mouthed kisses even as I worked my fingers deeper into her, one, two, three of them at a time, pressing up and looking for that little special bundle of nerves.

      When I found them, her hips jerked toward me and she let out a shout, fingers curling and scraping against the floor beside her. I loved the way that she looked, but I wanted to see how she felt even more. I wanted to see the look on her face when I pushed into her, took her, claimed her.

      Bound us together, the way that we were meant to be.

      It was even better when she let out a breathless keen, smacking away my hand and urging me to get closer.

      “Come on, Toby,” Maybe insisted.

      I pulled my hand away with a slick, wet sound. Her pre-cum clung to the curve of my digit, and I lifted it up to my mouth, licking it clean. “Maybe I want to just take my time, huh? Did you think of that?”

      “I thought about it,” said Maybe. “And then I decided that it wasn’t going to happen today. It’s been a long week, and I want you to fuck me.”

      “Well with a comment like that, consider my mind changed!” I let out a laugh, grabbing up the bottle of lube again. I took a few moments to slick myself up, making sure to twist my hand just right when I drug it over my own shaft and around my head. There was pre-cum already damp on my hot skin, and it felt so good that all I wanted to do was really give it to her.

      Thankfully, it was clear that she wanted the same thing from this encounter. Whatever softness Maybe normally wanted, it wasn’t something she was looking for right now.

      Right now, she wanted me inside of her, and I was more than happy to oblige.

      I slid into her, pressing in so deep that I knew she must have felt me up in her throat.

      There was something about this moment that was so overwhelmingly hot. It was the way she looked at me, the way she felt as I pressed in around her.

      The world was on the verge of a literal collapse; it was about to come down around our very ears. But there was a single star back in the sky and the moon full beyond us and, for the moment, we were still here.

      For the moment, we still had each other. And that was more than enough.
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            THE BATTLE HASN’T STOPPED

          

        

      

    

    
      There was nothing about my life that was easy.

      It used to be. I used to spend my time working on cars that just needed an oil change or a new tire, and then I would go home and watch my movies, and it would all just – fall into place. That was a nice life. Quiet. Simple.

      Lonely.

      Alright, so it wasn’t the best thing out there. I might not have been at risk of dying every ten minutes, but I really was alone. There was something about my life that had been stagnant, empty, and very, very quiet.

      It wasn’t quiet anymore.

      It was busy, and big, and filled with people who were always coming and calling on me. Well, three people. Two, mostly. Kitten hadn’t actually come by my apartment yet, but when we were summoned down to the secret base, she was almost always there, lingering in the shadows, sitting at the computers and tapping away, her fingers click-clacking over the keyboard.

      There were four of us in this party. Four of us against the world.

      That was why we were all down here in the secret base right now. Song Bird and Kitten were crouched over the computer, while Maybe and I lingered nearby, looking over some of the weapons and stolen artifacts that were scattered about.

      “I’ve got something,” said Kitten suddenly.

      All three of our heads snapped toward her.

      Maybe demanded, “What do you mean you’ve got something?”

      “An update on the stones that Zion has been using,” Kitten explained. “Come look at this.”

      We moved over to her, gathering around the backside of the chair. It was a little bit crowded, but we made it work so we could all look at the series of writings on the screen. The little green and white words seemed to bleed together, many of them phrases that I had never heard of before, letters and symbols that must have been from an alien language.

      “What does it mean?” I asked.

      Kitten admitted, “I’m still running it through the translator, but when we’re finished with it, this should give us the exact planet that Zion is from.”

      “How’s that going to help us?” Maybe asked.

      Song Bird said, “Because if we’re going to fight him, we need to know everything about him. There’s no way to bring him down if we don’t know what his physiology is. But once we figure that out, we might be able to get a better look at some of his weaknesses.”

      “His weaknesses,” echoed Maybe. “Okay, that makes sense. Do these things – I hate to be this way, but I’ve never heard much about aliens. Supers, sure, but not –”

      She waved one hand.

      “Some species are naturally immune to electricity, or they need certain things to eat, or they have to be hydrated a certain length of time each day,” said Song Bird.

      Kitten said, “And if we can get this translated, then we’ll be able to really figure out this jackass’s weakness!”

      It was a step in the right direction. Kitten was the only one who could handle this, so Song Bird sent Maybe and I home. We lingered up in the subway for a few moments, our hands curled together.

      Maybe said, “I have to go back to the ER anyway. I have a night shift today.”

      “Okay. Dinner tomorrow?” I asked. “If the world doesn’t end before then.”

      She laughed even though there wasn’t much of a joke in the sentiment. We both knew that was a genuine possibility. But we had to hold onto the lightness and the levity in these little moments, or the darkness would drown us all.

      I gave her a kiss, and we parted ways up on the street above. I went back to my apartment, and I moved through the afternoon mulling over the possibility that we might be able to find something out about Zion. And that if we could get a one-up on him… Well, then we might be able to get somewhere with all of this.

      I made short work of the day – it was a routine within a routine. Shower, eat, movie, and then to bed to sleep. I laid in that bed for the longest time though, thinking about the fact that there was something odd happening. It was a sensation that was building up in my chest, a moment that could only make me wonder more and more about the growing development of the world outside.

      I had watched the news while I ate dinner, and it talked about how, all over the country, supers and villains were disappearing. They were either being replaced with mass amounts of Obits that roamed the streets, or they seemed to have gone off the deep end. In New Jersey, a hero named Calicfur had broken into the jail and released almost all the prisoners. In South Dakota, a hero named Magica had single-handedly killed the biggest group of Young Heroes in the state, the Young Fighters.

      Gator, Mystic, West End, and Wolfblood had all been slaughtered, right there on the street. Each one of them under the age of twenty. Each one of them with hardly a single year of hero work under their belt, and their lives had been ended.

      Because of Zion.

      And I had let him get away.

      No. I couldn’t keep thinking like that. Even if it felt like I had already failed the world once, I had to keep moving forward. I had to focus on the here and now.

      More importantly… I had to get some sleep!
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        * * *

      

      I wasn’t expecting to wake up in space. Maybe I should have, considering how many times this had already happened to me.

      And yet, going from laying in my room to here, looking up at the stars, the vast expanse of the glittering galaxy around me, it was like a slap upside the face. My heart felt like it had shot up into my throat as I looked around, taking in the fact that nothing existed around me outside of the brightness of stars, and the glint of distant planets and comets that arced through the sky.

      God, even after everything that has happened, that still felt like such an insanely stupid thing to say. It’s just that, when I fell asleep, I was lying in bed thinking about the fact that the world was on my shoulders. I had barely even closed my eyes. There was no moment of blissful relaxation. I had simply blinked. And now here I was, standing on a star, just like I had been when I was in Zion’s base. I looked around but didn’t find Weaver right away. It seemed as though there was no one else around. My steps carried me to the edge of the star-like structure. Each step I took sent even more bursts of starlight up into the air, glittering yellow and white dust that plumed around me and turned into a shimmering mist.

      “Hello? Weaver, are you out there? What am I doing in here?”

      My voice didn’t echo. The void of space seemed to swallow it alive. When I reached the end of the star, I frowned, rocking onto the balls of my feet and looking down. There was nothing but darkness down there and even more distant stars. Far, far beneath me, a strange looking structure was visible – but only for a moment, and then the space dust curled over it, and it was gone.

      “Weaver,” I called out again. “Are you here? Please tell me what to do! I’m lost, Weaver! I’m totally lost!”

      Literally and mentally, if I was being honest with myself. I didn’t know what I was supposed to do about being here in literal space. And I wasn’t entirely sure what I was supposed to do about going into battle against Zion.

      Kitten was trying hard to figure out how to crack that code, and I knew that the moment she did, we were going to be charging headfirst into battle. And then… Then I would have to face Zion again.

      Honestly, that was frightening. And frustrating. I didn’t know why I was given this job or what I was expected to do with it. I was just a mechanic! And yet, here I was.

      “Alright, fine. Don’t answer me,” I grumbled when Weaver didn’t come out and actually tell me what I was a doing here. “I’ll just figure this out on my own too. That seems to be the trend here.”

      Granted, in the real world, I wasn’t totally alone. I was actually with my three girls. But there were moments where it still felt like I was alone.

      Like right now.

      The vast expanse of space could do that to a person, I guessed.

      Okay, so. Clearly, Weaver wasn’t going to show up here and actually help me with anything. I was going to have to try and find her and deal with things that way. So, I took a deep breath, and then I stepped off of the star and into the blackness and then carefully made my way even further out, deeper into the darkness.

      All around my feet, space kicked up into a strange sort of mist. It seemed to displace me, pulling me away from the star at speeds that normal walking could never reach. There was no way to tell which direction I was going in. Everything was just empty space around me, this darkness that couldn’t be absorbed by anything. I didn’t know how long I had been walking, but suddenly, thin arms wrapped around my waist from behind.

      It made me jump, just a little bit.

      Weaver pulled me into a backwards hug. Her breasts pressed against me, just as bare as the last time we had met. “Thank you.”

      Thank you.

      That’s what she was saying to me. And for a moment, I wanted to take it anyway. I wanted to let this be my reward. But I knew that I couldn’t lie to her. Weaver had been counting on me to defeat Zion, and I had failed her.

      Still, the words seemed to be stuck in my throat. I had to really force myself to get my voice working and get the words pushed out into existence around me. They tasted wrong, like soured milk.

      “I didn’t kill him,” I told her, turning around in her arms so I could face her. “I tried, but I couldn’t do it.”

      

      That fact had weighed heavily on me this entire time. I kept thinking that there was more I should have been able to do, but no matter how I rolled the situation around in my mind, I could not come up with an alternative option that seemed to work. It just made me realize that I had been doomed from the start.

      And that was something awful to think about, you know? That we had always been meant to lose that fight. That we had been brought into it to lose, no matter what else was said or happened. There was a sharpness in the realization, like a knife that was being shoved deep into my flesh, like I was being told, yet again, that nothing I did would ever matter.

      That was the same view that I had grown up with.

      I wasn’t ever meant to be anyone important. I wasn’t ever meant to be someone that other people recognized. I was okay with that too. It meant that I had time to take care of my mechanic job, and then – then I could keep moving forward, day by day, in my nice little safe and quiet bubble.

      But that bubble had been popped. It had been snapped. It had been broken. There was nothing left of it beyond the garage still standing, and even that was a terrible, torturous thing. It was almost mocking me. Look at the life that you used to have, it seemed to be saying. Look at the life that you could have had, if only things were different.

      “You bought the world a little bit more time,” said Weaver.

      

      That was just proving my point. We were nothing more than a distraction. She knew that we weren’t going to win that fight, and she had sent us there anyway. I should be furious with her, but I wasn’t. I found myself just feeling numb, or almost expectant, as though that was what had always been meant to be happening.

      If Weaver noticed it, then she didn’t stop to try and comfort me. Perhaps her sort didn’t understand the concept of comfort. Perhaps it was the kind of thing that she simply saw no point in.

      Why comfort someone who would not long be left in the world?

      Unbidden, I thought about Celestial again and the way that she had looked in death, curled up on the floor as though someone had simply thrown her away. Casually discarded. What happened to her corpse? I didn’t know. I hoped that someone did… But I knew it was most likely that she had simply been left there, lost in the dark, hidden away where she would rot away from everyone else, where no one would ever find her.

      Even I was certain that I could not find my way back into the place, not even if I was paid to do such.

      Still, the knowledge that she was lost from me forever, that was such a hard one to understand. To wrap my head around. In five years, if the world still existed, would anyone even know where her skeleton rested?

      Would anyone ever know to look for her? The hero, maybe. The person known as Celestial. But her identity is kept hidden, and no one knows what her normie name might have been. She was going to be written off as one more missing person, lost to the void.

      “But it’s not over with yet. I need you to keep going, Toby.” She slid her hands up, pressing them against the curve of my shoulders instead. “Your trials are just going to get more and more dangerous.”

      “Why did you pick me?”

      “Because I knew that you could do it.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t see the future,” said Weaver. “Not anymore.” She reached up and pressed the tips of her fingers against the side of her white eye. “But I knew that you were the right choice. I could feel it.”

      I asked her, “What do I do now?”

      “Now?” She slid her hands up even higher, over the sides of my neck, resting them on the sides of my face instead. “Now, you keep going. And you fight, until Zion is dead… or there’s no part of you left to kill him.”
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      It’s not like I thought I would be able to wipe my hands of things after the issue at the warehouse. It was more that after things started to settle down a little bit, I thought that maybe Song Bird and Kitten had found someone better to help out. The dreams that I had been dealing with came to a sudden halt, and the days seemed to fall back into my normal routine. My last encounter with Weaver had at least brought some amount of closure to me in response to Celestial. And it had given me hope that I might still be able to beat Zion later on.

      And that was the end goal. Take down Zion. But for now, we were able to rest a little bit and try to collect ourselves.

      I found myself able to take Maybe out on an honest-to-God date. While we had slept together, this was the first time we were able to treat each other like a real couple. We went to a nice little Italian place on the far side of town and tried to pretend that the world wasn’t going to break down around us.

      Which was great. She was a complete sweetheart, even though the issues with her roommate seemed to have shaken her confidence a little bit. I was pretty determined to lift that confidence back up into the sky.

      There was something about being around Maybe that just made me feel more alive, like I had an actual chance of getting us all through this. She was my good luck charm, and I knew it.

      And then…

      Song Bird showed up on my balcony late one night, a week after the fight at the warehouses. She was perched on the edge of the railing, the same way she had been a week ago when she took her porcelain mask off and gave me that brief, fleeting kiss.

      Only, the moment I stepped out onto the balcony, I could tell that this wasn’t about romance or trust. This was about something else, something far more serious.

      Her feet slid down onto the cement, but she remained leaning on the railing. “We need to talk. If you have company over, make them leave.”

      “I don’t have anyone over,” I told her. “Even if I did, it would have just been Maybe.”

      “This conversation isn’t meant for Maybe,” said Song Bird, a curl to her words that was strangely serious. “It’s just meant for you. And – why are you looking at me like that?”

      “I wasn’t sure you were going to come by again,” I told her honestly. “I get that this is probably something serious, but I’m still glad that you’re here.”

      “You’re right. This is serious.” Song Bird stood up from the railing, her boots tapping on the cement floor. “We have an updated report on what Zion has been up to and a progress update on the code that Kitten is trying to hack.”

      I nodded and gestured to the door. “It’s cold out. Do you want to come in?”

      Song Bird hesitated. I couldn’t see her expression behind that porcelain mask, but I knew that she was trying to figure out the cons for doing this and staying here with me. I had to let her know that being here with me would be fine.

      I mean, hey. If she expected to be able to work with me – to trust me with her life in a fight against the worst villain that the world had ever seen – then she should be able to trust me enough to come into my house for a little while.

      I told her, “Come on, Song Bird. I know it ruins some of the mystique and mystery that you’ve got going on, but I’m sure it’s going to be a lot more comfortable in there too. And then you don’t have to try and tell me everything in a rush in case someone comes by and sees you from the road.”

      Song Bird still didn’t move right away, but the allure of a warm house must have swayed her in the end. She gave a single nod and slipped past me into the apartment. Now, my apartment wasn’t anything special. I worked at a garage on the wrong side of town, and I lived on the wrong side of town too.

      It was small. The kitchen and the living room were only separated by a single island counter instead of any kind of dividing wall. The living room barely fit my oversized red couch, and the bedroom door was directly across from the bathroom door, both of which were painfully small.

      But you could see that Maybe had been helping touch it up lately in the way that there were colorful pillows on the couch now and something a little bit brighter and lighter in the air. A bundle of flowers, cheaply bought, sat in a plastic vase next to the TV, and the coffee table was piled full of articles and newspaper clippings on various heroes and villains that I had been trying to research.

      It was readily apparent that my lack of knowledge on the world of heroes was going to do me more harm than good. It was kind of like being in college and cramming for a test all over again, except that the stakes were way higher than getting a passing grade.

      We were working hard at figuring out how to get on the same level as Song Bird and Kitten. They had been heroes for a while now. Maybe and I had just been thrown into it. But since we knew that there was no way to get out of this mess, we had to figure out how to swim with the big fish so we didn’t sink and drown.

      She moved over to the couch and perched on the edge of it. I reached up, gesturing at her face. “You know, you could take that off. It’s just us in here.”

      There was something jarring about watching her sit there in my normal house while she was still dressed up in her hero clothing. It was a good look on her, mind you, all that cleavage on display. It just made things feel a little odd, because I was just wearing a pair of casual sweatpants and an old tee-shirt meant for sleeping.

      “We have a problem,” said Song Bird, completely ignoring my request for her to remove her mask.

      “Really?” I made a gesture at the place on my face where her mask would be sitting. “That’s all I get out of it?”

      “This is serious,” said Song Bird. “I’m telling you we have a problem. And it’s a big one.”

      I said, “I mean, what else is new? I feel like the whole world has turned into one giant problem lately.”

      “It has,” said Song Bird. “But it’s about to get worse. I have a contact on the coast that I’ve been speaking with, a woman named Wolf Hunter.”

      “I don’t know that one,” I told her. A shame, because I had been putting so much effort into trying to learn the names of the different heroes just so this wouldn’t happen. If I was supposed to be the leader of this group, then I needed to be able to act like it.

      But – yeah. There was no Wolf Hunter in any of the files I had been looking through, at least. It was possible that Maybe had taken them with her for her studies. We had both been buttoning down hardcore for this.

      Song Bird said, “I’m not surprised. She hasn’t been an active hero in years. Retired the moment she turned thirty, didn’t want to be in the streets anymore. But she keeps an eye on things, and we talk sometimes.”

      Oh. That would be why, then. I had only been studying the heroes that were in active duty so I could try and figure out who I might end up facing down in a fight if they got put under Zion’s control. I had never even considered the decommissioned heroes.

      Then again, I probably wouldn’t be able to get much information on them, even if I had gone looking. That kind of information was always kept under lock and key – specifically to prevent them from being pulled into things like this.

      If you made it to a point where you could get out of the game, you were supposed to be able to stay out of the game.

      “How do the two of you know each other?” I asked, moving to sit down on the edge of the coffee table opposite from her, making sure not to send any of my stacked-up papers spiralling down to the floor.

      “That’s not important right now,” said Song Bird. “The only thing that matters is what she said to me.”

      Personally, I thought it was all important. Big picture and that sort of thing, right? But I knew that arguing with her wasn’t going to get me anywhere, so I figured that it was best to just suck it up and move on, let the subject change the way that she wanted it to change.

      Whatever made her happy, right?

      I was all about the girls right then.

      I asked her, “Alright, so what did she say to you?”

      “Obits have made it to the coast,” said Song Bird.

      “They’ve made it there?” I frowned. “I thought we would’ve had more time.”

      “I did too,” said Song Bird. “But I was wrong. We were wrong about a lot of things, as it turned out. And they didn’t just make it to the coast. That’s not a good way to describe it. It’s more like they’ve taken over the coast.”

      I shook my head. The coast was home to the biggest set of heroes in the whole country, the Big Leaguers. They had been there for years and years. Even people like me, who didn’t follow the hero world very closely, knew a fair bit about the Big Leaguers. They were the biggest of the big, the kind of people that only came out and hit the streets when there were alien invasions threatening the entire world.

      They didn’t get involved with just anything, often thinking that they were too good for what was happening, that their abilities should be saved for even worse situations. But this issue with Zion, it was the worst one that the world had ever come across. Heroes and villains all around the country were being taken by Zion’s mind control magic.

      And the Obits, they were nameless, faceless henchmen that were following Zion and helping him take over the world. The name had been coined by the media right after they first popped up; Obits, short for obituaries, because they often heralded a lot of death in their wake. I thought that it was a twofer kind of name, that it could have also been short for orbiting, because they were orbiting around Zion, caught up in his throes and grabs for power.

      But that was just my opinion. I guessed it didn’t really matter where the name came from, long as everyone knew that they were bad business.

      “What are the Big Leaguers doing?” I asked. “They’ve finally gotten involved in this, right?”

      Song Bird looked away. That mask was twofold. I wished that I could see her expressions, that I could figure out what was going on in her mind. Maybe was incredibly expressive, which made it easy to figure out what sort of support she was looking for and what she was thinking.

      But this mask, it was like it kept us between two worlds, pushing us away from each other. And that was frustrating. There was a connection between us, something that was hard to ignore and hard to move past. A burning sensation in the back of my chest that made me want to hurl any time it went too long without getting to see my girls.

      Our connection was deeper than anything else I had ever been around.

      Finally, she told me, “The Big Leaguers went out and tried to get involved, but it didn’t go well. The city has almost been destroyed, mass evacuations rushing people out en mass. And the structure of many of the buildings, especially closest to the coast, they’ve been severely compromised. The death toll is unimaginably high, but even worse is the fact that there are hundreds, if not thousands, of people who have simply gone missing.”

      “So, they’ve been pulled under Zion’s control,” I said. It wasn’t a question. We both knew that’s what she meant by it.

      And yes, Song Bird nodded in agreement. “I don’t understand how it happened so far but… Zion was too strong for them.”

      “For the Big Leaguers?”

      “Yes,” said Song Bird. “They rallied together on the coast and tried to push the Obits back. But there are too many heroes and villains already under Zion’s control. The Big Leaguers were forced to fall back to their main base. The last I heard, they were secluding themselves inside.”

      “They retreated?” I couldn’t keep the disgust and the despair out of my voice. The thing was, the Big Leaguers were the best of the best, the final defense that the entire world had against any evildoers. To think that they had been forced so quickly into retreating, it was enough to make my stomach lurch up into my chest and my throat drop into my feet.

      If they hadn’t been able to take down Zion and the Obits, then how were we expected to do that? It was just the four of us, and Maybe, she wasn’t even a super. It was like we were being marched into a losing battle. Only Weaver’s previous message kept me from completely losing my nerve.

      She thought that I could do it. So, I was going to keep telling myself that I could do this, even if the Big Leaguers had been taken out of the picture.

      Song Bird nodded again. She made a humming sound in the back of her throat. “They didn’t stand a chance.”

      It was a losing battle from the start. That’s what Song Bird was telling me. I breathed out hard through my nose, trying to steady my nerves and keep my voice just as level and steady.

      “What happened to your friend?” I asked.

      She seemed surprised by the question. “Wolf Hunter?”

      “Right,” I said. “Is she okay?”

      Song Bird shook her head in the negative, and then her shoulders bunched up into a shrug. “I mean, I’m not sure. She stopped responding. Her communication device might have been damaged. She could just be somewhere hiding where she isn’t able to respond. Or…”

      She trailed off, but that was fine. She didn’t need to finish what was being said. All she needed to do was imply it, and I could fill in the blanks.

      Either she was dead or she had been taken captive by Zion’s hypnotizing powers. And either way, she would meet a terrible, gruesome sort of fate.

      I hadn’t lost anyone that I was close to in this war, thankfully. But it must have been so hard for the people like Song Bird and Kitten, the ones who were losing their friends and their family left and right, who were finding their lives falling apart at the seams, death and destruction clinging to the world around them.

      I reached out, putting a hand on her shoulder. “I’m so sorry.”

      Song Bird’s voice was tight with emotion. She said, “I’m going to hope that she’s just hiding somewhere. Wolf Hunter is smart. People don’t make it to retirement in our line of work very often. She should already know that the best option she has would be to simply pick up roots and vanish.”

      “I’m sure that’s what she did then,” I said, even though we knew that the opposite might have been true as well. After all, people didn’t become heroes if they didn’t think they could make a difference in the world around them.

      They didn’t become heroes if they didn’t think they had a chance at saving lives.

      If Wolf Hunter had thought she could save even a few more lives, she might not have run. She might have fought straight to the end.

      Song Bird shrugged my hand from her shoulder and stood up abruptly, like a wind-up doll jerking onto her feet. “I didn’t come here to talk to you about Wolf Hunter. I came to tell you that we’re going to need to go to the coast soon. Zion is getting stronger, and we can’t risk letting that bastard take control of the Big Leaguers’ base. If there’s something that can be done –”

      “We have to try and do it,” I finished, standing up as well and taking Song Bird’s hand in my own, tangling our fingers together. I brushed my thumb over the backs of her knuckles and told her, “I know. I know that we’re going to need to go and fight them.”

      “You should be scared,” Song Bird said. “You should be terrified. The chances of us winning this battle are so low, they’re practically impossible to see. Do you realize that?”

      The words startled a laugh out of me. “Way to give me a pep talk!”

      “This isn’t about pointless encouragement,” said Song Bird. “You need to know what it is that we’re walking into. You need to know… We’re going to be facing something that even the Big Leaguers weren’t able to beat.”

      “The Big Leaguers weren’t us,” I said confidently. “And they didn’t have me on their team.”

      The words came out surprisingly easy. I wanted to make sure that she realized I was in the mindset where, no matter what happened, I was going to step up and do what they all needed from me. And if that meant marching into a battle that was impossible to win, then so be it.

      And if it meant pretending that we had a chance of winning this thing, then that’s what I was going to do.

      Who knew? Maybe we would be able to speak our victory into actual existence.

      Song Bird tipped her head to the side, just a little bit. “I know. And I hope that’s enough to make a difference. I’m not staying. I just wanted to let you know what was going on. We have a hard road ahead of us, Gravity.”

      “You could stay,” I told her, tightening my grip on her hand. “You could stay here with me for a while, Song Bird. You don’t need to be alone right now.”

      Song Bird clung to my hand for a moment longer and then pulled her hand away. It wasn’t a harsh motion; it was almost a sad one, making it clear that she wanted to stay but felt like she couldn’t. I wanted to make sure that, one day, she felt differently.

      Song Bird said, “There’s a lot more preparation that needs to be done. And I need to speak with Kitten too. She thinks the translation will be finished tomorrow. Soon as we get it back, we’re going to have a better idea as to what we should do.”

      “Fine, I get it. But just so you know, the offer is always there,” I told her. And I meant it too. That she was always going to be allowed here. “You just need to come by whenever you feel like it.”

      “You’re sweet,” said Song Bird. I thought she was going to lean in and give me another kiss, like she did before, but – instead, she just stepped around me, vanishing back out the way she came. I didn’t bother going to check and make sure that she had left. I knew that she would already be long gone from sight when I got there.
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