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Chapter 1


"I really don't see why I need to be here is all I'm saying," I groused.

"Ja, I agree," Force, the super currently piling the unconscious bodies of terrorists in the middle of the room, muttered in his lightly accented English. "He's just a PI after all. He doesn't even have powers."

Gale ignored him. "You know the rules, Bob," Gale turned to face me, her “stealth” costume, a length of black fabric, coiled around her, a silver embroidered B flashing in the light as it passed, "to collect the reward from the Super State, you need to be instrumental in foiling the plot. Sure, bringing it to our attention is usually enough. But considering our former relationship, I didn't want there to be any doubt."

I wasn't as grumpy as I sounded. I was mostly just tired; hadn't been sleeping well for the last few months. But if I had known uncovering a terrorist plot would make Wendi, my ex-wife now known as the super "Gale", insist on spending time with me, I'd have focused all my efforts in that area.

"And me being here erases that doubt?" I managed through a yawn. I nodded at the man on the ground who was writhing in soundless agony, "You gonna let him breathe any time soon?"

Gale glanced down at the man. He was wearing a camouflage flak jacket, matching cargo pants, gloves, and work boots. When we had arrived a few minutes ago, the group had camouflage ninja-style hoods as well, which showed only their eyes. Gale, whose super power was control over air, had pinned down the leader by blocking most of the oxygen from entering his lungs. He had pulled off his mask and now his eyes were bulging as he clawed at his throat, struggling to breathe.

"Oh," Gale laughed lightly, her green eyes flashing behind her black, molded eye mask, microbursts of wind keeping the five yard long piece of fabric constantly on the move, "he's being overly dramatic. He won't die." Her bronze skin was flawless on her five foot, eight inch frame, wavy brown hair flowing down her back and out behind her. I shook my head. Gale's power always made it look like she was posing for a photo shoot.

"Still," I responded, "it's a bit disconcerting."

Gale nodded toward the wall of mismatched TV screens the terrorists had planned on using to watch their handiwork. Behind her, Force and Whisper, two members of the premier superhero team known as The Bulwark, continued exporting the terrorists to their holding cells on their space station base. Whisper had the power to open up "gates" or teleportation portals. Shimmering around the edges, she would open a gate to a particular cell and Force would throw them through. They'd land in a heap and immediately start vomiting. Whisper's gates had that effect. I knew from personal experience.

Over Force’s shoulder, I noticed one of the terrorists moving slightly. I thought about pointing it out, giving him a warning, but shrugged instead. Gale's current fling shouldn’t need my help protecting himself. The hooded terrorist raised a weapon of some kind, probably the proverbial death ray, and aimed it at Force. A beam of light shot out of it, hitting the super squarely on the back. He actually grimaced, which I found to be extremely satisfying. The Bulwark was, without a doubt, the most famous super group on the planet and Force was one of the more popular members. I thought everyone knew that he was pretty much invulnerable. I supposed this terrorist missed the memo.

Force spun on the terrorist, his hands in fists by his waist. In moments, his muscle mass, which was already considerable, seemed to double. He was nearly seven feet to begin with and he seemed to grow with his rage. If ever someone fit the stereotype of the master race, it was Force. His milky-white face, complete with square jaw and pale blue eyes, turned a light shade of red. This only served to accentuate his yellow-blonde, crew cut hair. His costume was a tight-fitting, black, leather-like affair that started with his boots and covered him to his neck. It was styled and molded as to emphasize his considerable physique. There were silver letter Bs, like the ones on Gale’s costume, on his shoulder and chest, a hallmark of members of The Bulwark. He clasped his hands together in one huge fist over his head, preparing to bring it down on the terrorist. His back smoked where the beam had hit him.

"Come now, Rod," I said quietly, "let's not lose our temper."

Force turned on me just as quickly, his eyes red with hate, "Don't use my name!" he hissed through clenched teeth. 

The terrorist punctuated Force's statement by shooting him in the back again. Rod screamed in rage as I covered a chuckle behind my hand. This trip was turning out to be a lot more fun than I had anticipated. Again, Rod turned on the terrorist, grabbed him by the flak jacket and threw him through a recently opened gate.

"Hey!" Whisper called from the other side. "A little warning please?"

"Sorry, Samantha," I answered. "Our German friend here is having trouble keeping up with these tippys."

"Gale?" Whisper called back, "Keep that man of yours in line please. And tell him not to use my name."

"He hasn't been my man for quite some time," Gale responded playfully. "You two," she looked at me, "play nice. And Bob," she cocked her head disapprovingly, "stop using their names."

"Why?" I muttered. "You're going to wipe these guys' memories anyhow. I'm one of the few who know about your little space station."

She knew just how to take the wind out of my sails. Not my man. I shook my head, warding away the images from my old life. I finally turned my attention to the TVs, unable to meet Gale's gaze. Every channel that was broadcasting the games was displayed on the wall of mismatched TVs, some more than once. The TVs looked like a display at a garage sale or pawn shop, many models older than me and only able to produce a black and white picture. My source had told me about this plot, not out of some sense of right or wrong, but because his family had won tickets to the games. He couldn't very well let his family die no matter how worthy his cause. He came to me because everyone knew I had connections. He could have gone to the cops, but they'd have ratted him out to the supers. With me, he could be sure that he could stay out of jail and alive.

Back when I was younger, we had the Olympic Games where the best athletes in the world met every four years to compete. When supers had started showing up in the late seventies, that had all changed. No one knew who was super and who wasn't, so professional sports fell out of favor, replaced by nightly recaps of super-on-super battles in the streets. Or, if you had enough money, you could pay exorbitant ticket prices for live super battles held whenever the Super State wanted to replenish their coffers. This was the first time an official Olympics-style games had been held in nearly twenty years. Only supers could participate, and it was quite an undertaking. To compete, heroes and villains alike had put aside their differences, rivalries, and plans for world domination. Everyone was shocked when Siddeon turned in Mr. Torture a week ago. Gift-wrapped and everything, complete with a fifty page report on exactly how Mr. Torture was planning on using the games to kidnap most of the world's leaders. With the lure of embarrassing your archenemy on global TV, even the villains had turned on each other to ensure the Tournament went forward.

The current terrorist plot had been engineered by a tippy group who planned to detonate an explosive during the opening ceremonies. The plan had merit: most everyone would be there, so their kill ratio would be high. But the games were held in a secret location and when we'd arrived, the terrorists were trying to suss out its coordinates based on the TV coverage. It never would have worked. On the way over, Gale and the others had been discussing the precautions. Fake backdrops, previously filmed footage, and carefully controlled camera angles pretty much guaranteed that the location would stay secret. Even if they figured it out, their plan was to launch a stolen ground-to-ground missile at the arena. Since a super with control over water had created a solid but mobile island of water in the middle of the Pacific, I didn't see how that would've worked. The super could have just moved the island.

On the screens, a dozen or more angles were being displayed of supers, both heroic and villainous. Rockface, The Gothic, The Rumor Monger, Toil, The Way, TriForm all flashed across the screens. A sea of supers, many I'd never seen before, many looking to make a name for themselves, no doubt. Dozens of languages, if not more, created a cacophony, devolving into white noise. Supers on fire, covered in ice, flying, semi-solid, in costumes of all kinds, paraded around a large, grassy central area surrounded by stands. The spectators were dignitaries, family members, and tippys lucky or rich enough to get a ticket. I noticed a few supers as well, not competing for one reason or another.

For the better part of a year, this event had been all anyone could talk about, not that I'd been paying much attention. Gale and the other supers had been planning it for years. Tickets had been exorbitantly priced and still had sold out in seconds. Members of the borderless country known as the Super State had automatic free entry if they wanted, of course; but for the rest of us, the only chance most people had of getting tickets for any of the events was through one of the many ticket giveaway contests held around the world.

I nodded at the monitors, "Can we turn that down?"

Gale stepped over to the console and, after a moment or two, pressed a few buttons. All non-English transmissions were suddenly muted. She glanced again at the wall of ancient TVs and pressed a few more buttons. All the pictures switched to a single feed.

She stepped back. I always appreciated how she chose to walk more often than not. She could have easily floated everywhere if she'd wished.

"These guys paid through the nose for exclusive access," she nodded at the screens.

I watched her watching the coverage. She was just as lovely as she was six years ago when we divorced, and as she was thirteen years ago when we met. My ears popped as they had each time Whisper opened a gate. I didn't have to turn around to know that she had just opened one behind me and Rod was tossing one of the terrorists through. The banging of bone and flak jacket against metal was all the evidence I needed. Rod was grunting audibly and, I daresay, unnecessarily. Aside from being nearly invulnerable, Rod was one of the strongest supers still in existence. The only one who even compared was Hero, a super from my childhood of legendary strength, speed and power. Of course, Hero could fly. Rod was always catching rides with Gale, a fact I took great pleasure in bringing up as often as possible.

"I think that was FiresStorm, wasn’t it? Yes! He’s sure to be a huge contender in this first Tournament of Supers. The opening ceremonies, especially this parade of supers, have been fantastic so far, wouldn't you agree, Cindy?"

"Oh, absolutely, Tim. It's been an impressive display."

The two commentators bantered easily and inanely as the screen showed super after super. It seemed as if the ceremonies were coming to a crescendo as fireworks started blasting off in the background. 

From behind me, a muffled voice, "You'll never stop us! We have cells everywhere! You can't steal all our best people. You're monsters!" 

I turned. Rod was picking up the last terrorist as he screamed. In front of him, a gate opened and Rod reared back to toss him through. The man continued yelling his rhetoric as I reached into my jacket and retrieved my flask. The cool liquid burned as I swallowed. I knew where these extremists were coming from, but wiping out half the world's supers, a good portion of its leaders, and countless innocents was not the way. 

Rod tossed the man through the portal just before it closed. "Huh, that was close," he remarked, rubbing his hands together, "he almost lost a foot. She must've wanted to get to the games."

"Can't say I blame her," Gale responded from behind me. "Are we about done here?" 

"Ack..." Rod grumbled and grabbed his ear. I turned back to Gale to see her doing the same.

"You two okay?" I asked.

Gale rubbed her ear, "New earpieces. Some sort of feedback."

I frowned at the thought of technology so advanced. Tippys still needed to find a pay phone. Supers were talking into their ears. I turned back to the monitors just in time to see a huge explosion of purple light on the screen. 

"Man, that was a big one!" the commentators on the broadcast agreed. Shots of people oohing and ahhing and pointing at the sky peppered the screen.

"It seems we have a latecomer, folks." Tim's face filled the screen as he held one finger to the earphone covering his left ear, "Yes, yes, there's been a sighting."

Cindy interjected, her face in full frame, "Now folks, if you've just tuned in...where have you been? This sort of stuff has been happening all afternoon. If supers love one thing, it's an entrance, right, Tim?"

"Right you are, Cindy," Tim responded. "Do we have video? We do?" Tim said quietly. "Okay, folks," Tim looked right into the camera, "looks like we have video. There's a super flying in very quickly. They say he's coming from overhead, from the midst of all the fireworks."

The video cut to a glowing spot with multicolor explosions and sparkles in the background. Behind the spot was a yellow trail of light.

"Seems like it's moving awful slow, Tim."

"Yes, well, they're telling me that's the angle, Cindy. It's coming from directly above the stadium."

As if to prove Tim's point, the glowing spot seemed to accelerate, fire streaking out from behind it. It reached the ground in mere seconds, hitting the center of the coliseum with enough force to ripple the ground. While I knew that was at least partially because the ground was actually made out of solidified water (not ice, I was assured), I was sure the spectators found it quite impressive. In the center of the ripple effect was a figure, bent over, with one knee and both hands on the ground. Light, bright enough to force me to squint, emanated from the figure. All around it, waves of heat distorted the landscape and figures behind. 

The figure stood, slowly, wisps of smoke trailing off his broad shoulders. Initially, I thought he was crispy-fried. His spandex outfit covered every inch of his body and was completely black. There were no markings, no eyeholes, nothing. It was as if he was a shadow - his costume was that featureless. Compared to the other supers in attendance, the man was as stark a contrast as you could imagine. Most supers looked for any and every opportunity to show off their bodies, draw attention to themselves with bright colors, and accessorize with capes, belts, and body paint. The lack of detail was jarring, disconcerting.

Something was wrong. Very wrong.

"Cindy, have you ever seen this particular costume before?" Tim asked.

"No, I don't think so," Cindy responded. "You?"

"Nope," Tim replied cheerfully. "Either someone has a new costume, or we are witnessing the birth of a new hero."

"Now that would be exciting," the sides of Cindy's mouth curled up, but her eyes didn't change. 

Next to me, Gale put her hand up to her ear, "Mind, do you have a make on that super?" A moment, "Mind?" She turned to Rod, "I'm not getting a signal, you?"

Mind was the supercomputer that managed all of The Bulwark's files, programs and defenses. It was supposedly a super who had melded into a machine, but many, including me, suspected it was some sort of highly advanced and therefore highly illegal Artificial Intelligence. I looked back at the screens.

"Nein, nothing here either," Rod responded, stepping up between Gale and me.

Glancing up at the big man, I took a step away. I'd need more than distance to even out our heights, but every little bit helped.

"Is he...? Yes, I think he's moving," Cindy's voice drew my attention back to the screens. 

Sure enough, the man's arms were rising slowly, finally stretching straight out from his shoulders. He spun, slowly, his head moving slightly up and down, apparently examining the assembled supers and the crowd. The camera panned around. Supers looked like they were preparing for the worst. Many had changed into their alternate forms like living fire or ice, some had erected force fields or barriers, and still others had donned their armor or raised their shields. 

The figure stopped once he completed a full rotation. All movement in the coliseum halted, all eyes resting on the figure in the middle. The camera zoomed in on his face and even the commentators hushed as it seemed the world held its breath. He looked to the left, the right, his face unreadable behind the all black mask. 

"Unclean."

The voice was as dark as the suit the man wore. I felt the need to run, to hide, to get as far away as possible even though I knew, intellectually, that the venue was probably thousands if not tens of thousands of miles away. The picture on the TVs flashed white and then changed to static. A stock "Technical Difficulties" message quickly took its place with a high-pitched tone playing simultaneously.

"Well, that's not good," I couldn't help saying.

Next to me, Gale and Rod were frantically trying to reach their Bulwark friends. After a few moments, the tone coming from the monitors subsided and my two companions stopped their communication attempts and turned back to the screens. 

An empty news desk appeared on the screen, quickly followed by a man trying to sit, adjust his jacket, and fix his hair, simultaneously. He was middle-aged with thick, salt and pepper hair parted on the side. His clean-shaven appearance was marred only by the lack of makeup to even out his complexion for TV broadcast. He ran a hand through his hair one last time and looked directly into the camera.

"Dan Anderson here. We seem to have lost contact with the games broadcast and we don't at this time know..."

A female wearing a large headset, the curled cord trailing off-camera, came into the frame and whispered something into Dan's ear. The blood drained from his face. He turned back to the woman, his expression grim. She nodded.

"Folks, I'm not sure if what I'm hearing is true, but there's been some sort of attack on the venue. I'm told we have video?" He looked off to the side for confirmation, which he apparently got. "Please, if there are children present you'll want to have them leave the room. I'm told the images are from a plane that was en route to the Tournament and has since been diverted. Again, these images are shocking."

The picture changed and for a moment I couldn't believe what I was seeing. It just didn't make sense. In the middle of an endless vista of water, with nothing else around it, was a huge mushroom cloud.

"What?" I stammered, "Where's the stadium?"

As if in response, Dan's voice came through the monitors, "It looks as if the venue, and all those in attendance, has been destroyed. God help us all."

 

# # #






  

Chapter 2


Gale and Rod barely said two words to me before leaving. They were too busy shouting into their concealed microphones and listening for responses. From what I could tell, they didn't get any. We had met a few blocks away before moving to the waterfront warehouse the terrorists had used as a base of operation. I'd teamed up with too many supers to go anywhere with them without a car nearby. They always seemed to have an excuse handy for why they'd leave me stranded without a ride. All except for Samantha, Whisper, who could open a gate and watch me try to hold down my lunch as I stepped through.

Samantha.

I glanced up at the sky as I stumbled down the street, the shock of what I'd witnessed threatening to overwhelm me. Above me, shooting stars made their way from horizon to horizon. I wanted to believe they were meteors, that they were some sort of astrological event that I hadn't known to expect, but I didn't. What I thought they were, what I knew they were, were pieces of The Bulwark's secret space station raining down on the planet. Burning up in orbit. If Samantha hadn't been on board when it happened, she surely was at the Tournament of Supers when the mysterious figure landed.

I reached my car, my breaths coming in rapid succession. I wasn't completely out of shape, but I couldn't seem to get enough air. I closed the door and gripped the steering wheel tightly. I closed my eyes and forced myself to inhale deeply to slow myself down. After a moment, my breathing nearing normal, I inserted the key shakily and the engine rumbled to life. I reached up and flipped the two latches that locked the car's roof to the windshield frame. I pressed a button on the dash, which slowly retracted the top into the trunk. After what I'd just seen, I could use all the fresh air I could get. Again, I took a deep breath, looked around, and pulled out.

I wasn't far from the office. Well, my home slash office. I supposed the reason I thought of it as an office rather than my home was because of all the things I wanted to do when I got there. There were people to call. Ted Vente, known as Tinkerer, was a longtime colleague, if not a friend, who created many of the gadgets that I currently used. He made the protective clothes I wore, the Inertial Dampener in my belt, and a number of other gadgets back at the office. Liz Novac was my oldest friend, someone I'd known since childhood, who ran TOP - Tippy Outreach Program. I doubt either would have been at the Tournament, but I still felt the need to check up on them. 

Fortunately, Gale was with me when it happened. She's the only super I'd...

Khan.

Damn. 

Khan was my assistant and, I daresay, one of the few supers I'd called friend. Khan was the fastest man on the planet. The problem was that he could only maintain that speed for a short time. Six months ago, I'd worked a case with Doc Arts, one of the best super scientists on the planet. He'd died in the end, a victim of one of his own creations. But before he died, he'd helped Khan overcome his limitation. Soon afterwards, Khan had left my employ and joined the ranks of the Super State. In a few short months, he'd risen from a Level 1 citizen to a Level 4. It was unheard of to rise so fast in the ranks of the supers, but with his power and the influence of his parents - two of the most powerful supers on the planet themselves - he was on the brink of being promoted to Level 5. That would have put him in the government of the Super State and made him a likely candidate for membership in The Bulwark. He told me he'd be at the games. I could only hope that he'd gotten away in time. If anyone could, it was Khan.

I reached down and flipped on the radio, trying to clear my head. There wasn't anything I could do until I reached a phone. Even then, I imagined the phone lines would be packed with tippys just like me trying to reach friends and family. Not the supers. They had their own methods. They wouldn’t be relegated to listening to busy signals and recorded messages. I rubbed my eyes, trying to slow my rushing thoughts. The wind whipped past me, smelling of the sea and...smoke?

I looked down at the radio. The light was on, but I wasn't hearing anything. I turned it up. Only static. "What the hell?" I flipped between my five preset stations. The first two were only static. One sounded like the record had finished and the needle was scratching at the end. The fourth was simply a person crying uncontrollably. I pressed the last button.

"… driving right now, stay away from downtown, particularly near the stadium." The announcer mostly managed to keep her voice from shaking. "As you probably know, they were showing the Opening Ceremonies live to a sellout crowd. The traffic in the area is gridlocked and we've been getting reports of violence. To repeat, there's been an incident at the Tournament of Supers. Someone has, for lack of a better word, obliterated the games' stadium and apparently all those in attendance. We're trying to bring you the most recent information, but right now details are scarce. There has been no word from The Bulwark or anyone in the Super State hierarchy."

Of course not. They were too busy taking care of their own. Why would they stop to reassure the public who were probably panicking?

"The police have asked that all off-duty members report to their local precinct immediately and that the public stay off the streets." There was a pause and a rustling of papers in the background, "Okay, we have some new information. Oh, thank God, it's from the Super State. Okay, it says, and I quote, 'As you undoubtedly know, the Tournament of Supers has been interrupted by an unknown super. While we are still ascertaining the extent of the damage, rest assured that key members of The Bulwark are still in operation and are working tirelessly in your defense. This is a challenging time, we know, but we will persevere. For now, if you have a power, no matter how insignificant, please contact your local Super State representative. If they cannot be reached, contact your local police force. It is time for all of us to work together for the good of the planet. We will keep all of you informed as best we can. Thank you.'" 

The DJ took a deep breath, "Well, that's something at least. I'm going to take a break, so let's listen to..."

I turned off the radio. Taller and taller buildings passed my car window as the smell of smoke got stronger. My office was downtown, but nowhere near the stadium area. It wasn't the nicest section of town but it had the advantage of being cheap. There was constant talk of gentrification of my neighborhood, but so far, there had been little movement. As I got closer, I found more and more people on the street. Many were looking up to the sky, hoping to see a passing super. A few were starting to gather together in heated conversations. I knew the neighborhood well from living there for over three years, so I felt confident I could get home regardless of the situation. Occasionally I'd glimpse a figure fleeing down a dark alley, but nothing too ominous. 

When I got within five blocks, things got a bit more tense. I had to avoid a few streets with burning cars and smaller mobs. Finally, I saw a mostly clear street that would bring me within a block of my building and could, with a little luck, lead to the back entrance of the parking garage. Glancing to both sides and not seeing any traffic, I floored the accelerator and blew through a red light. It was time to get home and it wasn't like there would be any cops around to pull me over. 

 

* * *

 

"Something's wrong with this stupid thing," a voice from the back of my office called out. 

I threw my jacket on the couch in the foyer of my flat, sighing. While the basic design of the space was open, I had walls installed to delineate different areas. This compartmentalized my life as well as the space. The door downstairs required a key and a code, or for someone upstairs to "buzz" visitors in over the intercom. At the top of the stairs, a second door opened into the foyer, which doubled as my assistant's office and waiting room. I rarely had so many clients that there was any need to wait. 

Through the double door behind my assistant's desk was my office. From the foyer, to the left, was a hidden door that opened to a hallway with a half bathroom that led to the open kitchen and living area. Beyond that was the single bedroom and attached master bathroom. This gave clients the illusion that they were visiting an office and served to keep my work areas separate from my living areas. Unfortunately, it often didn't work. I spent many nights sleeping at my desk, on the couch in the foyer, or at the terminal hidden in the closet behind my desk.

It was from the terminal that the sounds of frustration emanated. 

I had gone for months without an assistant after Khan left. I had made more than enough money on my last job and didn't really need to work. Plus, emotionally, I needed the break. The Doc Arts case had taken a lot out of me and I tried to use the time to recuperate. When the terrorist plot fell into my lap, I made two calls: one to Gale to report the plot, and the second to a service to start sending over possible assistants for me to interview.

Nissa hadn't come from the service; well, not exactly. 

The problem was that I have very specific needs. I don't have much of a life outside of my work and that means neither can my assistant. Because of this, I pay my assistants very well. Most can't handle the hours. Others can't stand me as a person, which I can understand. Most are under the illusion that there is some sort of glamour to PI work. Believe me, there isn't. Most of the job is waiting around for someone to do something stupid so you can take a picture of it. The rest is paperwork. And no one likes that.

Nissa had shown up about a week after I had interviewed and rejected her friend. I'd opened my door to a five foot, four inch girl with almond-shaped, brown eyes and long, brown hair. Her height was slightly offset by the foot tall mohawk fanning off her head. She hadn't shaved the sides of her head, but instead, sculpted the hair tight to the sides then pulled it forward into what amounted to longish sideburns. She'd worn dark eyeshadow, which covered her eyes and angled out to the sides in points that followed the lines a set of eyeglasses would make. Her skin was artificially pale, makeup covering her natural olive complexion. She had a small stud that protruded just below her lower lip.

She had stood in my doorway like she owned it, hand on hip, chewing gum noisily, "So, Jess tells me you're looking for an assistant?" 

I'd nodded.

"Pay's Level 5?"

I'd smiled, "If by that you mean good? No. It's great."

"I can type, file, take messages, all that. What else you need?"

"Ever used a computer?"

"A bit in college."

Good, but not great. Honestly, not many tippys had even seen a computer. The Super State had only recently introduced them into colleges and sold them to the uber-rich. Most tippys couldn't afford one and wouldn't know what to do with one if they could. "You can drive a stick?"

She'd raised an eyebrow.

"Fine, how about buying alcohol?"

She'd shifted her weight to the other foot, "Almost, but I know a guy for now."

"Good enough. Listen, not sure what this Jess told you, but the hours suck. I work all the time and so will you. You'll be dealing with supers, many of who will be pissed off and scary. There is a better than average chance that you'll have your life threatened at some point and take messages that threaten mine weekly. I'll have your number memorized and I expect you to pick up. There will be stakeouts with my smelly ass for hours on end. You'll probably have to do a few yourself. You'll be managing people who'll do jobs for me. You'll be making payouts, keeping the books, and handling potentially large sums of money. There is a good chance you'll be asked to do things that you'll think are immoral if not illegal."

Again, she'd raised an eyebrow.

I'd put my hands up, "Nothing sexual." I'd paused, mulling over the possibilities, "Probably. But stuff like spying, taking incriminating photos, and listening in on phone conversations will be standard operating procedure. That going to be a problem?"

She'd shrugged, "You that guy that investigates supers?"

I'd nodded.

"Groovy. Yeah, I'm cool with all that, I suppose."

"No, there's no, 'I suppose.' This is an all or nothing deal. You sign on the dotted line and you're in. There is no out. The only way out is either to convince me you're trustworthy or I have your mind wiped."

She'd scoffed, blowing a bubble with her gum.

"That's not a figure of speech. It'll happen." I'd stared hard at her, "You in?"

She'd thought for a moment, sucked the bubble back in, then nodded.

"Spit out the gum."

She'd done so.

"The hair goes."

"Nope." 

I'd stared into her eyes, trying to intimidate her, "You always going to talk to me like that?"

"Pretty much, natch."

I'd cracked a small smile, "Fine, your probation period starts tomorrow at eight a.m.. Don't be late."

She'd shown up on time, but of course I was dead asleep. It had taken about an hour before I'd finally heard the insistent ringing from the intercom. Even then, all I'd done was buzz her up. I'd finally gotten out of bed around ten, not that I'd slept much more. By then she had rearranged her office with a cassette player, a framed set-list from a band I'd never heard of, and a few pictures of her and her glassy-eyed friends holding drinks and screaming at the photographer. 

Over the next few days, I'd become familiar with her standard outfit. She'd generally kept her hair in the large mohawk I'd seen when she first interviewed, though she'd sometimes let it fall a little forward in a style that was still erect on top of her head, but fell over one eye and lay flat at the back. I'd found this to be slightly more attractive, but I hadn't dared to tell her. She wore a long sleeved, white thermal top, tattered blue jeans rolled up at the cuff, and black, high-top shoes. Aside from the hair, it was a pretty conservative outfit. Her single piercing under her lip changed daily from one semi-precious stone to another and she'd often had a number of different small, hoop-style earrings climbing the edge of her left ear. Her right ear wasn't pierced. While she'd always kept the same eye makeup that pulled toward her ears, it was often lightly shaded to match the stone in her lip piercing. Her face was always powdered slightly whiter than her natural complexion.  

In spite of the punk affectations, Nissa was a pretty girl. Her chin was pointed, but not weak, her lips were full, and her small nose had a slight upturn. Her skin was smooth and healthy, even under the makeup, her eyebrows evidence that she hadn't dyed her hair. She had an athletic build that she probably didn't have to work for.  

It wasn't until I saw her deal with a walk-in that I'd decided to hire her. A super who called himself The Grim, wearing a long, hooded cloak that completely covered his face and body, appeared in the waiting room in a cloud of smoke. He carried a scythe so tall and long it was a wonder he didn't knock over furniture. From my half-opened door, I'd heard their conversation. He had demanded to see me and she wearily told him I wasn't taking on new clients, something I had directed her to say. I heard her flipping through the pages of her music magazine as if he weren't there. Of course, his voice sounded like he'd been gargling gravel, something I was sure he'd practiced for years. When he leaned over her desk with his gleaming scythe in his skeletal hand and threatened to torture her mind and soul until she begged for the sweet release of death, she'd simply responded that she'd been pierced in places that would make him scream like a little girl. I'd peeked through the crack in the door and saw The Grim stand back slowly. He'd raised a bone finger as if to respond, thought better of it, and then turned to leave. At the door he'd paused and asked - in a non-gravelly voice, I'd noted - if she’d tell me he'd stopped by. She didn't acknowledge him; her only response was the flip of a magazine page. Eventually he'd left. As The Grim closed the door I'd walked out of my office with a contract of employment. She was all smiles, but her hand was shaking a little as she signed. 

She had taken to the job well. I was really just getting back into the game and I mostly had her looking up old contacts and introducing herself. I'd needed to know where everyone was, all my acquaintances and associates. I'd only been out of the game for six months, but six months on the street would mean a lot of changes. As her training progressed, I had her playing around with the terminal that Gale had left with me. 

These days, supers had access to gadgets small enough to be sewn into their suits that could access the supercomputer known as Mind, although as recently as five years ago, it required a terminal the size of a small desk. When Gale and I split, I'd "acquired" her old terminal. With it, I could access data very few governments, much less civilian tippys, were privy to. In my line of work, knowing exactly whom I was working for was better personal protection than a bulletproof vest. Nothing could keep me safer than the supers thinking that I could reveal their secret identities.

Nissa had become proficient with the terminal, but was having issues now.

"What's the problem?"

"Just went white," she smacked the side of the monitor, which was built into the desk. Really, it wasn't a desk as much as a desk-shaped computer, complete with built-in keyboard, monitor, and printer.

I approached, "How long ago?"

"Dunno, 'bout an hour?"

"Forget it; I think I know the problem." I turned and headed through the hidden door and into the living area. 

Nissa followed behind, "What? What happened?"

I pulled the power knob on the TV and the tube came to life. Before we could see the picture, the sound came through.

"...images are from earlier. We've frozen this frame. See here?"

The picture became clear. There was a fuzzy image that faintly looked human in the midst of a column of flame. They panned the image back and rewound it. There was the man covered in black in the middle of the stadium, supers all around, stands full of spectators. An explosion. Nothing. 

"That's the man they are now calling The Raven. We're receiving reports from all over the globe that The Raven is descending from the sky, killing everyone, and disappearing just as mysteriously."

The picture cut back to Dan Anderson, the fuzzy image of the man in black surrounded by flames off his left shoulder, "Again, as unlikely as it sounds, we have no reports of survivors from the Tournament. The Bulwark has been silent except for the statement they released a few minutes ago, and the Vice President has called for all police to report for duty. There has been no word from the President or the First Family who were attending the games. Congress is calling a special session for those who are left after the tragedy of the Tournament to decide if a special election will be in order. For now, everyone is urged to stay indoors and if you see The Raven, don't approach him. Contact your local precinct. They'll..."

I shut the TV off and moved to the wet bar to pour myself a large scotch.

Nissa looked at me, her eyes wet, "Damn."

"Yeah, damn. I've got to make some calls."

 

# # #






  

Chapter 3


An hour later, I was staring at my phone, willing it to ring. Behind me, the terminal continued to glow white. Nissa was right; it was frozen. It wouldn't even power off. Outside, the meteors had stopped falling, but I couldn't shake the feeling that they were really pieces of The Bulwark's orbiting base. The faint light from behind me was a painful reminder that I was most likely right. 

I'd been calling everyone I knew. Gale, Khan, The Bulwark, Ted, even some of my past clients. On the rare occasion that the call actually went through, no one answered. Mostly though, I got a prerecorded, "All lines are busy, try your call again," message. My finger hurt from spinning the dial over and over. I poured myself another two fingers of scotch and picked up the phone again. Seven spins of the dial later and I slammed it back down. 

"Screw this." I stood violently and grabbed my coat off the back of my chair in one movement. I spun as I flung it on, surveying the room. I grimaced at the white screen on the terminal. I took a step, pressed the power button a few times, and exhaled sharply as, once again, nothing happened. 

They were dead. They were all dead. 

I turned from the terminal, circled the desk, and entered the foyer. In front of me, asleep on the couch, Nissa tossed fitfully. I smiled, noticing that the mohawk had managed to survive her nap. I rubbed my chin. I shouldn't be going out. Everything I'd seen indicated there would be violence out there, riots. I turned and entered the hidden door quietly. I strode back through the kitchen and the living area and entered the bedroom. In the back of my bedroom closet, behind everything else, was a long, brown coat, heavier than it looked. On the shelf above was a hat box. I removed the gray hat and placed it on, the trench coat weighing heavily on my shoulders. Slowly, the hat changed color to match my black slacks and jacket, but the overcoat retained the brown. From the nightstand, I grabbed the Inertial Dampener unit from its charger and placed it in my belt buckle. 

I was as protected as I could be. Ted "Tinkerer" Vente had created the Inertial Dampener at my request. It created an invisible field around me that absorbed the momentum of anything traveling faster than, say, a slow bird. He also treated the jacket, slacks and shoes so that they would resist most forms of energy projectiles including flames, ice, and electricity. The overcoat and hat increased this resistance, plus added protection from solid projectiles and impacts. I almost never wore the overcoat and hat for the same reason I never wore a tie; it made me feel like a stereotype. 

"You look ridiculous."

I turned to see Nissa smiling from my bedroom doorway.

"Yeah, well, there's a reason for this getup."

"You're not going out..." she honestly looked worried.

"I can't just sit here. I've got to find out what's going on."

"But that guy, The Raven..."

"Has got better things to worry about than a two-bit private detective like me."

"I'm going with you."

"The hell you are."

She put her hands on her hips.

"Listen, I could come up with all sorts of reasons why you're not going: you work for me and I say so, it's too dangerous, I'm driving…but how about this - I need you here. I need you at the phones. If someone calls, anyone, I have to know. I can't miss a call right now. It's too important."

She squinted at me for a moment, then nodded sharply, "Where you going?"

"Ted's."

"That Tinkerer guy?"

"Yeah. With the terminal down, I'm blind here. He's the only one I know that might have more info. Access to some of those crazy gadgets those supers always seem to have laying around. I can't just sit here."

She nodded again.

"Listen, go through the Rolodex. Call anyone that isn't listed as dead or in prison on the second phone line. Make sure you hit Liz and Gale at least every third call."

"Check."

"And if Ted calls, you tell him not to move or I'll kill him. I'm on my way."

"Natch, boss." She grabbed my shoulder as I passed. "Wait, you got a gun or something?"

"I wish. Never thought I'd need one before today." 

 

* * *

 

The streets were eerily deserted as I drove away from my downtown flat toward the heart of suburbia. I expected gangs of youths running around looking for windows to smash and cars to tip. Instead, all I saw were a few fires in garbage cans and practically no cars on the street. I did spy a few police cars running by with their lights on, but no real signs of trouble. When I got to the suburbs, it was even quieter. Mine was the only car on the street and I often caught people watching me pass, their eyes peering from behind curtains or between blinds. I could practically hear the locks snapping shut as I passed. 

The Super State had awarded Ted a middle class home in the decidedly blue-collar neighborhood of Kingwood. His three-bedroom, ranch-style home blended well with the scenery, though it was a constant reminder to Ted that his peers didn't appreciate him. When he wasn't out at the clubs or nursing hangovers, he often talked about "getting what was coming to him" - whatever that was. So far, mostly what he got was aspirin. 

My hand slid smoothly into the seemingly solid panel on one side of Ted's mailbox. As always, the tingling sensation was odd, but not painful. Ted's security system took a reading of my bio-prints, whatever they were, before reporting that he had a visitor. After a few moments of tingling, a fine mist started spraying though the car window, into my lap, and an image of an empty chair appeared in the mist in front of me.

"Piss off, I'm busy," a lightly accented voice called out. 

"You piss off, let me in."

"Huh?" a mop of frizzy gray hair shot through the image. "Who's that?"

I couldn't quite place the voice. It sounded familiar though.

"Ted, don't be dense, you know it's me. Your little mailbox told you that."

An eye floated in front of me, taking up nearly the entire holographic image. It fluttered around, taking in everything it could. "But how can I be sure? These are dangerous times, Bob."

"Oh for the love of... Ted, you open that goddamn door right now or I'm calling your mom."

The eye stopped looking around and fixed on me, "You're bluffing. You don't know my mom."

I smirked, raising my eyebrows sharply.

The eye squinted, "Fine, but if you're The Raven masquerading as Bob, I warn you. I have state of the art defenses and weapons down here!"

The image winked out of existence and the driveway in front of my car started to angle down. "State of the art, my ass," I muttered to myself as I wiped the aftereffects of the mist off my pants. The most dangerous thing I'd ever seen in Ted's hands was a lipstick tube that could send ten thousand volts through some frisky man. Ted had also developed what he called a Portable Persona Projector. With the PPP he could, and often did, change his appearance. I honestly didn't know what Ted looked like. My research only uncovered a prepubescent picture that may or may not resemble the man under the PPP. Paired with a voice changer that he either invented or bought, Ted could masquerade as anyone at any time.

The end of the driveway clanged down and I drove in. As soon as the car was clear, Ted slammed his hand down on a control and the ramp quickly retracted. Ted's back was to me as I exited the car. I'd been down in Ted's lair often, but I had never seen it in such a state of disarray. There was that one time he'd had the idea to train a monkey as a sidekick, but that mess was more physical excrement rather than the technological debris I was now surrounded by. There were hunks of wires, engines, and circuits strewn about. Nothing looked completed. There was a chunk of something metal that was smoking over in a corner.

"Jesus, Ted, what are you...?"

Ted turned, holding what looked like a fire hose with about ten extra pounds of machinery attached to it. He pointed it at me and a laser appeared from an emitter on the top. I looked down and saw it was hovering directly over my heart. A guffaw escaped my throat. I'd seen most of Ted's favorite looks, but never this one. He was still around six feet tall, he rarely wore a persona that was any taller or shorter than himself so that he could still interact convincingly with the real world. He wore leather sandals, loose-fitting, gray slacks, and a white lab coat. His hair was a halo of salt and pepper frizz that shot nearly a foot straight out from his head. He had a matching mustache, but darker, bushy eyebrows. His face was old, probably around sixty years, and well-lined, but kind. Even though he pointed a weapon at me, he looked sort of happy and harmless. 

"Dude, seriously..."

Ted looked down, "What? It helps my creative juices."

"To look like Einstein?"

He shrugged, "Yeah. He's, like, an inspiration."

I shook my head, "Oh, I'm sure he'd be so proud if he knew." I nodded at the weapon, "Does that thing even work?"

Ted threw it roughly on the table, "Not yet. Can't seem to get the power supply right."

"What's it supposed to be?"

"Either a rail gun or high energy beam weapon."

I closed the door to the car and walked around all the discarded equipment on the ground, "You don't know?"

He shrugged again, hair flopping around, "I'm improvising."

"Of course you are," I muttered under my breath. 

I finally reached Ted's main workbench. He had picked up a tool with five ends, two of which were screwdrivers; one was some sort of wrench and the other two glowed, one blue, one red. He flipped between them, making adjustments to his weapon.

"Why don't you answer your phone, Ted?"

"Huh?"

"Listen, Ted, put down the...whatever the hell that thing is. I've been calling you for hours." I glanced around his lair. There wasn't a free square inch that wasn't covered in equipment, scorched black, or both. "You obviously know what happened."

"Oh, yeah," Ted laughed nervously in an accented Einstein voice, "The Raven."

"Yeah, what do you know?"

"I know I'm not going to go out like those other punks. I'm going to be prepared."

"Prepared?"

"Listen. Look at this," Ted kicked his way over to one of the consoles with a monitor. He pressed a button and the TV came to life. On it was a paused image of the man in black. Ted looked at me, "I've taken all the footage they've shown on this guy, this Raven, and some they haven't. Had to hack a few government computers, but I think I got it all. I put together a model. Watch this."

He pressed another button and the image on the screen started to move forward. First, the photo of the man changed into a stick figure. I glanced at Ted, shaking my head.

"Hey, it isn't like I had much time."

I shrugged.

The camera then panned back and pulled up so that it was directly over The Raven. All around were stick figures representing the supers that had been in attendance. Ted pressed another button and the image froze again.

"You see here," he drew a line with his finger from The Raven through three of the stick figures in a direct line from him. "This first one, that's Rockface. The second, FireStorm. The third, Kid Rubber. I've checked the reports. Rockface has never been hurt. Never. FireStorm has been reported to bathe in molten metal and I can find at least five reports of him entering fires at chemical plants to look for survivors. Kid Rubber? Well, if the other two had absorbed the bulk of the fire and heat, and they should have, no concussive force should be able to hurt him. It's just not possible. Now watch," he pressed a button and the image changed to a wireframe explosion emanating from the figure of The Raven. As the explosion touched each of the figures, they disappeared. 

"Damn," I muttered.

"Yeah, I don't know, Bob. If you'd have asked me a week ago if those three, or even if one of them, could die, I don't think I'd have said yes. Kid Rubber maybe, but Rockface and FireStorm? Those were members of The Bulwark." He shook his head, "I still can't believe it."

As Ted spoke, the simulation continued. The explosion reached the stands, the spectators, consuming everything in its way. Nothing survived. The camera continued to pan back so that more and more of the island could be represented. When the simulation stopped, nothing was left except for the single stick figure in the center. 

I took a deep breath trying to control the shaking. "Khan," I coughed.

"Khan?"

I cleared my throat, "Yeah, Khan. He was supposed to be there." I looked at Ted. 

Einstein looked back, eyebrows furrowed, "Yeah, ah..."

"Show me."

Ted nodded, his hair waving with the motion. He pressed a few buttons and the image backed up and zoomed in on a single stick figure about four human widths from The Raven. The simulation started again. This time Ted had rewound it more and The Raven figure spun in a circle for a few moments before the explosion. The Khan figure, which Ted had highlighted with a yellow ring, started moving just as the explosion started. Instead of moving away, it moved toward the explosion. The Khan figure grabbed one, then another figure and turned to run away. He didn't make it. I watched as the wireframe explosion consumed all three stick figures. Ted pressed a button and the simulation reset to focus on The Raven. It started again.

I turned from the screen. "Stupid, so stupid," I cursed. Khan. He was just a kid. He'd just come into his power. He couldn't have known his limits. He should have run. I'd have run. Why didn't he run? Stupid bastard. Stupid selfish bastard.

"You okay? You look like hell."

I shook my head and reached into my jacket for my flask. I threw a bit of scotch down my throat, the burning liquid bringing tears to my weary eyes. "Haven't been sleeping," I managed to croak. I didn't trust myself to say more.

"I see you're wearing the hat and overcoat. About time. I'm not saying it'll protect you against that," he nodded toward the screen, "but it's better than nothing."

I stared at the ground. 

Ted started to shuffle, picking up pieces of gear and setting them back down after examining them briefly, "You know, you really should shore up the defenses at your place. You've barely got anything going on over there."

I took a deep breath, "I'm fine."

"No, you're not," Ted continued excitedly. "A few locks and an intercom isn't enough. I've been telling you that for years. I've got a few ideas for upgrades..." He turned and opened a drawer, shuffling through file folders. "I'm pretty sure I wrote them all down one time..."

"Forget it."

Ted continued his search undeterred.

I put my foot on the drawer and pushed it closed, "I said forget it, Ted. I don't need any upgrades. If that guy wants me dead, and I don't see why he would, there's nothing in that drawer that's going to stop him."

"Yeah, guess you're right."

"Yeah, I am." I paused, sipping, "You want a drink?"

"Sure."

I handed my flask to Ted. He slowly unscrewed the top and took a sip. He leaned back against the console. He handed the flask back and I did the same, leaning on the table opposite him. Over Ted's right shoulder the simulation played on, an endless loop of destruction and death.

I handed the flask back to Ted, "Why'd he do it? What's he want?"

"Bob, I wish I knew," Ted took another sip, wiping his mouth on his sleeve. "He only said one word, 'Unclean'. What the heck is that supposed to mean?"

"I stopped trying to figure out you supers long ago. Could be anything."

"He's been hitting other super groups, you know? I heard The Fearsome Four and The Colorful Collective have been obliterated. Probably more."

"Yeah, I heard."

"You think it's some sort of religious thing?"

"You supers have a religion?" I forced a smile. I drank the last of the scotch and returned the flask to my jacket. "I just can't believe we've never heard of this guy before. That kind of power?" I shook my head. 

"Yeah."

I looked up. "This is weird, ya know?"

"Been a lot of weirdness today. You're going to have to be more specific."

"Having a drink with Einstein."

We both laughed. It felt good, if a little forced. 

Ted wiped his eyes, "Still, Bob, I'd feel better if you'd let me upgrade your..."

I nodded at the screen where The Raven stick figure was turning around in preparation for his explosion. "Why d'you think he did that? Turn around like that?"

Ted shrugged, "Get one last look at everyone he was going to kill?"

I grimaced, "I don't know. Seems a little deliberate to me."

"His idea of a monologue?"

I scoffed, "Yeah. Maybe." I stood, "I'm going to head back. Good to know you're safe. Any chance you're going to leave town?"

Ted shrugged, "Like you said, it isn't like you can do anything about it if he wants to get you. After today, I might be the only one working on a solution."

"And you think a gun is it?"

Ted looked down at the fire hose on the table, "I see your point." He put his hand on it for a moment and then pushed it away, "Yeah, good point."

I turned, making my way around all the junk on the ground. As I came to the end of the console, I noted a blue glow through a piece of paper. Intrigued, I moved the paper to find a glowing blue orb inside a shimmering bubble encased in a plastic box. I picked up the box and turned back to Ted.

"Is this what I think it is?"

Ted looked over, adjusting small glasses that weren't on his face a moment ago. "Oh, I've been meaning to give you that. Figured you might want it for a memento or something."

A while ago, a super who specialized in flame powers had thrown this little blue ember at me. It was supposed to explode, but my Inertial Dampener had stopped it. Probably saved my life. Ted had placed it in a stasis field to render it harmless and had boxed it for me. 

"This thing safe?"

"Oh yeah. There's enough power in that case to keep the stasis field going forever. It actually runs off the blue ball in there. See, what I did was..."

"Fine, got it. Cool science-y stuff. What happens if the case breaks?"

"Um...nothing."

"Cool, later."

"Unless you break the field emitter."

I turned back to Ted, "And then what happens?"

He shrugged, "Whatever is supposed to happen when that thing touches something else."

A big, fiery explosion. 

"And how easy is it to break the emitter thing?"

"Well," Einstein rubbed his temple, his eyebrow vibrating in response, "I wouldn't drop the case. Just to be safe."

I shook my head, closing my eyes, "Oh, Ted, you know just how to impress a girl."

"Ah, you worry too much," he waved me off. "But really, Bob, I'm going to send over some upgrades to your security. Just in case."

I shook my head, "Whatever."

Ted turned away, muttering, "Now, what could stop someone with that much power?"

I got in the car and set the clear box down carefully on the passenger seat. Through the windshield, I could see Ted picking through the debris of his recent work, looking for inspiration. It always took him a minute or two before he'd remember to open the door for me. Usually, I'd honk, but in the back of the room the simulation was still playing. I couldn't help but watch. I grabbed my flask, trying to shake out a few last drops. 

 

# # #






  

Chapter 4


It was approaching midnight by the time I got back on the road. The top was down and the wind felt good on my face. I tried to ignore the smell of smoke. Ted's place wasn't far away as the crow flies, but I had to snake through some less desirable neighborhoods on my way back. The suburbs surrounding Ted's house were as quiet as they'd been on the drive out. As I entered areas littered with public housing and corner convenience stores, I started to see evidence that some of what the news had been saying was coming true. Groups of boys, young men really, peered out of dark alleys, watching me pass. Individuals ducked into doorways to avoid my headlights. One kid ran out from between two buildings and hurled a piece of brick at my car. It hit on the driver's side door. I swerved, too late to dodge the projectile, and slammed on my brakes sending the car into a skid. The box on the seat next to me shot forward, hitting the glove box door, and landing hard on the floor. I looked behind me and saw the youth sprinting back into the alley. He wasn't looking at me as he ran; he was looking up. 

Looking for supers. 

It was a fairly ridiculous test. Petty crime like that would often go unnoticed by the supers, especially when something as major as this day's events had happened. Thinking that the supers would swoop down after a bit of vandalism was naive to the point of stupidity. But, apparently, they were desperate enough to try anything. Anything to reassure themselves that there were still supers out there. Supers that could protect them. 

I scowled at the thought. 

Of course, I knew that Gale was still out there, so was Rod. They were powerful, probably two of the strongest supers on the planet even before the Tournament. But could they stop The Raven? When the amassed might of most of the world's supers had barely had a chance to react before he slaughtered them? 

I reached down onto the passenger side floor and retrieved the box. Of course, it was cracked. Ted might be able to build resistant clothing, but it looked like he had reused some sort of plastic box from God knows what. I shook my head. "Supers," I spat. I placed the box back on the seat and threw my hat over it. At least that would help hold it down a bit. 

I ground the car into first and punched the accelerator. The rear tires spun on the pavement kicking the back of the car out as I turned back toward the middle of the road. This was no time to dwell either mentally or physically. Things were just going to get more dangerous out here. Nissa was going to have to stay at the flat tonight. No way she was taking the train home. 

When I entered the apartment, Nissa wasn't in her office or mine. I entered the side door and immediately heard the TV from the other room. And a voice. Nissa's. She was talking to someone. The phone? Nissa had a professional voice she reserved for the phone. It was one of the reasons she'd worked out so well. While Khan had gotten along with everyone and had a way that put everyone at ease, Nissa could compartmentalize. With clients and phone calls, she was all detached professionalism. You'd never guess the girl at the other end couldn't sit back in a recliner without messing up her hair. But with me, it was more casual, informal. Now I heard nothing but professionalism mixed with stress. I sprinted to the end of the hall. Nissa was sitting on the couch in front of the TV with two phones in her lap. Her mohawk was listing to the side and her makeup was smeared a bit near her eyes. She looked up at me as I skidded to a stop.

"Oh, here he is now." She held out the phone. Someone had called me back on my main line. "Gale. Talk fast."

I nodded, throwing my overcoat over the couch and grabbing the phone in one quick motion, "Gale!"

"Bob," it sounded like she was in a wind tunnel, "real busy here." Her voice was strained, tense. Like she was talking through gritted teeth.

"Gale, what's going on? You okay?"

"No, Bob, I'm not okay. That asshole killed just about everyone I know and I'm scouring the ocean for survivors."

"My God. Any luck?"

"No," she spat, frustrated.

"I'm sorry."

"Yeah, so unless you've got something pressing..."

"Khan's dead."

She paused. "I figured. God, if anyone could have gotten away..."

"Yeah, that's what I thought too. But Ted showed me. He didn't make it."

"Ted's still alive?"

"Yeah, he put together some sort of..."

"Force, Tinkerer's alive! Bob, I've got to go. I'll call you when I can."

The phone went dead. 

I stared at it for a moment. Gale was like that when she was working. Even when we were married she'd hang up at a moment's notice. I looked up at Nissa. Her eyes were red. I handed her back the phone. She replaced it on the receiver.

"Anyone else?"

She shook her head slowly, eyes locked with mine.

I nodded. "You're staying here tonight." Behind Nissa the TV showed images of people running through darkened streets, some holding rocks, others flaming bottles of alcohol. I nodded toward the screen, "But I suspect you knew that."

She attempted a smile as she stood, "How'd it go with Ted?"

"Dead. They're all dead."

She inhaled sharply.

I shook my head and turned to the wet bar built into the wall next to the TV. "Ted, he got some footage, all the footage, he said. Put together some sort of simulation. No one made it."

Her voice trembled, "What does it mean?"

I looked back at her. She was shaking. "How old are you again?"

"Twenty."

"Close enough." I grabbed two glasses off the shelf and filled one halfway with scotch. The other only got a finger's worth. "Here." I handed her the shorter glass.

She took the cup with both hands. She brought it to her lips and sipped, coughing softly as a small amount of the liquid left the glass. I held out my arm, directing her to the dining table. She sat. 

I think there is some sort of biological imperative with males. Something to do with a female in distress. Every fiber of my being wanted to take her, hold her, tell her it was going to be okay. Of course it wasn't going to be okay. At least, not that I could see. Things were as messed up as I could ever imagine. Plus, if being around supers taught me nothing else, it was that you didn't judge a person by their looks. Woman or man, small or large, power resided in the most unassuming packages. I doubted Nissa needed my reassurances, real or otherwise.

"You talk to anyone else?"

She shook her head, looking into her glass. "Lines have mostly been down. Liz hasn't answered at all. No one else either." She brought the glass up to her mouth then stopped, "One of your contact numbers is wrong though. Lists a bar as his home address. Super named Flamer?"

Flamer. Shawn O'Malley. He was quite a piece of work. One of those all brawn, no brains type. I'd done a quick job for him a while back. He probably did live at that bar.

"Was he there?"

"Didn't think to ask. Should I have?"

I shook my head, "Naw. I would have told you not to call him if I'd had the chance."

We got quiet. It was strange. Maybe Ted was right. All around, outside, I could feel the unease, the restlessness of the city. Those door locks and intercom felt woefully inadequate. For the first time, I felt unsafe. I took a deep breath and sipped my drink. Nissa did the same, but coughed after. I smiled.

Given how short our relationship had been, I was surprised I had already developed quite the rapport with her. Not only did she speak her mind, but she had an intuitive sense as to when she could tell me to buzz off. That made me want to test her abilities by making more and more outrageous demands to see if she'd take me seriously. So far, she'd seen through me every time. 

Nissa cleared her throat, "I'm gonna hit the shower. You mind?"

I shook my head as much at her familiarity as in response. Tonight was the first time Nissa had been farther into my apartment than the kitchen. It was strange to have anyone back here. No, that wasn't true. Khan had been back here plenty. But not a girl. A woman. She's young, fifteen years younger than me, but still a woman. I shifted uncomfortably in my seat.

"You okay?" she raised an eyebrow.

"Yeah. Towels under the sink."

"Cool. Thanks." She paused, and then added, "Would it be too much to hope for conditioner?"

"Doesn't shampoo have that?" 

She rolled her eyes and turned and exited through the bedroom door, shutting it softly behind her. Man, this day. I glanced up at the clock on the wall. One a.m.. The television continued repeating the same footage and reports, occasionally adding something about the violence in the streets. I wasn't paying attention. I walked over to the set and flipped it off. Turning, I noticed my overcoat and hat on the couch. I picked them up and walked to the bedroom door. Just in time I stopped myself.

"Oh, real smooth, Bob," I muttered.

Out of sight, out of mind? The shower wasn't even running yet and I was about to walk in with my coat and hat in hand? 'Sorry miss. I was just going to hang these up and forgot you were naked in here.' I shook my head, trying to clear my mind. I threw the hat on the dining table and the overcoat on a chair. I added my jacket to the chair and loosened a button. I rolled my sleeves up to the mid-forearm and headed back to the guest bathroom. This one was just inside the hidden door from Nissa's office and usually only got use from her and the occasional friend. Now that I thought of it, it probably hadn't been used in months, if not years, by anyone other than an assistant. 

Khan.

The bathroom had changed in recent weeks. Nissa's hand could be felt even here. Khan always kept it clean, but Nissa had taken it from a utilitarian aesthetic to something a bit more comfortable. No decorative soaps like Gale would have added, but little touches. Vanilla-scented liquid soap, a plush hand towel, and a tall, thin piece of slate in a pot in the corner that used a pump to create a waterfall. She'd told me she'd made it herself. I laughed as I remembered that I'd once complained that every time I walked by, it would make me want to pee. She had smiled wickedly at that one. I'd tried turning it off, but the pot had overflowed. She'd said it was an alarm to let me know when the power went out. 

I washed my hands and face with a bar of soap I kept under the sink. It's fine for clients and Nissa to smell like a dessert, but I preferred a more neutral smell. The cool water felt good on my face and I stared for a moment into my own eyes. Brown, outlined underneath by darker than usual circles, my eyes looked scared. Bloodshot. I stood up straight, pushing my shoulders back. My cleft chin did little to distinguish my squarish, lightly lined face, and small eyes. I was feeling all of my thirty-five years and the slight gray in my five o'clock shadow didn't help. My brown hair was, thankfully, still free of gray, and full. My hairline was square and always had been. I needed a haircut; it was almost two inches long. Pretty soon I'd have to give up the messy look I normally adopted out of necessity for something a bit more groomed. Short and messy I can pull off. Long and messy takes someone a bit younger than me.

Someone Nissa's age. 

I dried my face and hands and took a deep breath. I'd figure it out. I always did. When my marriage fell apart, I'd thought the world would end. It didn't then and it wouldn't now. It couldn't. 

"This too shall pass," I sounded more convincing than I felt. 

I jumped slightly as a phone rang from the other room. I threw the towel on the counter and ran down the hall. It was the main line again. Someone else was calling me back. She'd been calling people all day; it could be anyone. 

Khan. 

Please let Ted be wrong.

I picked up the phone, "Hello?"

"Bob?" asked a female voice. 

"Yeah?"

"Lord, I've been trying to get a hold of you all day."

"Liz," I was relieved in spite of my disappointment.

"Are you okay, Bob?"

"Yeah, of course. How are you?"

"As good as... Damn, Bob, what do I say?"

"Huh?"

"I'm sorry about Gale. I know you always hoped you two would..."

"Gale? No, she's fine."

Liz paused, "She is? She lived?"

"Yeah. We were busting a terrorist plot to attack the games."

"You two, together?"

"Yeah. Force too."

"Wow. Lucky, huh?"

"Yeah, I suppose. Haven't really had time to process it yet."

There was a long pause on the other end of the line.

"Liz?"

"Yeah, sorry. Sorry. Well, that's great. Gale's okay."

"You okay? You sound...weird."

"Well, it's been that sort of day."

"Tell me," I laughed heavily. 

Liz wasn't the type to get rattled easily. She'd been running TOP, the Tippy Outreach Program, for years. They worked with non-powered - tippy - people that were the victims of supers. Usually as innocent bystanders. She used to be a high-powered banker until her boss turned out to be a super villain. Since then, she'd been dealing with supers and their fallout on a nearly daily basis. I donated a lot of money, and sometimes my expertise, to the cause and she helped me invest and hide my money. I hadn't heard her this shaken up since Tommy Tillman had threatened to pull off her pigtails in kindergarten. Me defending her was the start of our friendship. 

"You know, they're not even talking about the people who were killed? Only the supers." Her voice was shaking. "A few thousand supers were vaporized, but tens of thousands of people died." 

"I know."

"It's like we don't count."

"You know how the media is; they don't care about us tippys."

"You know I don't like that term."

"And yet your organization is called the Tippy Outreach Program."

"What was I supposed to call it? The 'Non-Super' Outreach Program? N-SOP doesn't exactly roll off the tongue."

"I know, sorry Liz."

We paused, the familiar argument a welcome diversion from discussing the day's events.

"Bob, it's good to hear your voice."

"Yeah, you too."

"I was going to come over, you know, a friendly face and all, but the streets..."

"Yeah, I was out in it today. I think they are overblowing it a bit. At least, I didn't see much. But I'm not sure I'd want you out in..."

"Bob?" a voice from my bedroom door. I hadn't noticed the shower cut off while I was talking. Nissa stood in the doorway, wearing one of my white, button-down shirts. The shirt was way too big for her and the sleeves flopped off the end of her fingertips. "I couldn't find anything but white shirts. Are you telling me this is all you own?"

"Bob? Who is that?" the phone inquired.

Nissa had left the top two buttons undone. It wasn't enough to show anything, but it certainly drew my eye. The shirt was long enough that she could have worn it as a short dress, but the split in the fabric at the front kept opening as she moved. Through the thin fabric of the shirt I could see that her athletic chest was unclothed. I tried to turn away or at least focus on her eyes. I shifted my weight to my other leg.

"No. I mean, yes," I stammered.

"What?" both the phone and Nissa responded at the same time.

I put a finger up in the air to hold off Nissa. 

"It's Nissa," I turned away from Nissa and responded.

"Nissa?"

"Yeah, my new assistant? I'm sure I told you about her."

"Oh."

"She's been here all day. Couldn't let her take the train home."

"Sure. Sure. Listen Bob, I should go."

"No, Liz. Listen, you should..."

"Bob, I've got a ton to do. You understand. Call me tomorrow."

"Sure. I'll try to find some takeout that's open. Compare notes and all that."

"Sure. Sounds good. Get some sleep, Bob."

"Um, okay. You too."

She hung up. I turned back to Nissa who had managed to roll one of her sleeves up. She was stretching the other arm up into the air, trying to shake the other sleeve down. This drew my eye immediately down to the bottom of the shirt, which was being tossed around. I quickly looked up and stepped forward and grabbed her arm. 

"Here, let me help with that." 

I rolled the sleeve slowly. She smelled...clean. Her hair lay smooth and she'd pulled it back and tied it with what looked like a piece of leather. The sides of her hair were shorter than the top, but when wet, she looked positively normal. The shower had removed all the light makeup letting her natural olive complexion glow. The eye shadow was gone as well and the only thing that remained to remind me of her former look was the lower lip stud and the six, small, hoop earrings up the side of her left ear. 

I don't think I'd ever been this close to her. With the mohawk, she'd always seemed taller. I wasn't overly tall, but standing over her now, I felt like a giant. She looked back at me, unabashedly, her brown eyes flecked with green. I felt myself, my body, respond to her proximity in a way I hadn't responded to anyone in years. As I rolled up the sleeve, I couldn't help but look down. She didn't seem to mind and even smirked a little. She shifted her weight and I noticed the hint of something green and purple on her skin peeking out from under the collar of the shirt on her right shoulder.

"Is that a tattoo?"

She grabbed the collar of the shirt and closed it quickly. "Cheeky!" She turned around, the bottom of the shirt flaring out with the movement. "Thanks." She turned again on the ball of her foot at the door and put a hand on it. "You need to use the bathroom or anything?"

"Uh, no. I'm good. Got stuff in the other bathroom."

"Yeah, I know." She closed the door.

"Wait, what?" But it was too late. She was gone. Into my bedroom. 

Had I offered? I couldn’t remember but it seemed natural that she should have it. 

I stretched my back, twisting my neck. Suddenly, I felt very stiff. I looked over at the couch. I could use a pillow. I'd spent plenty of nights on it without one, but I could ask her for a pillow. Or a goodnight kiss. I scoffed audibly at my own unoriginality. 

Don't read too much into it, Bob. She's just a young girl feeding her ego by getting a rise out of you. She's not interested in you. Plus, she's half your age.

Well, not quite half.

I threw myself onto the couch. I thought about turning on the television, trying to find something that wasn't covering the day's events, but I knew it would be useless. There would be no falling asleep to reruns of sixties science fiction shows tonight. I sighed and rolled over, trying not to think about the possibilities. 

 

# # #






  

Chapter 5


I was driving down a city road. Skyscrapers lined both sides of the street, blocking out the sun. The top was down, but I drove so slowly I couldn't feel the wind. Next to me, a pink car seat. Empty. I couldn’t look at it. I looked back to the road but it was gone. Instead, I was driving on a field of grass. All around I was surrounded by supers in their full regalia. Colorful spandex as far as I could see, stretching out to the horizon. They were here for me; I knew that, but I couldn't remember why. They watched me pass with blank faces, dead eyes. What did they want? Why was I here?

Looking up, I saw a speck in the sky. A shooting star in the middle of the day? My eyes shot down and I realized the sea of supers was surrounded by stands. Spectators. I looked back up. The shooting star was getting larger and there was something else. Confetti falling from the sky? Don't they see? Don't they know? He's coming. I looked in the rear view mirror, and saw that I was now surrounded by the supers. My gut was knotting. I needed to run, to escape. But how?

The first of the confetti landed on the back of my hand. My vision seemed to magnify as I stared at the glittering square. I felt a prick on the spot under the confetti. I flinched in pain and the confetti floated up on the wind. With it I could see a small piece of my skin in a tiny, tooth-filled mouth. I jerked my hand back and rubbed it with the other. Glancing around, the confetti was getting thicker. Great clouds of it surrounded the car. The supers seemed unperturbed. They just watched.

I looked around for something to protect myself. Why wasn't I wearing a shirt? I jabbed at the button that would put the convertible top back up, but it wouldn't respond. I slammed my foot down on the accelerator and the engine sprang to life. Growling like an enraged lion, the rear wheels spun, creating a cloud of smoke and dirt behind me. Any second the wheels would grip and I'd be free.

Then I saw him.

Doc Arts. The man who had been responsible for the dissolution of my marriage. A marriage that had ended because of the death of my newborn daughter. At the time, there had never been a cross-birth, a child born from a tippy and super couple. But he had promised. He swore he could do it. And when he couldn't, he blamed me. 

No, that's not right. Not just him. All of them. The supers. 

The supers, even my wife, had all blamed me, my tippy genes. Doc Arts was in the middle of the field directly in front of the car, perhaps a hundred feet or so ahead. He wore his standard lab coat, green scrubs, and black rubberized boots and gloves. He stared at me with his mechanical eyes, his left hand in a bag held under his right arm. 

"No, you're dead!" I screamed.

He extracted his hand, tossing a handful of the confetti into the air. As he did so, he seemed to shrink, to deflate. He threw another handful, then another. He got smaller and smaller. Blood started oozing from around his mechanical eyes, from his nose, his mouth. His cheeks grew sallow, his skin a dead, gray color. The confetti started to swirl all around him. It was eating him the same as it had tried to do to me. 

"No!" I yelled again, realizing that the tires were still spinning. I looked around, the other supers now all had bags in their hands and they were throwing more confetti. They too were bleeding and becoming emaciated. The cloud of confetti was so thick I could barely see. Finally, the wheels gained purchase and I shot toward the cloud. I slammed on the brakes but nothing happened. 

"NO!"

I awoke on the carpet next to the couch to the sound of food sizzling in the kitchen. I rubbed my throbbing shoulder as I sat up. I glanced at the wall-clock - seven thirty-two. Damn, it was early. I stood up and saw Nissa in the kitchen, a plate of eggs and bacon forgotten in front of her. Her eyes were wide.

"You always wake up like that?" she asked.

"Like what?"

"Screaming."

I shrugged, rubbing the back of my head, "No, sometimes I have bad dreams." I nodded at the stove where more bacon was still sizzling, "That for me?"

She nodded, her eyes questioning.

"Cool, thanks." I smoothed out my shirt as best I could, ignoring her stare. I was still wearing my clothes from the previous night. I swallowed, my mouth dry and stale from the previous night's drinking. "You know, maybe I'll just take a quick shower first."

I fled the living room for the safety of the bedroom. The bed was made. "Jesus," I whispered breathlessly, "it even smells like her in here." I rubbed the cold sweat from my brow, the aftereffects of the dream still causing my pulse to race. She had not only made the bed, but also straightened up the room. Clothes were neatly folded on top of the dresser, the hamper was closed, and even my shoes were lined up against the foot of the bed. I took a deep breath and walked to the bathroom.

In there, the changes were even more dramatic. I'd been living like a hermit since Khan left, since the incident with the Doc. If there was one thing a bachelor did poorly, it was maintaining a bathroom. Mine was usually better than most, but nearly six months of self-imposed exile had taken its toll. It was the sort of place I only visited when I had to. It wasn't unlivable, but there wasn't a surface that didn't need a good scrubbing. 

It had received all that and more. 

The smell of lemon disinfectant permeated the air. It must have been mine, but I couldn't remember buying it. Maybe Khan? He often replenished supplies...

Damn you, Khan. You didn't have to die.

I leaned over the gleaming counter, looking myself in the eye. I held my eyes open, willing them to water. Khan deserved it. He deserved more than I'd given him. He'd deserved his full cure, not the half one he'd had to settle for. Doc Arts had promised him that, but before he could deliver, I'd let him die. I'd let those...creatures...consume him. At the time I'd thought I was justified, that Doc Arts had reaped what he'd sown. 

But the dreams.

The confetti wasn't some sort of symbol - it was real. Microbots, they had called them. Tiny robots that Doc Arts had created, but couldn't control. Yet another science project run amuck. So many examples. These damn supers; they just couldn't help themselves. They played God daily. They killed, they maimed, and they didn't think anything of it. And when you really needed them, they let you down. Let Abigail...

"Stop it."

I took a deep breath, willing the vision of the car seat out of my mind. I took another. I felt old. Out there was a young girl almost half my age making me breakfast and I was hiding in the bathroom. What had happened to my life? How did it come to this?

A buzz.

When you live alone, you need to plan for contingencies. If it means phones and intercoms in the bathroom, that's what it means. The light on the intercom blinked again with the accompanying buzz. Before I could reach it, I heard a response.

"Yes?" It was Nissa.

"Delivery for Mr. Moore?"

"From whom?"

"Lady, there are like fifteen packages out here. They are from all over."

Damn you, Ted. I told you I didn't want upgrades. 

"Fine, I'll buzz you in."

I stripped off my shirt and slacks, careful to fold the latter over the rack in the corner. Ted had designed the pants (and jacket and shoes for that matter) to be self-cleaning. A little steam and the dirt and grime just disappeared. Not sure how it worked. Actually, knowing Ted, I'd bet he wasn't quite sure how it worked either. I'd left the jacket in the other room, but it'd be fine. I'm sure I had steamed it clean at some point recently. Maybe.

Honestly, there was nothing like a hot shower to clear my head. I stood there, my hand on the wall in front of me, letting the water run over the back of my head. Outside, Nissa was dealing with the delivery man. Before I had fled, I saw that she still had on my white shirt, but had tied it around her midriff. She'd put back on the sneakers and jeans she normally wore and somehow had managed to restore her mohawk.

I shook my head; how had she done that? I certainly didn't have anything at my place that would do that to her hair.

"Bob?"

Damn it. I practically sprinted from the shower to the intercom. Why hadn't I put it closer to the shower? I pressed the button, "Yeah?"

"You about done? You've got to see this," Nissa was using her professional voice again.

"Out in a second." I rushed through the rest of my shower. When I finally met Nissa in the waiting room that doubled as her office, my white shirt was sticking to my still wet chest and I was reminding myself that I still needed to put on deodorant. 

"This is bullshit!"

"Listen lady, I just work here. You signed for it."

"If I had known, I wouldn't have signed for the damn thing. What are you guys doing working today? Isn't everyone supposed to stay inside?"

The driver shrugged, "I got a call. Full day's pay for one delivery. For that kind of cash, I'd deliver to an active volcano."

Nissa was standing in front of the door to her office with her arms barring the doorway. Behind her were a line of delivery drivers in various uniforms. 

God damn you, Ted. 

There was no half way with him. I never knew whether he'd come through with his promises. Most of the time he'd tell me he'd do something and I'd never hear another thing about it. But when he did follow through, he did so with a vengeance. Ted always struck me as a super villain in the making. He never felt appreciated by the super community and my running theory was that it was just a matter of time before he unleashed his master plan. But he always acted more the playboy than the mad scientist. Half the stuff he invented barely worked. When he did finish a project - like my clothes or his PPP - they were usually brilliant. But in between the successful projects were a long line of failures or marginal inventions that might work or might kill you. I never let Ted give me anything until he adopted a particular attitude. I couldn't describe it exactly, but it was a combination of an excitement and swagger. When Ted got that look on his face, I always worried. Had he developed the next long-lasting light bulb or a doomsday device? 

"What's going on here?"

"Mr. Moore?" the delivery guy in front, holding a huge box, wearing brown and yellow, looked relieved to be dealing with someone other than the angry, mohawked girl blocking his path. "Your assistant here signed for these packages..."

"I see that. How many are there?"

He glanced behind him nervously. From what I could see the hallway was already full of delivery guys with arms full of packages. "Um...the thing is...the trucks keep coming."

I paused, my mouth open for a second, "Huh?"

"Well, I had fifteen. But these guys here," he motioned back at the delivery girl behind him in a red and blue uniform, "they showed up just after. Seems they got another ten. And I think I saw another truck or two down there."

"Crap."

He shrugged as best he could with his arms full, "Sir, it's not our fault. Why'd you order all this stuff, anyhow?"

At first I turned to Nissa, then thought better of it and responded to the delivery guy, "This is all pre-paid, right?"

He shrugged, "S'far as I know."

I shook my head, "Nissa, just...sign for it. Find a place. This is Ted's doing. You can expect more craziness. Just..." I looked around, "take notes."

Her eyebrow went up, "Notes?"

I took her to the side, motioning for the delivery drivers to wait, "There's a lot you don't know about Ted. Just keep your eyes open. Anything you see that looks...weird, write it down. If my guess is right, we're going to have a pretty busy day."

"How come?"

"Ted promised to upgrade my office. Make it more secure. This is probably only the first wave."

She nodded slowly, uncertainly.

"There's a storage area downstairs. Here's the key. Number 12. Have the delivery guys stack them all up in there. Keep any paperwork. We're going to need to figure out what all he did and we're probably going to have to do most of it after the fact." I put a hand on her shoulder, surprised at how delicate she felt, "This may be a big test for you. Keep your wits about you and don't let them push you around."

She scowled, "Me?"

"Sorry," I smiled, "forgot who I was talking to."

She shot me a devious grin, "Natch!" She turned and directed the delivery drivers back down the stairs, "Alright. You've got deliveries? I'm ready to take them. Head back down and I'll let you know where you can shove 'em."

I smiled and shook my head approvingly. That girl seemed older than twenty. 

 

* * *

 

Nissa had spent most of the morning downstairs, meeting and directing the deliveries. A few drivers had attempted to circumvent her by using the intercom. I had ignored the buzzing, comfortable that she'd get to them soon enough. Finally, lunch had come around just as she'd gotten through the last of the trucks. She entered my office, plopping down on the only other chair. She put her feet up on the edge of my desk and pushed back. The chair didn't move.

"What the..."

I laughed, "Bolted to the floor." She looked down, "Not that you could have moved it anyhow. Thing weighs a ton."

"Why?"

"Let me tell you a story, little girl," her eyes grew hard as I rolled mine, "fine, little lady." That didn't soften her eyes. I continued regardless, "One day old man Bob was talking with a client. This client had hired Bob to find out who was ripping his tights."

"Ripping?"

I nodded trying to keep my face hard, "A very serious thing for this super. You see, well, his costume cost a small fortune. He had a thing for gold."

"The color?"

"The color, the substance, the whole idea of it. Called himself the Mitas Man, if I remember correctly. I'd have to check the files."

"You mean Midas."

I shook my head seriously, "No, I don't. He was very clear that he was the Mitas...something. I'm pretty sure it was Man. Anyhow, he was super strong, even by super standards, so there weren't many who dared argue with him. Those who did usually ended up unconscious and painted gold."

"No," Nissa covered her smile with her hand.

"Oh, yes. His tights were lined with bags of this gold paint. He had a nozzle that came out of his belt that he'd use to spray his defeated foes. In order to make sure those paint pockets would survive the battles, he had a super genius devise some sort of flexible, but super strong material. It was nearly indestructible, but it seemed about once a week, he'd wake up and his tights would be completely shredded. Sometimes, they'd have huge, animal-like tears in them. Other times, punctures from millions of tiny incisors or they'd be mauled into unrecognizable clumps of gold. One time, it looked like something had consumed it and shat it back out into the middle of his bedroom."

"Wait, all this while he slept? How come he didn't wake up?" She leaned forward and picked up the cracked box containing the explosive blue ball in the stasis field.

I reached over the desk and took it away from her gently, "Don't touch."

"What is it?"

"Dangerous is what it is."

"Fine, so how come he didn't wake up?"

"That's what was driving him batty. He couldn't figure it out. He'd tried everything from staying awake to getting friends to watch him sleep. Nothing worked. Finally he came to me." I paused.

"Sooo..."

"Oh nothing. Nothing happened. He paid me to watch him every night for a month. Guy snored like a bulldozer. An animal could have mauled him in his sleep and he probably wouldn't have woken up."

"But what about the tights?" Nissa demanded.

"Oh, there was never anything to that. I knew all about it. In fact, I suspect Mitas Man was the only one who didn't. I mean, come on, the guy peed gold paint all over his victims. If he really didn't like them, he'd dance around them yelling, 'Now who's the king? That's right, I'm the king!' He was an adrenaline junkie. Always looking for a fight. And it didn't take much to get on his shit list. I'd heard stories that he'd beat up heroes, and I mean real heroes, for saying his name right. Well, wrong to him, but you know what I mean. Guy was a douche. Had it coming."

"But how did..."

"Come on now, think about it," I prompted.

Nissa's head slowly arched back, eyes searching the ceiling for answers. "Okay. So the bladders have to be special made. By a genius you said."

I nodded, "Natch, as you kids say."

"Whoever the genius was would know what could puncture the bags. You met with him and..."

I shook my head slowly.

"No, okay. Let me think. So how does an indestructible material get shredded over and over? Some sort of animal-transforming super arch-enemy..."

"No, you were closer before."

She looked at me now. "Okay, so the genius had something to do with it." I nodded almost imperceptibly, "Which means maybe he knew his nemesis..."

I interrupted, "Not bad for an amateur. Just remember, in this job, things are almost always simpler than you think. It's like when you walk into a room full of people and they all laugh. It isn't some nefarious plot, you just walked in at the wrong time."

"So, it's simpler?"

"Definitely." I started organizing the papers on my desk, "Who do you know in town who could build those sorts of tights?"

She shrugged, "The only freelance genius I know is Tinkerer and I only know of him 'cause of you."

"Yeah, well there are a few others that have the skills and they are cheaper. Thing is, they aren't as good as Ted. This Mitas twit was hard on his pants and he'd already burned through the other geniuses' attempts. Finally he decided to pony up for Ted, but he made one mistake." I stopped shuffling my papers and looked directly in Nissa's brown eyes, "He threatened Ted."

Nissa's left eyebrow raised while the other dipped, "But I hear you threaten him all the time."

I waved the comment off, "That's different. Ted and I have a relationship. Plus, I don't really threaten him. Mitas dude told Ted he'd pound him to a pulp if the pants ripped during a fight. Ted promised they wouldn't. And, honestly, they never did."

"So the animal..."

"Ted built that into the pants. He could remotely self-destruct them whenever he wanted. Every time Mitas brought them back for repairs, he'd build in a different destruct effect. Then he put the word out that he'd let anyone looking for a little revenge on Mitas Man press the button. For a fee, of course."

"And the times you were there, watching?"

"I split half the money with Ted and he didn't take commissions for a month. By the end of the month, Mitas was broke and let me go. Ted set up cameras in Mitas' apartment and threw a pants party. I was told it was the social event of the year. Cost a fortune to get in."

"Did you go?"

"Naw. That many supers in one place? That's just asking for trouble. Someone's bound to get tipsy and remember something about me they don't like."

"Something about you not to like? Shocking!"

"I know. And here I am, all altruistic."

Nissa shook the smile off her face, "So, Tinkerer gets paid both ways. Paid to blow up the pants and paid to fix them."

"And paid not to blow them up when I was on the job. Yeah, he made out pretty well."

She shook her head, "Still, I sort of feel bad for the guy. Must have driven him crazy."

I shrugged as I finished up piling all the loose papers onto the corner of my desk, "Guy was a tool. After the party, he left town. Or so I heard. Now he's someone else's problem." 

"From what you've told me of Tinkerer, I didn't think he'd be able to pull something that organized off."

"Don't underestimate Ted. Sure, he's mostly too busy playing with his toys and clubbing to work on saving or dominating the world, but when he puts his mind to it...well, it can be impressive." I stood, "So, you hungry?"

She looked up at me, her brow furrowed, "That is pretty messed up, though."

"What?"

"That guy, Mitas - what Ted did was cruel."

"Listen, Nissa, you spend some time with them, you'll see. They do it to each other all the time. It's like a crazy hazing ritual that never ends. I'll be honest, if I were a super, I'm not sure I'd let anyone know. A few pranks like that and I'd end up on the wrong side of The Bulwark."

"Yeah, no doubt," Nissa nodded.

"Come on, let's eat." I walked to the door, Nissa close behind. I stopped, holding the edge of the door with my hand, forcing Nissa to walk under my arm. "Thing is, that Mitas guy is the reason I had to reinforce the chair. He wanted his money back because I hadn't found anything. When I refused, he threw the chair, my desk, and most of my office through the window. Since then, I've had pretty much everything in my office reinforced and bolted down. I don't even think I broke even in the deal."

"That sucks."

"Well, you should have seen the look on his face. Plus, this was after the party so he was wearing gold dancing tights with a gold speedo."

"Dancing tights? Like leggings?"

"Yeah. Hey, the guy painted his whole body gold, but couldn't find a pair of gold pants to match. Since he couldn't afford for Ted to fix his, he had to shop at the mall. It was all he could find. You could see his leg hair though them, plus they had a run up the back. It was hilarious."

"Bob, you've got a strange sense of humor."

 

# # #






  

Chapter 6


As soon as we had taken the first bites of the sandwiches I managed to scrape together from leftovers in the fridge, the intercom buzzed again. Nissa and I looked at each other, our mouths full, waiting for the other to make a move. When it became apparent that neither was going to budge, I nodded toward the intercom on the wall next to the kitchen counter. Nissa puffed up her cheeks and made a show of chewing. I rolled my eyes, managed to swallow, and pressed the button.

"Yeah?"

"Mr. Moore?" a man's voice.

"Yeah, listen buddy, we're all done with deliveries for today. Come back tomorrow or, at the very least, after I finish lunch." I squinted at Nissa, "Better yet, when my assistant finishes lunch."

"No, Mr. Moore, we're not delivery drivers."

"Not..." I pressed the button to activate the closed circuit camera built into the intercom panel by the downstairs door. All I could see was a huge, black and white ear and eye deformed by the fish-eye lens. 

"You're gonna have to back up."

The figure came into focus and I was treated to a picture of three men standing uncomfortably close to one another. They were wearing identical outfits with matching badges, oversized watches, and holding their hats. The picture was in black and white, but I didn't need color to know their uniforms were blue with gold trim.

"Damn. Cops."

"The fuzz? What do they want?"

I shook my head, "To ruin my day." I pressed the button again, "No thanks, I already gave this month."

One of the officers stepped up to the intercom, "Mr. Moore, we really need to talk to you."

"No thanks."

The three shifted in unison, trading looks. Finally the leader, an older gentleman of larger stature, moved to the intercom, "Moore. No more bullshit. You know you'll let us up. Stop the games."

I leaned back from the intercom, Nissa's eyes on me. I rubbed around my mouth, stroking my chin. Normally, with my well-known connection to many of the world’s supers, I could tell them to buzz off with very little fear of reprisal. But these were uncertain times. Now, I didn't know who was left. But that wasn't really the point. They were cops. If they really wanted to, they could make my life difficult even during the best of times. I didn't really want to make any enemies right now. At least, not if I didn't have to. On the monitor, the two younger, slimmer cops shifted and traded glances. The leader stood stoically still. 

"Damn." I took a breath and pressed the button. The monitor cut out as the police entered. I looked at Nissa, her sandwich still held to her mouth, "Take that to your desk. Stall them for a minute. I need to think."

We walked quickly down the hall and I entered my office leaving the police to Nissa. It's one thing to stare down a super that likes to run around looking like death personified, but it is another to deal with real authority. While supers had more real power in just about every sense, there was something about the badge. It still meant something. Cops these days may be little more than the public relations arm for the supers, but they still had authority. On TV and in books, the police always represented power. It was like we were all programmed to respect them. When you talked to the police, you were afraid. 

Well, if you were a tippy. Supers were a different story.

My intercom buzzed, followed by Nissa's voice on the speaker. I scanned my office. I quickly closed the door on the still-white terminal screen. I shook my head. Should I unplug it? Back when it was Gale's, she always warned not to unplug it no matter what. No time to think about that now. I reached down to the intercom.

"Okay, send them back."

The double doors to my office opened slowly as the two younger cops pushed them in. Between them, the older officer locked eyes with me and stepped in. He was portly, but not so much that he wheezed. There was the hint of long ago developed muscle, and the set of his jaw and perpetual frown said that he wasn't afraid to use them. This man was old school. 

"Mr. Moore," the older cop walked around the guest chair, his hand outstretched, "I've heard a lot about you."

"Nothing good, I suppose," I gripped his hand firmly. He seemed dead set on crushing mine. I tried to keep the pain from my face. In the background I heard the intercom buzz again.

"To the contrary," satisfied he'd made his point, he released my hand, "mostly good. Which, of course, is all crap. See, I know your type, Moore. You play the angles."

I rubbed my hand, "With a mind like that, I can see why they put you behind a desk."

He scowled and leaned in, "I don't like anglers."

I sat, steepling my fingertips, "Really? What have you got against fishermen? Salt of the earth, or so I hear." From the other office, I could hear Nissa arguing with someone over the intercom. 

The two cops behind the leader glanced at each other. This wasn't going the way they'd expected. No, the way they'd been told. No one talked to this officer this way. They didn't know how to react.

"Cut the crap, PI. You wanna play an angle? How about this? I'm going to personally make your life a living hell if you don't give me what I want."

"Ah..." I leaned back, "and what you want is..."

"Everyone."

I waited. He didn't elaborate. "Everyone?"

"Everyone. I want every contact you have. Every number, every name, everything."

I bit off a laugh, "You're out of your mind."

"Am I? How about I send the building inspector up here? You current with all your codes and licenses?" He made a show of looking around the office. He placed a hand on the guest chair and pushed. Of course it didn't move, "Some of this stuff doesn't look standard. I'm sure they'd be interested..."

I pursed my lips, my pulse quickening. I had pushed around supers who could melt steel and freeze lava. I sure wasn't going to let this cop walk into my home and try to squeeze me for info. Tippy or no, I had to put this guy in his place. 

"Okay, pig," the two younger officers gasped and the fat cop turned red, "this is how this is going to go. You're going to get the hell out of my office. You're never going to come back. You're never going to bother me again. And if you do, I'll make it my life's work to make yours a living hell."

"What. Did. You. Call. Me?"

I snorted. Twice. Again, the intercom buzzed. Again, Nissa answered.

His face slowly turned purple. He reached down to his belt for his revolver - a weapon that had probably been purely for show for the last 20 years. As he pulled it free of its holster, I reached down and flipped on my Inertial Dampener. I didn't really think he'd shoot, but I certainly wasn't going to take any chances.

Turned out I didn't have anything to worry about. The two younger cops reacted as one and grabbed their boss's arms. His rage was so intense that he actually pulled one of them to the ground. The other managed to use the guest chair as leverage and got the gun away from him.

"I'll kill you, you son-of-a-bitch!"

"No, you won't, Officer Pork. You want to talk about angles? Here's yours. You're afraid. For the first time in years, that little watch of yours doesn't work. When you use it to tune into the Super Band radio, you don't hear chatter. When you talk into it, you don't get responses. And you don't know what to do. You thought you could walk in here and I'd just give you my files on all the supers? What if I told you those files also contain information on half the tippy politicians in the city? You want to take a shot? Go ahead. Won't do you much good. And this time next week, you'll be out of the force without a pension."

His struggles against his fellow officers slowly subsided. Finally, he jerked his arms free. He looked back at the officer who had taken his gun and held out his hand. Hesitantly, the officer placed the gun in the outstretched palm. He turned slowly toward me, his eyes still on his gun.

"You've made a powerful enemy today," his voice was soft and menacing, but I could still hear the doubt.

I nodded, "I think you have that backwards."

He turned quickly, and left, the officer that he had thrown to the ground following. The other, the one that had gotten the gun, stayed behind. Nissa answered yet another call on the intercom.

"I warned him," the young officer's voice was strong and clear, belying his years.

"Hmm?"

"My uncle was the last mayor."

"Uhh...Sandy Mitchell?"

He nodded, "No one calls him Sandy. But I guess you knew that. He talked about you once."

"He wasn't supposed to do that."

The cop put up his hands, "Oh, he didn't say much. He only said not to cross you."

"Good advice."

"We do need your help. We're flying blind out there."

I shook my head, "You're a bit young to remember, but your boss out there should. We didn't always need supers to do everything for us. There was a time when you guys actually did the policing. Even after the supers came on the scene."

"I know."

I stood and walked around my desk to face the cop. He was young, but his eyes were bright. His uniform was perfectly pressed and probably professionally tailored. "Listen, you don't have the luxury of being afraid. Sure, you are, but you can't show it. You walk out there and show fear, you'll have this city in a panic. You walk out there like everything is going to be okay, and people will believe you. Break up a few fights, throw a few troublemakers in jail, and this place will settle down in no time."

He nodded slowly in response, staring intently into my eyes. I tried to keep my gaze strong and steady. I think I pulled it off. 

"Are they all dead?"

I shook my head, "I don't know. I know that Gale and Force are still out there. I'm sure there are others."

"Gale and Force? Really?"

"Talked to her myself."

He frowned, "They need to make an appearance. Let people know they're doing something."

"They are."

"But if they could just stop by. Do a flyover even. It'd make a huge difference."

"Listen, what happened yesterday, it's big. Probably bigger than any of us yet realize. They are out there, fighting it. I'm not sure how, or where, but they are. I can't tell you when, or if, they'll be back in town. For now, you guys are on your own."

He nodded slowly and turned. "If you hear from any more supers, if any contact you, we could really use their help."

"Maybe it's time you guys stopped looking for the supers and stand on your own? "

He, paused, mouth open to response, but instead turned and walked out and I returned to my desk. By the time I sat, Nissa was back in my office.

"You're not going to believe this crap."

I scowled at her, "Listen, kid, I'm not sure I'm in the mood for guessing games. Just give it to me."

"Gee, cranky much? Fine. There are three different installers here."

"Installers?"

"Yep. Only, they don't know what they're installing."

"Come again?"

"That's what I said, but they said they couldn't."

"Huh. Wait...what?"

"Forget it." A buzz from the other room, "Yeesh, there it is again!" She stood up.

"Wait," I stopped her, "what do you mean they don't know what they are installing?"

"Just that. So far, they show up, look through all those boxes, grab the ones they want, and install it."

"Where?"

She shrugged, "In the walls mostly. One in the door. I'm taking notes, like you said, but honestly, it all looks weird to me." 

I shook my head. Damn you, Ted. I told you I didn't want upgrades. But part of me was a little relieved.

I turned and opened the closet door that hid the terminal. It still showed nothing but a blank, white screen. I hated looking at it, but I couldn't help it. I kept hoping it would reconnect, that I was wrong and that somehow Mind, and the Network, would still be functional. Without it, much of my information, the stuff the cops wanted, was lost.

"What are you gonna do about that?"

Nissa was standing beside me, the insistent buzzing momentarily forgotten. 

"Nothing."

"Really? Why not unplug it since it won't turn off?"

I took the last bite of my sandwich and rubbed the crumbs from my hands, "I considered it, but no. If knowing Ted has taught me anything, it is not to mess with something that's not exploding." I turned to her, "You remember that. These geniuses put together these devices, but half the time, even they don't know why it works. If it isn't smoking, ticking, or counting down, don't mess with it. At least, that's my policy."

She nodded, "Will do." The intercom buzzed from the front office, "Dammit! There it goes again."

I sighed, "Just...go with it. This is the way these things go."

"What do you mean?"

"Ted has obviously decided that I need to be better protected. If he had any one person do the entire installation, they'd have a complete schematic. He wouldn't want that. So there will be a chain of installers coming through. That way, no one company has enough information to compromise the security measures."

"Makes sense, I suppose."

"Just," I hesitated, "keep your eyes open."

She stopped at my door, the intercom buzzing insistently, "For what?"

"Just...anything."

"I've been trying, but I don't really know what to look for."

I sighed again, "You don't really know Ted and honestly, I don't either. Sure, he's helped me out a lot in the past, but this is pretty big. Just make sure he isn't installing cameras in the bathroom or anything that looks like a bomb."

Her eyebrow raised, "He'd do that?"

"No...well, probably not." I paused, thinking, "Maybe. Just keep your eyes open."

"Bob, you've got some strange friends."

"Tell me about it."

 

# # #






  

Chapter 7


For the most part, I kept to myself for the rest of the day. Workers would occasionally need access to my office and I'd watch them closely, but there was very little to see. Most of the devices were enclosed in cases and required little more than wires connected to them. I saw more than one worker scratching his head in confusion. A larger group installed new doors in all of the rooms, other groups installed powered opening and closing mechanisms, and each door got a lock from a different installer. It was quite the circus, and every time I exited my office, I felt like I might get trampled. There were workers on ladders, workers in ceilings, and workers on the floor with their pants begrudgingly clinging to their hips. In the midst of it all, Nissa stood with a clipboard, looking over shoulders, examining credentials, and issuing orders. 

Once, I walked out to get a cup of coffee just as a short, stocky man with a large nose was jabbing a finger into Nissa's shoulder. Nissa's feet were planted and the clipboard was at her side. Her mohawk shimmered with every jab. Behind the man, two bored colleagues waited.

"Now you listen here, missy," the man jabbed again, "I've got a job to do, and I mean to do it, now!"

"You'll sit and wait your turn, like everyone else," Nissa responded coolly. 

Behind her, on the couch, were three more workers, all in different uniforms, looking glum. "It's no use, Mac," said one of them, "might as well do as the lady says."

The irate man spied me watching and tried to get around Nissa. She blocked his every move, "Hey you! You in charge here?"

I pointed at myself and shook my head. "I'm just here to get the coffee. Ms. Nissa, you ready for another cup?"

Without turning she responded, "Tea for me. Hurry back."

I suppressed a giggle and turned as the man's gaze danced between the two of us, trying to determine if we were lying. I walked down the hall toward the kitchen, past a guy on a ladder with his head in the ceiling, and another on the ground, running wires behind the molding near the floor. The place was in shambles with holes in walls, drywall dust everywhere, and empty containers littering the floor. The kitchen was no better with power outlets hanging free, appliances moved away from walls, and three guys in three different uniforms stepping all over each other trying to get their jobs done. 

"Screw it."

I turned and retreated to my office. If there were any coffee in the kitchen, it was sure to be cold. Or full of dust. No point. 

Nissa was finishing up with the irate man, "…then, and only then, can you start. So, to recap, find your part or parts downstairs, bring them up if possible, tell me where you're going to work, and I'll put you on the list. Just about every room is full of workers, so you might as well take a seat. I'll get you in as soon as possible."

I entered my office, but Nissa followed shortly after, collapsing into the guest seat.

"Ouch. This seat isn't very comfortable," she complained.

"It's not meant to be. It's meant to stay right..." the phone rang. 

Nissa looked at it in confusion. She'd never heard this ring before. While I had three lines, Nissa was only familiar with two. The third, I reserved for emergencies. It had a special ring and only a select few had the number. When this phone rang, trouble wasn't far behind. Considering the events of the last twenty-four hours, I supposed I shouldn't have been surprised. 

"That's not good."

"Bob, what's that? I've never..."

"Give me a moment."

Nissa unfolded herself from the chair and left, glancing back over her shoulder. She closed the door quietly as I picked up the receiver.

"Hello?"

"Mr. Moore?" An official sounding voice. Female. Lots of background noise. "This is City General."

"City General...the hospital?"

"Yes, sir. You're listed as the emergency contact for one Liz Novac?"

I bolted from my chair, "Liz! Is she okay?"

"Mr. Moore, I'm sorry to say, no. There's been an accident. As you are the only person on her contact list that is answering, we'd like you to come down as soon as you can to fill out some forms."

She spoke the last two words to the sound of me slamming the phone down on the base. I grabbed my jacket, my overcoat, and my hat off the rack in the corner, and sprinted from the room. I dodged two workers enjoying coffee in paper cups from the shop around the corner, but pulled up short at the door. 

"Where's the goddamn handle?"

"Bob, what's..." Nissa's voice trailed off as I glared at her. "It slides now. The guy's working on the motor...he thinks."

I banged on it, "Open this thing!" 

From the other side, fingers reached around and pulled the door open. As soon as it was ajar enough, I pushed my way past. I could hear Nissa behind me calling out for details, but I didn't have time to answer. I had to leave. I had to get to the hospital as soon as possible. First Khan, now Liz. She had to be okay. She had to be. 

Just as I slammed the car door closed and jammed the key into the ignition, Nissa came running out from the stairwell, "Bob!"

"No time, Nissa."

"Just tell me where you're going!"

"Hospital. Liz," was all I could manage before I turned the key, engine roaring to life. I slammed the car into reverse and smoked the tires. Nissa watched with a hand on her forehead as I sped away, weaving between the various installer vans parked all over the underground garage and making a beeline for the exit rather than following the set route. 

"Not Liz too..." I muttered through clenched teeth. 

 

* * *

 

"Liz Novac," I replied breathlessly. 

I had run from the parking lot all the way to the emergency room. There, I had been directed to the burn ward. After another sprint, I was at the desk of an overweight, but kind-looking nurse. The knot in my stomach was making me nauseated. 

The burn ward nurse glanced down at her clipboard, following her finger as she scanned the names. She finally found her and traced her finger to the right, reading the details. She clicked her tongue, "Ah... I'll go get the doctor. If you'll just..."

"Just tell me, is she okay?"

The nurse managed a small smile, "Sir, you're in the burn ward."

I swallowed hard, "Right, stupid question. Just, is she going to be okay?"

The woman patted my hand, "I really couldn't say. Just let me get the doctor. There are chairs, coffee. Try to relax."

Relax. Right. 

I paced the waiting room like a caged animal. Floating through my mind were images too horrible to describe. Dismembered Liz. Charcoal Liz. Dead Liz. Or worse, living the rest of her life disfigured and in agonizing pain Liz. That one was too much to bear. I had to know what was going on. I spun and started to march back to the desk when a side door opened and a young doctor emerged. His eyes were trained on the clipboard in his hand. I stopped in front of him. He almost ran into me.

"Oh, Mr. Moore?" 

His face was young and smooth. His voice too high. Did this kid even shave?

I nodded, afraid to speak.

"Thanks for coming on such short notice. Is Ms. Novac your...sister?"

"Friend," my voice cracked. I cleared my throat, "What happened?"

"Maybe we should sit," he took a deep breath. "Ms. Novac has been badly burned."

I nodded - numb. Why should that news surprise me so? What was I expecting? 'We were all out of beds in the totally healthy wing so we had to put her here?'

"I'll spare you the technical terms. She's been burned over just about every part of her body."

I swallowed hard.

"Most of it isn't that bad, first degree mostly, but her back and part of her face were burned very badly, second degree. It's the most painful injury you can have. She's on strong painkillers right now. There really isn't much more we can do for her."

I blinked slowly, trying not to envision what he was describing, "But she'll live?"

He nodded, "It looks good. It was touch and go for a while. We're still not sure about her lungs. But she seems to have stabilized. We won't know for sure..."

He continued, but I wasn't listening. She would live. I exhaled a shaky breath. "What happened?" I interrupted.

He shook his head, "When people come in with Ms. Novac's injuries, we don't ask many questions. I believe there was talk of an explosion."

An explosion? That didn't make any sense. 

"The thing is, Mr. Moore, if this had happened last week, I'd have much better news for you. We had a resident super on staff that specialized in burns. Could have healed her right up. But we haven't heard from her since...the incident. So, until we can find another healer..."

I rocked in my seat slowly. "Can I see her?"

He shook his head, "I wouldn't advise it. She's heavily medicated right now and, honestly, you don't want to see her like this, Mr. Moore. I can see how it is affecting you." He put a hand on my shoulder. "She asked for you. When she first arrived early this morning, she was calling for you. When she comes to, I'll let her know you were here. It'll help."

I looked at his hand, then at that boyish face, "Thanks, Doc. Thanks. And call. No matter the time."

"I will." He pulled a paper off the top of the clipboard and handed the clipboard to me. "For now, fill this out as best you can. We have pretty complete records on Ms. Novac, but it would help if you look over it and see if you have anything to add."

I nodded and grabbed the clipboard with the pen tied to the top by a short string. I scanned the document. It had Liz's health information on it. Allergies, medical history, the works. I didn't have anything to add. How could I not have anything to add? Was our relationship so superficial? Oh, she knew intimately my financial details and there was more than one night after Gale had left me that I'd spent hours pouring out my anger and pain to her as she poured scotch into me, but, now that I was faced with this piece of paper, I couldn't say that we were close.

That wasn't true; I wasn't close. 

I thought back to all the times we'd talked. She'd asked me about Gale; she'd ask me about Khan; she'd ask me about all manner of things. And how had I responded? 'How's business, Liz.' I hung my head. What kind of friend was I? Was I so self-absorbed? I pushed the pen into the clip at the top. It slid out. I tried again. Again it slid free. I opened the clip and closed it onto the bottom of the pen. It cracked and ink started running down the page.

"Dammit!" I yelled.

The nurse looked up from her desk, confused. I rushed over and slammed the clipboard on the ledge in front of her desk. 

"Do you have a napkin or something?"

She stood and looked down at the now ruined page. She smiled, "It's okay, hon. We've got copies. Let me get you another."

"No," I growled. "I didn't have anything to add." I turned and marched down the hall. I needed to do something and sitting here wasn't it.

 

* * *

 

I sat in the driver's seat of my car in the emergency parking lot. Next to me, my hat and overcoat had slid from the seat onto the floorboards. My right hand was on the key, which was in the ignition, while my left held the flask I had been drinking from. I felt like I had told my hand to start the car a number of times. Each time, I seemed to hear, "Not until you know where you're going."

Where am I going? What am I going to do?

I took another swig from the flask. It was almost empty already. I could see the setting sun in my rear view mirror. Water spots and dirt on the mirror distorting the image, giving it a blocky look. 

Like confetti in the sky.

I closed my eyes and forced my hand from the key, consciously putting my hand in my lap and not on the cushion next to me where the pink car seat had been in the dream. 

Take a breath, Bob. Think. 

I pictured Liz as I'd seen her last. She'd cut her straight brown hair a bit shorter than I liked, an inch or so lower than her ears in a style that left the back a bit shorter than the front. It wasn't an unattractive look, but I'd always been partial to longer hair, especially on Liz. I could see the tight-lipped smile on her triangular face as she reached out to embrace me in a friendly hug at the restaurant we were meeting at for lunch. I remembered her hair kept falling in her eyes and she had to continually push it over her ear. She'd laughed a lot that day. We'd been trading stories of supers. Of some supers her organization had sued for damages, some of the pictures and jobs I'd taken. 

That was months ago. Months, Bob.

I violently opened the door and sprang from the car. I threw the rest of the scotch down my throat and replaced the top of the flask. I started pacing in front of my car. There had to be something I could do. Had to be...

The cops. I gritted my teeth. But I couldn't go there empty-handed and, frankly, I couldn't think of anything I could trade. Was there another way? There had to be. I frowned, mulling over the possibilities. Maybe I didn't have to go begging; I had my own sources of information. I headed back into the hospital to make a few calls. 

 

* * *

 

"Bastard!" I yelled into the dial tone. I slammed the payphone handset back on its receiver. I dug in my pocket for more change, but came up with nothing but lint. "Shit," I cursed to myself. 

Maybe it hadn't been as "to myself" as I'd thought. Heads turned away from me as I stood and scanned the main waiting room of the hospital looking for the front desk. I walked hurriedly to the desk, avoiding direct eye contact with those in the waiting room.

I'd called everyone I knew. Well, I'd started with Nissa to get the few numbers I didn't have memorized, but then I'd started a marathon of calls that had drained every bit of my pocket change and everything from the ashtray in the car. All those street punks and gutter trash I'd overpaid to watch over a super's house. All the politicians I'd helped get into office or out of trouble. All the cops I could think of, which, unfortunately, numbered only one. Officer Kent owed me for letting him take news to The Bulwark during a big case, essentially bumping his social status up three or four steps. But either he wasn't taking my calls or he really was as busy as they'd said. 

The thing about politicians is that, even after they retire, they never stop lying. The bastards. I talked to three people I helped get elected, two of whom were still in office. Well, I actually talked to their assistants. I knew they were there. But they wouldn't come to the phone. The third guy, retired, just deflected all my questions. He may not have known anything, and I didn't expect him to, but he certainly wasn't going to look into it. He said he would, but he wouldn't. I could tell. 

My street "friends" had been even less help, but at least they answered the phone. They knew what had happened. Sometime this morning, there had been an explosion at the TOP office. But I could tell they knew more. If nothing else, they would have their suspicions. I could tell by their pauses, their hesitations, by how they covered up the phone to talk to each other with muffled voices before answering. But none of them would talk. None of my threats or bribes worked. Whatever they knew, it wasn't going to come out over the phone. 

"Can I get some change?" I said to the nurse at the front desk as I pulled out my wallet.

"No."

I stopped and looked up. The nurse held my gaze ruthlessly. "Um...please?"

"No. This is a hospital, not a bar."

"What?"

"There are people in here. Sick people. Worried people waiting for news of sick loved ones. The last thing they need is some Neanderthal yelling obscenities into a phone."

"No, you don't understand. I've got a friend in there. I'm just trying to find out..."

"No, you don't understand. I don't care. You can make your calls elsewhere."

"But..." 

She lowered her head in a way that let me know I didn't have a chance.

"Fine." I turned and stomped out. I probably had more change in the car anyhow...

Not a bar.

I stopped at my door, an idea forming. Was this really what I wanted to do? It would mean a very embarrassing walk in front of a lot of people who really didn't want to see me. One in particular. Was it worth it? 

It was Liz. Anything was worth it.

I jumped in the car and slammed the key into the ignition. The tires squealed as I was pushed forward by the backward motion of the car. I shifted into first and shot out of the parking lot. I squinted at the setting sun, planning my route. My destination was a rough part of town in the best of times. After recent events, I had no idea what to expect. The wind roared past me as I entered the highway. Usually I'd take surface streets to the docks, but I didn't want to take any chances. There was an exit ramp from the highway to the wharf, but that was a tourist destination. If I were to run into mobs, violent or otherwise, it would be there. No, better to get off an exit early and give myself options. Plus, the bar I was going to wasn't exactly on the main strip. 

This was going to suck.

 

# # #






  

Chapter 8


I managed to miss the worst of the traffic and crowds by taking an early exit and keeping to side streets. Still, I caught view of more than a few mobs doing everything from milling around to having yelling matches with each other. Nothing nearly as violent as the news would have had me believe. Honestly, I can't say I ever subscribed to the mob mentality. I saw signs with messages ranging from the traditional "The End is Nigh" and "Repent" to some less biblical phrases including blaming people of particular sexual orientations, ethnicities, creeds, and more for the current state of the world. What wasn't on display was any blame for the supers. There were plenty crying out for their help, but no one was saying what was on everyone's minds: It's their fault. One of their own did this and many of the world's leaders and other innocent tippys were taken out with them. They all realized, just like I did, that if anyone was going to stop this Raven character, it would be a super. There would be plenty of time to blame them after they'd saved the world. 

Flanagan's was the sort of dive bar that should only exist in movies full of fake Irish gangsters and thugs. It's the sort of place that left you with a bit of a brogue, the taste of Guinness on your tongue, more than a few shots of whiskey in your gut, and convinced that darts is an actual sport. It had the sort of feel to it like you either stepped back in time or entered the world’s best amusement park of bars. There were only two ways out of Flanagan's - you either stumbled out or someone threw you through the swinging back door.

That someone was Shawn O'Malley.

I'd done some work for Shawn a while back. His super persona was Flamer, a name that, to this day, I don’t think he ever realized made people laugh behind his back. He's a typical "brick" or strong man. Super strong, super tough, and super willing show it. His hook was that fire, or more specifically, being on fire, increased his power. His sidekick, a girl who called herself Cindar, could throw flaming blue lumps of coal that exploded on impact - like the one sitting in my office. Well, exactly like the one in my office since she had thrown it at me.

I'd heard a lot about Flanagan's, but I'd never been inside. When I entered, I understood the fascination. There were mounted heads of boars and other animals, coats of arms, and bladed and projectile weapons mounted to every available space on every wall. It was like a museum of Irish clichés. The only women I saw were tight-shirted waitresses carrying tall, dark beers and small shot glasses. Most people seemed to receive one of each. The bar was full of men in various states of inebriation, but it was early in the evening, so only about half of them looked like they'd have to be carried home. 

I liked my bars full of little more than quiet conversations in hushed corners. Short glasses filled with strong liquid being consumed by people who were consumed by something else. A bar should be a place of misery. Misery being drowned. Occasionally, someone in a bar should succeed. They should manage to drink enough to find release. And everyone else should look at them enviously and then order another. Because if they could do it, so could you.

Flanagan's was my kind of place.

I approached the bar and squeezed in next to a man with a thick accent who was talking rapidly to another man who was obviously asleep. I could only make out every third or fourth word, my comprehension of his speech further hindered by the man occasionally, and from what I could tell, randomly, breaking into song. He'd sing anything from a line to an entire verse before continuing his conversation. Of course, I couldn't tell if he changed the subject or not, but whatever he talked or sang about seemed very important to him. His hands waved passionately and I suspected that his power, if he had one, was to talk animatedly without spilling his beer.

There was a single bartender on duty who poured beer and whiskey with the sort of confidence a lifetime of experience endows. I tried to flag him over, and he acknowledged me, but it was clear it'd take him a while. I cringed as I tapped the talker on the shoulder.

"Hey, buddy, you know where the bouncer is?"

The man turned slowly, careful to reposition his beer and shot. He was older, probably in his sixties, but his eyes showed that neither age nor drink had dulled his mind. "Aye!"

And then he said...something. I couldn't begin to hazard a guess as to what. At one point, I thought I heard a bit about onions, but that didn't seem right. It was loud in the bar, but not nightclub loud. In the back corner, a red-headed woman with a guitar sang folk songs, but the noise of the conversations in the bar nearly drowned her out. I put my hand to my ear and tried again.

"Sorry, buddy, could you repeat that? I missed the part..."

"What can I get you?"

I turned. The bartender was faster than I had thought. His accent was lightly Irish, but not hard to understand. He was tall and large and his face was stern, but not unfriendly. This was a man who didn't take any crap, but wasn't going to give you any either. Unless you made him. And then it was on.

"I was just asking your friend here..."

"Iain? Don't waste your time, he's a Scotsman," the bartender's smile was easy and brightened up his face. Next to me, Iain said something in return and they both laughed. Iain turned back to the sleeping man on his other side.

I leaned in to the bartender nodding to my side, "He had a little much?"

He laughed, "Nah, you just haven't had enough. With Iain, the more you drink, the better you understand him. So what you need?"

"Your bouncer?"

He shrugged, "Gonna have to be more specific. Place like this, we got a few."

"Shawn?"

"We got a couple of those too."

"O'Malley?"

He nodded knowingly, "You a friend of his?"

I considered lying, but didn't. This guy didn't seem the sort I should try to play. "No offense, but Flamer doesn't strike me as the type with many friends."

His eyes narrowed, then he nodded slowly, "You do know him." He leaned in, "Listen, he thinks we don't know about his...other job. Let's keep it that way."

"No problem," I winked conspiratorially.

He raised his eyebrows and quickly nodded, causing me to look over my shoulder to a booth near the front window. I turned and saw nothing but a table shrouded in darkness. After a moment, a hand reached out and grabbed one of the many mugs that covered the tabletop. A head leaned forward to meet the lip of the glass. Flamer had either turned off or removed the bulb from the hanging light above the table, but there was no mistaking his shape. With him seated, I was barely taller than him. Part of that was because of the spiked red hair, but mostly it was just because he was so huge. Even by super standards he was impressive at nearly seven feet tall and three wide at the shoulders. In the dim light, I could barely make out his short, red beard that traced his jawline and cut up the sides of his chin to meet his mustache. The table in front of him was littered with empty beer and shot glasses. He tipped back the one he'd grabbed, rubbing his lips and the front of his shirt as he set it down. He sat back, once again swallowed up by darkness.

"You gonna be okay?" The bartender's question sounded more like a warning.

"How long has he been at it?"

The bartender hesitated long enough that I turned back to him. He was looking down, absently rearranging some of the glassware, "Ever since the Tournament. Bastard Raven," he spat. "He hasn't stopped drinking since."

"That's over 24 hours!"

"Tell me. He doesn't need money - Super State stipend and all - so I let him drink for free. Usually it's just a beer or two. Way he's been going at it, I might not break even."

I turned back to Flamer, "So, what's it worth to you if I get him out of here?" No use wasting an opportunity.

"What'cha mean?"

"I mean just that. I get him out of here, away from the alcohol…what's that worth?"

"I don't want no part of nothing..." He paused, "Shawn's good people. Sure he's a bit hot headed from times..."

I turned back to him, "No, no, nothing like that. I came here to get him anyhow. I'm just saying, I might be more motivated if there were something else on the table."

The bartender rubbed his chin, "I don't know. Maybe you drink as much as him."

"No," I handed him one of my cards, "it's just...occasionally I need help. You know, nothing illegal," usually, "but help. Call it a favor." 

The bartender nodded slowly, "Nothing illegal?" He thought for a moment longer, "Okay. Sure. I heard of you anyways. You that guy that investigates supers, right?"

"That's me."

"Yesterday not so hot for you neither, eh?"

"We'll see," I muttered.

"Bob Moore, huh? What kind of name..."

I put a hand up to stop him, "Don't ask. I'm done answering that one."

He shrugged, "You want something to drink?"

"Scotch, neat."

"SCOTCH!" Iain turned, his eyes beaming, "Aye, laddie..." and then more gibberish.

I put a hand on his shoulder, "Iain is it? Got to go, buddy. We'll have to pick this up some other time."

"Aye, aye, mate..." gibberish.

"Your scotch," the bartender pushed a glass into my hand. "How you want to pay?"

"Just put it on my tab," I grabbed the glass and took a sip. Blended. I should have been specific.

The bartender grunted. "I already don't like this deal," he murmured. 

I pretended not to hear him and walked over to Flamer's table.

The huge super tensed as I approached. Now that I was closer, I could see he was in street clothes, thankfully. The last time I saw him, he was wearing his costume, which consisted of oversized work boots, spandex tights, and a tied-on eye mask. All pink. His beer slammed to the table, empty.

"Not in the mood," he slurred in my general direction.

I pulled a free chair from a nearby table and sat in front of him. He leaned back further into the booth, the shadows completely obscuring his face even from such close proximity.

"Hello, Mr. O'Malley." I glanced up. The light was still in the fixture and looked undamaged. I reached up and gave it a twist. It flickered to life. "Now, that's better."

Flamer leaned forward quickly, arm outstretched toward my neck. An inch shy, he stopped, "Bob? Bob Moore?"

"Shawn, I'll be honest, you look like crap."

"Bob, man...oh man," his head fell, slamming into an empty beer mug, shattering it. Glass shards shot out in all directions; more than a few bounced off my overcoat. I pulled my hand into my sleeve and wiped them off. "Oh, man, she was there Bob. She was there!"

Cindar. 

Flamer raised his head; there was no evidence of injury, but the bottom of the glass had been driven a quarter inch into the wood tabletop. "They're dead, Bob, they're all dead!"

"Yeah, yeah," I peeked over my shoulder. The bartender was watching our exchange carefully. He obviously wasn't impressed with my performance so far. "Listen, I got a proposition for you."

Flamer tried to focus his pale red eyes on me, "Wha? Huh?"

"Yeah, eloquent as always." I could tell I was going to have to be direct, "Listen, this Raven guy - he killed everyone, right?"

"Right," his eyes misted.

"And what, you wish you were there?"

His shoulders tensed, blood vessels popping to the surface on his neck, "You betcha! You betcha I would! I could have..."

"I'm sure. But what good are you doing here?"

"Huh?"

"He's out there. Right now. Killing supers. Killing supers just like her."

His face started to fall again, his hand reaching for a mug. This was the wrong tack. "But you won't let him, right? Not this time?"

"But what can I do, Bob? I don't even know where he is."

"But don't you see? You don't need to!"

"Umm..."

"You just need to get in with the cops."

"In with the... But what will that do?"

"Don't you see? There aren't many of you supers left. They need you. They need you to keep the peace. And they're going to parade you around as their hero. Their savior. What's that asshole Raven going to do when he hears of that?"

He slowly sat up as I spoke. It was hard to keep a straight face as I could see him picturing himself on billboards, on TV, shaking the Mayor's...no the Vice President's hand. 

"He'll come to me!"

"You bet he will!" I cheered.

"Yeah, but how can I do that? I don't really know any cops."

"Right, right," I stared out the window behind Flamer, pretending to think, "I mean, I know a few..."

"Oh, Bob! You've gotta help me. You've gotta get me in there!" 

"I don't know, Flamer. This is my reputation we're talking about. You go out there and mess up and it's on me."

"Oh, Bob, I won't," he slurred, "I shwear. Just get me in!"

"I suppose I could make a call or two. But you'd owe me one."

Flamer stood up quickly, knocking over the table in the process. I jumped back just in time to dodge the majority of the liquid and glass. 

"Jimmy," Flamer motioned to the bartender who was frowning hard at me, "my friend here needs a phone."

I shrugged and approached the bar.

Jimmy, the bartender, scowled, "Do you really need a phone?" 

Behind me, I could hear more crashing as Flamer tried to navigate the ruins of the table and multiple mugs and shot glasses. At one point, it sounded like he fell onto another table as I heard cries of protests and indignation. 

"Not really. Could use another drink, however."

Jimmy the bartender looked hard at me, "Not when you're driving, buddy."

I scowled back, "Fine. I get the hint. See ya."

"Not too soon, I hope."

I turned to see Flamer pull himself unsteadily from the wreckage of two tables, the chair I had been sitting in, and an unknown number of glasses and drinks. His long coat was askew and wet in places, but he had the sort of childish smile that would have been endearing if it weren't coming from more than a foot above mine. He put an arm on my shoulder and leaned on me heavily. I had to struggle to stay upright.

"Bob, shou're a great friend, man. I owe you big time."

"Yeah, you do," I managed.

"Come on, my car is out back."

I stopped short; his forward motion spun us 180 degrees, "No way."

He looked at me blurrily, "What? I'm," he leaned in and whispered loudly in my ear, "Flamer. I'm a shh-ooper hero. You think driving is going to be a problem?"

I certainly did think driving was going to be a problem as the man couldn't even pronounce "super" correctly, but these brick types didn't take criticisms so well. "Oh, for sure. Not an issue. But they'll be expecting me. Shouldn't we be in my car?"

He poked me in the chest, painfully, "You know what, they are expecting you. Plus, I'm suddenly feeling a little tired. Maybe I should close my eyes for a second." 

As he spoke, his lids started to droop. This wasn't going to do. There was no way of knowing how heavy this guy was. I'd heard of brick types who had fallen through floors into basements simply because of their weight. Could have been that he was putting most of his weight on me, but it could also have been only a fraction of his true bulk. I didn't want to have to enlist the aid of everyone in the bar just to get him to the car. 

"Shawn! Shawn!" I punctuated each word with a snap in front of his face, "Stay with me. I'm just outside."

I managed to get him to the car and seated before he passed out. I walked around the back of the car, which was clearly closer to the ground on his side. I didn't think the shocks were bottomed out, but it was close. I sat down in the driver's seat and closed my eyes slowly. 

Costume.

Damn.

Flamer seemed unconscious, but you never knew. I reached over and carefully pulled his jacket to the side. He didn't move. I concentrated on his breathing as I pulled his shirt up just enough to see the top of his torn and faded jeans. Hooking a finger under the waist, I pulled them down as far as I dared. Considering how tight they were, that wasn't very far. I didn't see or feel any tights or underwear for that matter. 

Damn.

I felt his pockets and lucked out when I discovered his car keys in his jacket. I quietly removed them and headed back to the bar. Jimmy wasn't happy to see me so soon, but he gave me a more than adequate description of Flamer's car.

"Pink."

Of course.

Out back there was a small subcompact that wasn't really pink. It was white with pink flames painted to look like they were coming from the grille and headlights. In the back, I found a small, silver, metal case that I guessed contained either poker chips or his costume. When I tried to open it, a voice warned me I wasn't authorized, so I figured it was the latter. 

I threw the case in the back seat of my car and sat down heavily. The car didn't even jiggle. This was going to be a bumpy ride.

"Are we there yet?" Flamer's head flopped around, but his eyes didn't open.

"Not yet, princess. Soon though."

I was pretty sure I knew how to get back to the city center while avoiding any crowds, but the question was where to take him. I hadn't caught the names of most of those cops, though I guessed they'd come from the main downtown precinct. Best to run by the office and make sure. Plus, Nissa probably needed to go home. She'd been on the clock for nearly 36 hours. I could pick her up at the same time.

"Mama?" Flamer flopped over, his head landing in my lap. He started to snore loudly. 

Geesh. What a tool.

 

# # #






  

Chapter 9


By the time I got back to the office, my leg was tingling from lack of circulation. Shawn was one solid lump of unconsciousness, and his head felt like a lead weight on my thigh. His snoring was as big as him, and I had some fun with a couple that walked by as I was at a light by closing one eye and pretending to drive while asleep. 

It really is the little things in life.

A moment later, I happened to pass a TOP billboard, which reminded me that I was on a mission. A mission to find out exactly what had happened to Liz. Well, not what had happened - that was pretty clear. No, what I was after were the details. Was it an accident or not? I had to know. 

Although the intercom downstairs was hanging from the wall by wires when I'd left a few short hours ago, a shiny, new, stainless steel plate had appeared in its place. A blank, stainless plate. I left the car idling nearby as I hopped out and approached it, rubbing my chin. There were no buttons, screens, or directions. It was just a panel. I turned around, thinking that maybe the technicians had just covered the old hole and placed a new panel elsewhere, but it wasn't the case. 

"Scanning."

A robotic male voice seemed to come from inside my head, reverberating between my ears. I couldn't pinpoint its origin at all, though I could guess. The panel seemed to melt, or maybe become transparent, it was hard to tell, and an orange light filled the small entryway. It wasn't bright, per se, but it was uncomfortable to look at. In fact, I felt compelled to turn away. 

And turn I did, all the way around as whatever side of me was facing the panel seemed to ache slightly. It was not a pain, really, but a sort of uncomfortable itch that could only be relieved by moving away from the source. Once I completed a full rotation and was again facing the panel, the light disappeared and the panel was once again whole. 

"Identity confirmed. Bob Moore. Private Eye. Owner. Unrestricted access granted. Enter, Mr. Moore."

"Oh, this will never do." 

In front of me, I could hear some sort of hissing from behind the door. I took an involuntary step back. I didn't survive working around supers for so long by stepping toward things that I found odd or curious. Odd and curious far too often translated to deadly and even more deadly. Finally, however, the sound of hissing subsided, the door lock clicked, and the door swung open a few inches. Swallowing, I placed my hand on the door, now metal rather than wood, and cold to the touch. Behind it, the stairwell was much as I'd left it except for a shiny coat of paint, new molding, and vents all along the top of the walls near the ceiling. The stairwell was well lit, but there were no visible light sources. 

I stepped forward cautiously and called up the stairs, "Hello?"

"Bob? Oh thank God! Come up here!" the voice sounded muffled, forced. 

"Nissa?" I stuck my head inside the doorway, looking up the stairs. "Is it going to do that every time?"

"Just come up!"

"Fine," I muttered. The stairway looked harmless enough, and the robot dude did say I had unfettered access. Or something like that. I'd heard of some convoluted plans to kill people, but I doubted someone would have a new security system installed just to have it turn around and kill me. Probably. Plus, this was Ted, and I could trust Ted. Right?

"Just do it, Bob," I chided myself. I usually had everything Ted sent me tested out by someone else first. A scientist or a super who didn't mind the possibility of getting blown up for a good payday. But how could I do that with a security system? Damn him. He really screwed me this time. If this Raven thing hadn't had me so shaken, I probably wouldn't have let the delivery drivers, much less the installers, in. 

I took a deep breath and one step into the stairwell at the same time. I scrunched up my face, expecting something to explode or come out of the wall to slice off my head. After a few seconds with my head still attached, I exhaled. 

Sure, I can trust Ted.

I closed the door and took the steps two at a time. At the top, the door slid noiselessly into the wall as I approached. I turned and entered the office. 

Inside everything was...normal. Nothing looked different at all. It was even clean. One of the double doors to my office was ajar, as it often was. Nissa's desk was abnormally tidy, again, as it usually was. And the hidden door to my living area was closed as usual. 

"Nissa?"

"In here!" 

The voice came from my office. Four quick steps and I was in the doorway. Nissa, dressed again in her clothes from yesterday, was seated at my desk, her mohawk uncharacteristically listing to one side; the only overt sign of distress was the wild look in her eyes. 

"Um...you okay?"

"I can't move." 

It seemed true. She was talking through barely moving lips. It seemed that only her eyes were unaffected as they darted wildly around the room and me. I took a step into the office and froze.

"Welcome, Mr. Moore," again, the voice sounded like it was coming from inside my head. "You had one intruder. Intruder neutralized."

I knocked my palm against my head, trying to shake the voice out, "Okay, what's the deal with the intruder?"

"Bob?" Nissa managed, "Who are you talking to?"

"Unidentified female," the robotic male voice responded, "records are still downloading and incomplete. No matching file on bioscan profile."

"Whatever, listen, let her go. She's not an intruder."

As I completed the sentence, Nissa bounced out of the chair, "Define access," the voice in my head continued.

"Access?" I looked at Nissa, "This thing didn't come with an instruction manual, did it?"

"What thing?" Nissa was rubbing her arms and legs and hopping about. Her mohawk slapped the side of her head. She reached up, realizing how badly her hair had suffered through the trials and activity of the day, and cursed.

"Um...employee?" I responded to the room.

"Entered."

"Bob? Who are you talking to?"

I looked at Nissa who was staring at me like I'd gone crazy, "You don't hear that? Him?"

She shook her head slowly.

"Figures." I addressed the room, "So, what's the deal? How come only I can hear you?"

"Default setting is Stealth Mode. Using electrostatic speakers with beaming technology. Only you can hear me."

"Well, stop it."

"Default overridden." 

Nissa jumped as the voice (it seemed to me at least) jumped out of my head and into the room. "Who the hell is that?"

"Good question. What do I call you?"

"Records incomplete. System has enough information for basic security and systems, and to recognize you. The rest is being integrated and cataloged."

"So, what does that mean?"

"Name of the system is inaccessible at this time."

"Lovely," Nissa muttered, "a security system with amnesia."

"So, this integration and crap. How long before you are fully..." I let the sentence trail off.

"Data rates have been inconsistent. Provided similar speeds and throughput, estimated time to full integration is twelve to fifteen hours."

"Fantastic. We're out of here."

"What? Where are we going?" Nissa followed as I turned and exited the office. 

"Well, you're going home. Get your things."

"Level 5! Fantastic! Love your place and all, but this new security system is giving me the creeps."

"You and me both, sister."

Nissa walked quickly past me and entered the door to the living area. This one also opened and closed automatically and silently. After she left, I addressed the room again. 

"Um..." I paused, trying to remember, "Stealth Mode?"

"Confirmed." Again the voice seemed to be coming from my head. Now that I knew what it was, it wasn't so unnerving, but it certainly was a little strange. 

"What access does Employee Status grant?" I whispered.

"Default allows access to office and living areas and any areas or information not marked Private. Allows access to security system to adjust personal preferences and to grant up to Visitor Status to others."

"Fine." I wasn't sure what half of that meant, but I wasn't going to have a chance to find out. It all sounded safe enough. 

"Would you like to adjust the defaults? Currently, nothing has been categorized as Private or Restricted."

"No, that's...wait. Okay, let's make my bedroom Restricted or Private."

"Which?"

"What's the difference?"

"Restricted means that those with Spouse Status or special dispensation can access. Private means that only special dispensation will allow access."

I laughed lightly to myself, "Doesn't really matter. Restricted I suppose."

"Confirmed."

"Okay, Stealth Mode off."

"Confirmed."

Nissa walked back through the door, her purse in her hand and her hair once again erect on her head, "What's confirmed?"

"Nothing, I was just trying to figure this thing out."

"Any luck?"

"Not yet."

I turned away from my assistant, "Security...um, system?"

"Acknowledged."

"Keep the place locked up tight until I return."

"Confirmed."

 

* * *

 

"Well, just where the hell am I supposed to sit?" Nissa, hand on hip, one leg out to the side, examined the unconscious Flamer lying across the front seats. The gear stick was buried somewhere under his torso and his head was resting on the driver's seat. I was truly worried about Liz; I didn't usually make such freshman errors. An idling car with an unconscious super in the front seat? I was lucky all I had to worry about was how to get the car into first. One big snore and he could have shifted it into gear himself and possibly run it into the wall. Or worse, woken up not knowing where he was and driven it away himself. I reached over and slowly removed the keys from the car. 

"I'm open to suggestions."

"I'm guessing there is a reason we're not just sitting him up?"

"Yeah. These strong types - they can be a little on the weighty side."

Nissa scratched her head, her restored mohawk quivering, "Well, if you don't have a crane, I don't have a suggestion."

I scratched my head as well. There was no way I was going to be able to manhandle this lug out of the car. And Nissa wasn't exactly going to be much help. The smart choice would be to wait until he sobered up, but that wasn't really an option. As much as I wouldn't mind having Nissa around for another night (I couldn't help but remember her in my shirt and little else), it wouldn't be fair to ask her to go without a change of clothes and a shower. Not when the only thing stopping her was a lug of a super. 

"So who's this anyhow?"

"A super named Flamer. Real name's Shawn O'Malley. He's the one from the bar."

"Natch."

"Well, usually he just works there. His sidekick was at..." I couldn't finish. The wireframe representation of my former assistant and friend played over in my mind.

"Got it," Nissa responded softly. It was still fresh for all of us.

"She was a bit of a hothead. One of those flame types."

"Goes with his name, at least."

"Well, it's more than that. Flamer, he gets more powerful if you..." Damn, why hadn't I thought of it earlier, "I got an idea. I'm going to need a bottle of liquor."

Nissa looked at me expectantly.

"Today, assistant."

She rolled her eyes and turned back to the door. She paused and looked back at me.

"Don't be afraid; it'll be fine."

"You weren't the one trapped in a chair for forty-five minutes," she muttered. She approached the door and stopped before the stainless panel. She stood motionless for a moment before demanding, "What do you mean access denied? Bob! Talk some sense into this thing!"

I couldn't hear my new security system, but I was sure it was talking to Nissa, "Let her in," I called out.

I waited until I could hear the hissing again from behind the door before turning back to Flamer. Now, how was I going to get him out of the car? I opened the passenger side door and started pulling at his legs. While I might have gotten them out eventually, it didn't look like this method was going to work quickly enough. It wasn't like he was going to stand up. Or was he?

"Shawn! Flamer!" I punctuated each word with a shake. Unfortunately, I could barely move him. "SHAWN!" I yelled, slapping him hard across the face. I pulled my hand back, aching. It was like slapping granite. This was going to take a bit of finesse. And a little less of a soft touch.

I rounded the back of the car, my keys in my hand. Opening the trunk, I stood aside, letting the feeble light from the parking garage fixtures filter in. There was a time when I kept a lot of equipment in the back of my cars - cameras, change of clothes, other odds and ends. Nowadays, if I couldn't carry it, I didn't need it. My cars had a habit of exploding or being balled up and thrown through my window. And that was when I was lucky. The worst-case was when the cops used it as a shield. When that happened, the Super State was much less likely to pay out. I'd be out a car, out the equipment and, if I had been in the car at the time, certainly dead. 

I pulled out the tire iron and slapped it meatily against my palm. It was one of those "plus sign" jobs with a different tool at the end of each cross member. I'd have preferred something straighter and heavier, something like a crowbar or sledgehammer, but I would've also preferred not to have a sleeping super a quarter the weight of my car passed out on my front seat. Unfortunately, the universe didn't seem to give a damn about my preferences. I circled back to the open door, trying to figure out the best way to do this. If I smacked him from the front, he might bolt upright. That would be good for getting him out of the car (maybe, depending on the angle), but bad for me. Bad because I'd be in his way and really bad if he didn't like getting smashed by tire irons. I could hit him on the leg, but again, I’d be in the way and too visible. I decided on my normal play - safe and stealthy. Well, stealthy-ish. 

"I brought a few, didn't know what you wanted. Did you need a glass? You didn't say and..." Nissa stopped juggling the bottles and raised an eyebrow. "Bob, what are you doing?"

I stopped, the tire iron hanging loosely by my side, driver's side door handle in my hand, "You might want to come around to this side."

"Huh?"

I motioned for her to circle the car. She came around, tentatively. It didn't seem like she was afraid, more that she was afraid of getting something on her clothes. I opened the driver's side door and held the tire iron high in my right hand. I brought it down solidly on Flamer's forehead.

Nothing. 

I looked down at the tire iron shaking violently in my hand from the impact. It didn't look damaged. 

"Damn." I glanced back at Nissa. If she had been surprised by my actions, she hid it well.

"So, what, we going to give him a drink after to say sorry?"

I grabbed the tire iron tightly, this time with both hands, "Something like THAT!" On the final word I brought the iron down on his forehead with all my strength. The iron tore from my grip and deflected off my overcoat and clattered to the ground behind me. I shook my pulsating hands, checking them for cuts.

"Wha...what was that?"

I glanced back at Nissa who was grinning widely. I nodded and grinned back. "It came from over there!" I pointed over the top of Flamer, his eyes barely open, his forehead free from any sign of injury from the impact, "If you hurry and get out of the car, you might catch them!"

Shawn's eyes started to roll back into his head and he started to roll over. I was losing him.

"Shawn! They've taken your beer!" Nothing. "Your girlfriend?" No reaction. "Your...car?"

"Automageddon!" He practically shot out of his seat. I was fortunate that I was no longer leaning over him or I'd be joining Liz in the hospital. Unfortunately, he just as quickly lay back down. 

"He calls his car Automageddon?" Nissa whispered. "What does he drive, a tank?"

"Naw, it's like a hatchback. Not even sure how he gets out of the thing," I answered softly. To Flamer, "Yeah! I saw them messing around in the back. I think they were trying to open a case?"

Shawn sat up unsteadily and looked around, "Bob?" He tried to focus on me, "Where are we?"

"Quick," I replied unwilling to lose this opportunity, "you have to get out of the car."

"Out?" he looked around, "what's going on?"

"Just get OUT OF THE CAR!" I shouted at him. He retreated from my voice, leaning slowly away. Eventually, he passed the midpoint and gravity did the rest. When his head hit the pavement, he was already snoring again. It'd have to do.

"So now what?" Nissa glanced over my shoulder at Flamer's ass hanging across the doorway of the car.

"Well, we're half way there." I sat down in the driver's seat, "Now, we drive. Hop in the back."

Nissa did so, this time without complaint. I started the car, revved the engine, and took off. It only took two or three tight circles to get Shawn the rest of the way out of the car. I stopped quickly, but not quick enough. I sort of ran him over a little as he fell out, bouncing us nearly out of our seats.

"Oh, snap!" Nissa exclaimed, "Is he going to be okay?"

I shrugged as we exited the car. The circular path I had taken was etched into the asphalt with scratches and rubble gouged out of the ground by Shawn's face. Shreds of Flamer's clothing dotted the path like Hansel and Gretel's breadcrumbs. I approached Shawn with Nissa following close behind. His legs, aside from the tire tracks on his jeans, looked fine to me. 

Flamer was still fast asleep and no worse for wear. Supers. I was going to enjoy this. "Give me the bottle."

"Which one? I brought three."

"The cheapest. Please." She handed it over. "You have a lighter on you?"

"No," she scoffed.

"Glove compartment."

She handed me a three-quarters full bottle of rum I kept around for company. Good choice. High alcohol content and I didn't give a damn if I ran out. Hell, there was dust on the shoulders of the bottle. I unscrewed the top and started pouring the liquor all over Flamer. 

"I couldn't find a lighter, but there were these matches. What's The University Club?"

It was a strip club. I grimaced at the matches. There were some things you could never get rid of. A bad driver's license picture, certain things you've said to people you love, and souvenirs from The University Club. The most famous strip club in the city, the place was a rite of passage for young men. What no one told you was that you could never forget you'd gone. They had some way to make sure that their matches showed up from time to time. I used to keep them in a box for when I needed a candle lit. But since I rarely lit anything, I quickly developed a drawer full of the things. Now, I just tossed them whenever they'd show up. If you were out with the guys, it was inevitable that a pack would appear in a pocket or under a drink. Everyone would look at each other and smile. Sometimes you'd end up there. The whole thing was weird - matches showing up. "Must be from when I was in college. Funny how those things keep popping up. Here." She handed it over, skeptical, "let's get this party started."

I bent a single match around the base of the pack, but didn't detach it. I closed the flap on top of it, holding it against the rough striking surface. I flicked the match with my finger, igniting it. 

"Oooh...very Level 5," Nissa clapped.

"Shut up. I majored in bar tricks."

"Hope you didn't pay too much for that degree. Did they at least teach you a few pickup lines?"

"Hey, you should see me at beer pong."

"Beer pong? Is that your pickup line?"

"Ah, grasshopper, you have much to learn."

"You're a strange man, Bob."

I bent the match back toward its brethren. As the remainder of the pack ignited, I threw it at the rum-soaked Flamer.

"I prefer to think of myself as 'unique'."

The prone form of the super lit up like a bonfire in an orchard at Christmas. Nissa and I stepped back from the heat. If only I had some marshmallows.

 

# # #






  

Chapter 10


When I tell this story, I'm going to leave out the part where all of Flamer's clothes burned away, leaving him in all his naked glory. Naked and hairless. Well, mostly. The hair on his head was still intact. Ugh. I can't say I've seen all that many supers' penises in person (half of what I've seen under spandex I've assumed was sock), but if Shawn O'Malley is representative, I now had a new reason to hate supers.

Nissa couldn't keep her eyes off the thing.

"It's like a tail. Except on the wrong side," she whispered to me. 

"Yeah, well," I turned away, trying to ignore Nissa's wide eyes, "whatever." I grabbed the metal case out of the back of the car and threw it toward Flamer, trying hard not to look directly at him. "Here you go, Shawn."

Shawn stood, erect (fortunately, in only one sense of the word), "Bob? What's going on?" All slurring was gone from his voice. 

I was right about one thing: setting him on fire activated his powers and sobered him up. "We've got an appointment; don't you remember? City to save and all?"

The case I threw toward O'Malley clicked open as he responded, "Right, right. And who is this?"

Nissa extended her hand, "Nissa. Nissa Gignac. Bob's assistant."

I grabbed Nissa's shoulder and turned her away from the naked super, "Give the man a little privacy," I hissed.

"What, he doesn't seem to mind," she strained against my hand to look over her shoulder. "Plus, did you see that thing?"

"Yeah, yeah, tail. I got it."

"But..."

"Nissa! Sorry for anything I may have said or done." Flamer put his huge hand on her shoulder, his voice unnaturally formal. We both turned in unison. He was now dressed in his signature pink spandex pants and work boots. His matching eye mask draped from his left hand. "Bob, I presume you figured out how to sober me up? I knew you did your homework, but I wouldn't have guessed that you'd known that aspect of my power."

"What do you mean?"

"That I heal faster when I'm on fire?"

"Oh, I didn't know that."

He stopped, his face distorted in confusion, "So, then why did you..."

"Set you on fire?" I shrugged, "Why not? Couldn't hurt."

"Irregardless, I can't thank you enough, man. I remember most of our conversation...I think. We're going to the police?"

"The police?"

"Yes, the police," I interrupted Nissa, "and you were very grateful. I'm going to get you in with them. Only, I need to drop Nissa off at home first."

"What?" she exclaimed. 

"No can do, little buddy."

"I'm not your buddy," I grumbled.

"The public good is far more important," Flamer stared off into the sunset, his voice majestic. 

I followed his gaze. There was nothing but parking structure. 

"What are you doing?"

He continued his stare, adjusting his chin slightly higher, "What do you mean?" 

"The voice, the look? What, are you practicing?"

He smiled sheepishly, turning to me with a slight blush, his voice falling back into his normal, boyish enthusiasm, "Yeah. What do you think? It'd make a good cover for the newspapers, right? And what about the public good stuff? Righteous, right?"

I rolled my eyes, "Oh yeah, very heroic."

He pumped his fist, "Nailed it!"

I turned to Nissa who looked like she didn't know if she should laugh or laugh harder, "You take shotgun; we'll drop you off first."

"No way, man! We gots to get to the Pig Sty first."

"Pig Sty?"

"I shouldn't call it that?"

"I wouldn't suggest it."

He scratched his head, "So, what? Pig Office? Tippy Patrol? Sidekick Wannabes? What's the correct term these days?"

I shook my head, "Just get in. I'm dropping Nissa off first."

"Forget it, Bob. I've been crammed in that office all day and you want to drop me off after you set a super on fire and before you turn him in to the cops?" She plopped down heavily in the front seat, "No way you're leaving me. This, I got to see."

It was going to be one of those nights. "Fine. Seems like I've been outvoted." I didn't relish the thought of Nissa seeing me face the cops again, this time with hat in hand, but there seemed to be no way around it. "But we've got to work on your name."

"What do you mean?" Nissa exclaimed.

"Not you," I nodded to the back seat where Shawn had planted himself, "him."

"Me? What, why?" he reached up to his head, pulling small pieces of asphalt out of his hair.

"Could you center yourself? You're making the car list."

"What? Sit on the hump?" Flamer looked down at the center of the backseat. I waited until he cursed and moved to the middle. "This sucks."

"Yeah, well, you drive next time." I turned the key, the engine rumbled to life, "Better yet, get a new car first and then you drive."

"What? You don't like Automageddon?"

"Seriously, you and names." I gunned the car, sending Nissa and me back against the seats. In the rear view mirror, Flamer barely moved. 

Flamer’s weight made the car sluggish as we made our way toward City Central Police HQ. The wind made most conversation impossible, for which I was thankful. I had a lot to think about, a lot to get straight in my head. I needed information. I needed to know what had happened to Liz. My hands tightened on the steering wheel - if someone was responsible for the "accident," they were going to pay. 

We had to avoid a few crowds, one of which looked to be on the edge of violence. I made a mental note of the locations. Flamer wanted to stop, but I ignored him. Nissa watched me out of the corner of her eye. She hadn't worked with me long enough to see this side of me. The side that rolled up his sleeves and did whatever it took. Sure, it was all fun and jokes at the office, but this was serious. I was going to get to the bottom of this if it killed someone. Preferably not me. 

We pulled up in front of the station, "So, Shawn, I've got no problems taking you in there and giving you my recommendation, but that name has got to go."

"What," he demanded, "Flamer?"

"Yeah," I scoffed.

"I work best on fire."

"Oh, no. I understand the reference. But you couldn't come up with anything without a second meaning?"

"Well, there are a lot of registered names out there. I couldn't think of a flame related name that wasn't taken."

"Well, they should be free now," Nissa added quietly.

We all paused. Not looking at each other. 

"True," I nodded, "but it may be a little early to take a familiar name. Do you have to have something based on fire? Can't we go more generic?"

"I don't know, man. I've sort of built a rep on Flamer."

"Yeah, well, you may be known in your circle of friends, but I don't think changing your name will hurt..."

"I suppose if I don't change the costume..."

"Yeah, there's that. You attached to the pink, huh?"

He threw up his arms, "Come on, man! I know it isn't the best color, but it looks great when it's on fire. And it is completely fireproof. You think I didn't ask for black? The guy said the material would only work in pink."

"That guy wasn't Tinkerer was it?" Nissa interjected.

"Hey! How'd you know?"

She gave me a sideways smile.

I smiled in return, "She's a quick one, that."

Shawn's eyes darted between Nissa and me, "Huh?"

"Nothing." I laughed lightly, "How about something mundane. Make you more accessible."

"Like, Super Dude?"

"I'm pretty sure that's taken."

"Really?"

"Yeah."

"Maybe I could go for something in Latin or Greek? Something cool sounding." 

"You know Latin or Greek?" Nissa asked.

"Not really," he conceded.

"Okay then," I concluded.

We all paused, watching the cops walk in and out of the station. I wasn't supposed to be parked out front, but everyone was so busy they didn't pay us a second glance.

"I do know a little Gaelic."

I turned around, slowly, "Now we are getting somewhere." I thought for a moment, "So, how do you say 'human' in Gaelic?"

"Umm...sort of depends on the usage, but I guess duine."

Nissa chortled.

"Naw, that's not going to work. How about 'dude'?"

He shrugged, "There's no word for that. At least, not that I know."

"Fine, 'man' then."

"Oh, that's easy. Fear."

"I'm pretty sure there are a few of those out there."

"A solitary man is aonair. But that's more like a one-man business."

"Eh...not really. We can keep that one on the back burner."

Nissa interrupted, "What about 'male'?"

"Um...it's...fireannach...wait, I think I said that wrong."

Nissa and I looked at each other and then back at Flamer.

He scratched his beard, causing his spiked hair to quiver and a few last specs of asphalt to rain down, "I think it's pronounced more like feer-en-uck."

"No, that's where you are wrong, Fire-en-uck. New name, new man, and new job. Now, let's go get you hired."

Nissa and I exited the car simultaneously. Fireannach jumped out lightly, the car's shocks wheezing their relief. 

"But, Bob, that word doesn't make any sense!"

"Even better," I called out over my shoulder. "For sure, no one's using it." 

I pushed through the double doors, Nissa close behind. There was a small entryway leading to a second set of double doors. Inside, there was a mass of people, all displaying various levels of agitation and a single cop behind a huge, raised, wooden desk. His entire head, including the parts that should have had hair, was beet red and he was holding both hands out as if patting the air in front of him could beat the sound of the crowd away. Our entrance couldn't have been better timed. By the looks of the cop, he'd been at this all day. I hoped he didn't have a heart condition because he'd been pushed to his limits with this amount of stress. I turned back to Fireannach.

"Okay. Just let me do the talking. And you," I addressed Nissa, her mohawk continuing to defy gravity in spite of the open-air car ride, "just...try to be inconspicuous." 

She raised an eyebrow and put a hand on a hip.

"Yeah, that's not it." I turned to address Fireannach, "Might want to put on your mask."

"Oh, man. Thanks, Bob. Totally forgot. I wouldn't want anyone to recognize me."

Nissa snickered. I gave her a hard look. She quieted down.

"Alright, let's go." I pushed through the second set of double doors, the cacophony of the crowd hitting me like a wave. I put my arms up and called out loudly, "Hey, I have a super here to see Officer..."

It struck me that I simply didn't know who to ask for. I had thought to ask for the cops that came by earlier, but it hit me that I wasn't sure they had come from this office. Plus, the only name they'd dropped was the one cop's uncle, Sandy Mitchell. I couldn't even be sure if he had the same last name.

"In charge," I heard over my shoulder. I turned slowly and Nissa stepped forward. In front of us, the crowd started to turn. As they noticed the huge, bare-chested, pink-clad super, they quieted. The cop behind the counter started to return to a more healthy color as he waved us around the side. A door opened and we quickly walked in. 

"Thanks," I whispered.

"Natch. You looked frozen."

"Yeah, sometimes it's the little things that..."

"Moore?" 

I recognized the voice immediately. It was the fat cop from before. The one I'd put in his place just a few hours earlier. Out of all the people I wanted to run into, this guy was one of the last. He glanced at the three of us, trying to get a head start on what we might want. 

I decided to head him off at the pass, "Let's talk somewhere in private." As I said it, I regretted it. It wasn't in his nature to do as he was told.

"Naw, Moore. How's about we do it right here. Listen up, guys," he shouted, "this here's the guy who thinks we're all pigs."

Fireannach leaned down and whispered in my ear, "I thought you said they didn't like being called that?"

I gritted my teeth. I'd known this was going to suck, "You don't want to go down this road," I whispered at the cop.

"The hell I don't," he whispered back through a huge smile. "We just love that, don't we, boys?" All around him, officers grumbled and nodded. 

I turned around to Fireannach and Nissa, who both looked unsteady and more than a little nervous. "Fine, Officer," I suppressed the urge to add something breakfast related. "You guys were looking for a super, I found one." I turned to point out Fireannach. He, as if on cue, had taken his most heroic stance with legs wide, fists on hips, and looking off to the side. Except his eyes kept flicking back to the front to make sure his display wasn't wasted. I shook my head, "Fireannach."

"Fireannach?" the fat officer asked.

"Yeah, he's new," I responded, then added quietly, "sort of."

"How do we know you're not putting us on?" he demanded. 

I shrugged, "You want to arm wrestle him?" The fat cop looked around me at the pink-clad super, "Didn't think so."

"I don't know, Moore. I don't trust you."

"Mr. Moore?" it was the young officer related to the ex-mayor. "Oh, my...you did it!" He walked around his boss to grab my hand. "We can't thank you enough!" 

"Actually, you can," I put my arm around his shoulder and leaned into his ear, "I need a favor."

He pointed us to an office nearby, "In here. You don't mind if we use your office, right, Detective?" Behind me, the fat cop grunted in a way that didn't sound like agreement. The younger cop took it as such anyway and led us in. The brass plaque on the door was old and tarnished, but clearly indicated the office belonged to a Mahoney. So that was the big cop's name. Good to know for future avoidance. Mahoney entered last and closed the door behind him. 

Flamer...Fireannach seemed to take up half the room. Between him and Mahoney and two chairs for visitors, there wasn't much room in front of the desk. Files littered the floor along the walls, filled with papers, presumably on open cases. The walls were covered with awards - not a single one issued in the last decade. Some were even older. I shuffled to the side, nudging Nissa in front of me, trying to make room. Mahoney finally pushed one of the two chairs to the side to make a path to his desk. 

The younger cop leaned up against a stack of boxes in the corner. "I don't think we've been properly introduced. I'm Clark. Ben Clark."

So he didn't share a name with his uncle. Good thing I didn't guess that way. Good thing I had Nissa. I glanced at my diminutive assistant with the massive hair. She was holding up well. She didn't seem at all intimidated by the situation. She had a lot of go in her. A confidence that couldn’t be taught or learned. I could appreciate that, and her other assets. My eyes flicked down quickly before I turned back to the officer. 

"Nice to meet you, Ben..."

"Get on with it, Moore," Mahoney was trying to take control of the situation. I didn't plan on letting him.

"Well first, this is Fireannach. He's here to help and he's not afraid of anyone. Not even The Raven. Right?"

Behind me I assumed Shawn nodded as both the cops looked a bit shocked. 

"So, how come you're so fearless?" Mahoney demanded.

Before Shawn could answer, I spoke, "It's fire. You saw what happened to those others? He exploded or whatever. Well, Fireannach is actually strengthened by fire." The cops nodded appreciatively, "He was on his way to the games when The Raven attacked," I lied. "If he had been there, who knows what would have happened?" I certainly didn't and I was sure Shawn didn't either. "Now, Detective," he frowned at my deliberate use of his honorific, "Mahoney. We saw a mob forming just a few blocks from here. On the corner of 5th and C Street. Probably a great way to test out your new super."

"Don't worry, Officer, we'll get this city back under control in no time," Shawn sounded like a radio DJ. He needed to work on his heroic voice.

Mahoney hadn't moved. He was eying me suspiciously, "Fine. Clark. Take Fire..."

"Annach," I completed.

"Thanks," he growled, "Fireannach down to 5th and C and..."

"Wow, that's really generous of you," I interrupted again.

Mahoney closed his eyes and took a deep breath, "What?"

"Letting your deputy take the credit for bringing a super back onto the scene. I mean," I motioned out the door to the crowd that we couldn't see behind the large desk, "all those people are going to see him. Might end up with an award or something. Commendation at least."

Mahoney flinched, trying not to look at the framed pictures on his walls, "You know, on second thought, maybe I ought to. You know, just for appearances." Mahoney stood, circled the desk and still managed to slam his shoulder into mine. I held firm, which allowed him to whisper into my ear, "Moore, you're up to something. I know that. You're playing an angle and I don't like it."

I responded, "Why, what do you mean Detective Rasher? I'm just trying to do my civic duty."

He pulled back, giving me a hard look, "It's Detective Mahoney."

"Ah, right." I smiled as he grabbed Shawn's arm and led him out. Shawn threw me a confused look as the door closed and Mahoney loudly announced to the crowd that they were on their way out to fix the city. 

"Rasher?" Nissa asked me as we both took a seat in the two chairs facing the desk.

"It's what they call bacon in a couple of other countries," Officer Clark responded.

"Very good," I turned to him, "you're smarter than your average..."

"Pig?" he interrupted.

I shrugged, unwilling to feel any guilt for the popular slang for cops.

"Think I'm worried about the glory on one little case?" Clark crossed and took Mahoney's seat. "Mahoney's a relic. I think you know that. He could parade The Bulwark through there and he'd still come back to this desk." He kicked his feet up, "But me, I'm at the beginning of my career. I've got nowhere to go but up. And my uncle, he told me enough about you to know that you owing me one is in my best interest."

"Whoa, me owing you one? How you figure that, cop?" We were heading into a negotiation and we both knew it.

"That super? Don't get me wrong, he's going to be a great help, but you didn't walk in here with him without a reason. You need something. Something big."

"Not as big as you'd think."

"Yeah? Let me guess. Someone shaking you down?"

"Actually," I smiled pointedly at Officer Clark, "someone tried, but I sent them packing."

His eyes avoided mine for a moment, the reference not lost on him. Apparently he would have bet the farm on his first guess. "So it's something else. Protection?"

I shook my head.

"Um...got a body to hide?"

I laughed.

"Okay, I give."

"Just information."

"That's it?" he seemed genuinely surprised.

"If you have the information I need, we'll be square."

"And if I don't?"

"Well, either the super finds better things to do or you still owe."

He thought for a moment, his eyes darting back and forth as he considered the possibilities. I glanced at Nissa. She was watching the exchange with eyes narrowed. She sat still as if she were afraid if she made a move, we'd attack her like dueling lions. Her eyes sought mine and locked. Her face was an unreadable mask. I'd made a good decision with this hire. Smart, observant, sexy, and capable of learning. 

"I'm trying to figure the angle where I have a choice."

"I wouldn't be here if you did. Mahoney's right about one thing: that's not how I work." I shifted in my seat, "You heard about the explosion at TOP?"

"The Tippy Outreach Program office? Yeah. Late last night or early this morning, right?"

"You tell me."

"As far as I know, it was an accident. If that's what you're asking."

"That's not what I'm asking. You're still thinking like a cop. I don't care what you can prove or what the preliminary report shows. I care what you know. What you've heard. There must be someone out there with a clue. With an idea. I just want to know it was an accident. That there wasn't someone involved."

He stared at me for a long moment before responding, "Okay. Okay. I'll see what I can do." He stood and, after a moment, grabbed the phone. He dialed a three quick digits, apparently an internal call, and waited, "Sydney, yeah Ben here. Who d'you know downtown?" He paused for a moment listening, "Well, call everyone. I need some definitive answers on the TOP incident." Another pause, "Yeah, anything. Doesn't have to be firm." A third pause, "No, call here. Mahoney's office. Yeah, right away if you get anything. Just tell whoever answers what you got. I've got a few things to check out as well." Clark put the phone down slowly. "Sydney's the best. He's been around forever and everyone who is anyone knows him. He'll figure something out. I'll check a few of my own sources, but I don't have much faith. I'll see what I can do."

I nodded, "Sounds good. So I just answer the phone?"

"If I'm not back in time, yes. Be back in a few."

Clark walked out briskly, leaving me and Nissa alone. I turned to her.

"So, what did you get from that?"

"This about Liz?"

I nodded.

"You never told me how bad it is."

I sighed, "I honestly don't know. She's in the burn ward."

"Damn."

"Yeah."

"And they didn't tell you anything?"

"It was early."

"You want me to find a phone? Make a few calls? See what I can find out about her condition?"

I cocked my head, "You know, you're not still on the clock, right?"

She shrugged.

"Great. Yeah, that'd be great. Thanks."

She stood and leaned in, planting a kiss on my forehead. I tried, unsuccessfully, not to look down her shirt. I caught a glimpse of green and purple near her collarbone. Looked like scales. I was paying more attention to other things. She pulled back, smiling. "No problem, boss. This one's on the house."

After a moment, I was left alone. In a cop's office, surrounded by police, waiting on information that I was now sure would never come. It was a dead end. The upside was that I had made another "friend" in the police force. My other friend, Officer Kent, hadn't been available, but with two inside, I had a much better chance of having one of them around when I needed them. 

I shook my head - enough of that. If this Raven guy had his way, all the favors in the world weren't going to help. I had to take matters into my own hands. I stood and grabbed the phone from Mahoney's desk, spinning it toward me. I dialed the twenty-three numbers that would get me a direct line to a certain super's communication device. Most low-level supers didn't know they could be dialed directly. The ones that did wouldn't give the number out to just about anyone. When I'd had access to Mind, I'd had them all. I had only committed one to memory. I'd never used it before today.

"Hello?"

"Gale? It's Bob."

She paused. The sound of wind and rain were overpowering, "Bob," she sounded stressed, "bit busy here."

"I know. But it's Liz."

"Liz? What happened?" Gale’s voice took on a new level of intensity. Gale and Liz were never close, per se, but given how Liz and I had grown up together, they knew each other. Since the divorce, they’d actually seemed to become closer. I wasn’t sure why. I grimaced, mad at myself for knowing so little about one of my closest friends. 

"An explosion. I don't know how. That's why I'm calling."

"Bob, you know I'd help if I could, but I'm sort of busy. That floating island under the coliseum? It was held together by a super. When he died, the whole thing went down. Add to that the force of the explosion and you've got a tsunami of massive proportions. I'm trying to reduce it, but it is getting harder and harder as it gets further away. I'm not sure how much I can do. Did you ask Ted?"

"I thought of it, but Ted isn't exactly in the information business. Have you been in contact with anyone else?"

"No one that could help you. Not with this."

"Hey, was that the space station? Earlier?"

She paused again, "Yeah, we think so. Haven't heard from anyone that we know was on it and Mind is completely offline. I figure he hit there first, before the games."

"Damn."

"Yeah, Bob. Damn's a bit of an understatement. Listen, I'll keep my ears open, you know I will. Anything for Liz."

"Yeah, thanks." I hung up. No sooner had it hit the receiver than it rang anew. 

"Hello?"

"Ben?" 

I didn't recognize the scratchy voice on the other side, "No. I'm the 'whoever answers' Clark mentioned."

"Oh...okay. The only thing I could get is a shaky report of some people running out of the office just before the explosion."

"Shaky? How shaky?"

"Not enough to stand up in court, but reliable."

My stomach knotted, "Damn it!" I started pacing, the phone cord nearly pulling the phone off the desk. "Any leads on who?"

"That's just the thing, no one's talking. I've tried everyone."

"You sound confused."

"I am. You know these types...well maybe you don't, but I do. They'd sell out their own mother for a leg up. And I've got plenty to offer."

"And they still aren't talking?"

"Nope."

I scratched my chin, "So you're saying they're afraid."

"I'm not just saying it, it's true. They all but screamed and slammed down the phone when I started asking about it."

"Damn."

"Only place I can think of where you might get what you want is Inhumanitas."

"Inhumanitas?"

"Inhumanitas? I've heard of that place." It was Nissa. She'd returned, unnoticed, while I was one the phone. 

"Yeah," the phone continued, "it's sort of an S&M club for supers and tippys. I thought everyone knew of that place? Run by this guy, Tay. They say he's a real nutjob. He claims to be a tippy, but they say he can't be killed. I've heard a ton of stories of attempts, but it never works. Sometimes those who try come back, most times not. We don't even bother looking for the bodies any more. But if anyone will talk, it's him. He's usually got his fingers in everything and hears about everything else. While he might not talk, he's not afraid of anything. So, whatever the rest are afraid of won't affect him. Might be your best bet."

I nodded, "Thanks."

"Sorry I couldn't do more, bub."

I replaced the phone and turned to Nissa, "So, what do you know about this Inhumanitas?"

"I know we're going to have to stop by my place first."
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Chapter 11


"You never answered my question." 

"You never answered mine."

The wind was whipping past us. It was a cool evening for the top to be down. It seemed to always cool down at night, but I didn't buy a convertible to put the top up every time the temperature dropped a few degrees. Maybe if it rained, but not just because of the cold. Plus, I was wearing a jacket. Nissa had grabbed my overcoat and draped it across her as we got moving. My hand was on the stick shift, hers on the emergency brake. She was massaging it absently as we spoke. I was having a hard time concentrating on the road.

"It was Gale. I was asking if she'd heard anything."

"How'd you get in touch with her? I called her all last night and got nowhere."

I shrugged, "I have my ways."

"And you're not going to tell me."

"No." 

Not yet. I liked this girl, but it was early. So far, she knew the basics of the business, but that was about it. I had years of secrets to reveal. Khan had been there when I started hiding them, helped me really. Actually showing someone was totally different. I wanted to trust Nissa, but we'd only known each other for a few weeks. 

"So what question didn't I answer?"

"What you learned."

Confusion marred her olive-complected face as she rummaged through her brain for the reference, "Oh, with you and Officer Cocky?"

"Really, cocky?"

"You didn't think so?"

"Now that you say it, maybe. But seemed to me he had a pretty good handle on the situation. Don't mistake confidence for cockiness."

She shrugged, "Whatever you say, boss. This is what I don't get - how'd you know you'd have him over a barrel?"

"You tell me."

She thought for a few blocks as I avoided another mob. We'd passed one a few minutes ago, the one that Flamer...Fireannach was mediating. They'd lit him up like a bonfire and half the crowd was cheering and the other half was running. I gave that name a twenty percent chance of sticking. I just hadn't wanted to say "Flamer" in front of a bunch of cops. It would have been a hard enough conversation without having to deal with a bunch of snickering. 

"Well, you had no idea that cop would be there."

"I'd hoped."

"But you couldn't have known. So your plan had to be without him in the mix."

"Go on."

"So the point was that you had something they wanted."

"I did."

"But they didn't have to give you the information."

"Didn't they?"

"What do you mean?" she bit the end of her thumb. "Of course they didn't."

"Really?"

"Natch. They could have just taken O'Malley and told you to kiss off."

"Could they?"

"Will you stop that!" she kicked the dash with her high-top sneaker. "You tell me then."

"Remember, Nissa, the nature of man..." I tried not to steal another glance at her chest, "and here I'm talking about mankind, not just men. Mahoney, that fat asshole, wants control. More than anything. He wants his power back so he can control his job, his subordinates, his life. Did you see the awards on his wall?"

"Yeah?"

"No, you didn't really see. Otherwise you’d know he hadn't gotten one in years. But he has them plastered all over. Clark saw it. He knew. But he also knew that bringing in that super was important. And everyone knew that while Mahoney was out showboating, he was still in with the two who had brought the super in. He couldn't chance that I would take O'Malley away."

She wagged her finger as she spoke excitedly, "And it didn't matter that it was Clark! The cops are so desperate for supers, you could have asked for anything..."

"Did you hear what he offered me?"

"Yeah, protection and stuff."

"And don't think for a moment that he wasn't lowballing me. He was hoping to get off easy with protection. I'm not sure what he really would have done, but don't think the hiding a body offer was a joke."

"Serious?" her eyes were wide.

"As a heart attack. When he guessed protection, I knew I had him. Mahoney was right about one thing - I play the angles. I have to. And if you are going to stay in this business, you will too."

She paused, thinking. "What about Khan?"

My head snapped back as if I'd been slapped, "Khan?"

"Did he play angles?"

I exhaled a short, sad laugh, "No, he never did."

I stared ahead. Khan was probably the best person I'd ever known. If you had asked me who would get that honor forty-eight hours ago, I don't know if I would have said the same thing. But now, I knew he was. I sniffed in a short breath. Stupid wind was making my eyes water.

"Anyway," Nissa had her flattened hand out the window, gliding it on the rushing air, "we have to stop by my place so I can change. There is no way you're getting in that place alone." 

I studied my assistant. Her mohawk was taking a beating by the wind but was holding its own. There were breaks in the ranks, but most of her soldiers were fighting the good fight. She was staring ahead at the road, biting the end of her thumb again. 

"What do you mean?"

"I've never been there...but I think we can get in together."

"Are you sure?"

"Not really, Bob, but I have friends. They've been. Or tried. Most of them. From what I've heard, you have to buy your way in with either cash or looks."

"I've got cash."

"I've seen your safe, Bob; you ain't got enough."

I thought about it. What Nissa knew of my finances was minimal, but she did know the contents of my safe. There was probably only a couple grand in there. I had about ten times that hidden around the apartment that she didn't know about. And I wasn't ready for her to know yet. 

"So...what, you're my ticket in?"

"I'm thinking together. A tippy and a super? Seems like it should work."

"Super? Now you're the one not making sense."

She turned to me and smiled coyly, "Don't worry, I got the perfect outfit for this."

I shifted uncomfortably in my seat.

"What did your friends tell you about the place?"

"Follow the rules."

"That helps."

"I swear; that's all they say."

"I can't believe I haven't heard of this place."

"Honestly, Bob, I can't either. I thought you knew everything. I gotta say, I'm a bit disappointed."

I scowled at the comment. Nissa responded with a wry smile.

She nodded, "It's right up here on the left."

I glanced left to a large, older, multi-story apartment complex. The walls weren't exactly crumbling, but it didn't look like it would be too many years until they started doing so. 

"Don't I pay you better than this?"

"Hey, I just started," she protested. "Just park on the street. There won’t be any cops around to ticket."

"No doubt."

I did as instructed and pulled up just to the right of the front door. It was a legal spot, but I was supposed to have a tag of some sort. If I parked right in front, I'd be begging for a ticket or a tow. In a legal spot they'd have to stop and check. No way they were doing that with everything that was going on.

Nissa lived on the twenty-eighth floor though the elevator only went to the twentieth. Nissa climbed the stairs easily with the vigor of youth, or just of practice. I tried to keep my huffing to a minimum.

"Elevator broke night before last. Supposed to be fixed, but doesn't look like they got around to it."

So much for practice.

"You coming, Bob?"

"Yeah," I huffed, "right behind you."

The interior of the building was no more impressive than the exterior. Not a single corner seemed to have intact tiling or paint, and much of the molding featured chips and more flaking paint. There was style here, no doubt, but it was an old, neglected style. I felt sorry for the building. Like one of those kids you see on TV with a fly crawling on their eye. All the place needed was a little love and an ass load of paint and spackle and it'd be good as new. 

"Place was state of the art back in the day. Or that's what the landlord says. Pretty cool layouts of the units. I've been here since college. Rent is controlled, so it doesn't pay to move." She stopped, realizing I wasn't behind her, "Bob?"

I rounded the corner trying not to wheeze, "Yeah, just tying my shoe."

"Level 5. Hey, it's 2814. I'll leave the door open. I’ve got to grab a quick shower. There's soda in the fridge. Sorry, no scotch."

"Fine." 

She left. I sat down on the nearest step to catch my breath. I looked up, mouth open, gulping air. To my right I noted that the faded paint on the door revealed only three more flights to go. 

I might make it.

There is a big difference between not being fat and being in shape. I'm not fat - not really. But I don't exercise, other than on-the-job running for my life. My thighs were on fire and my lungs felt like they were full of jello. I coughed a few times and then slowed my breathing. A few deep breaths later and I felt like I might avoid a heart attack. I could at least take solace in the fact that going back downstairs would be a lot easier. At least I would be much less likely to have my life flash before my eyes.

I closed Nissa's door behind me as I entered. Her apartment may have had character, but it was hard to see past all the cracks in the plaster, scuffed floors, and scurrying bugs. There were a number of interior partitions that featured arches instead of the standard square openings. There may have been an intricate tile pattern on the ceiling, but it was hard to see behind all the posters. 

I don't think there is ever an age where you don't think of people as either in or out of your age group. And if you like someone, click with them, they are your age. Even if, as in Nissa's case, they are fifteen years younger. Her apartment was plastered with posters of movies I'd never seen, bands I'd never heard of, and actors I'd only seen on commercials and supermarket magazine covers. To her credit, I only noticed a few supers among them. 

The staccato of the shower filled the apartment as Nissa, I assumed, rinsed out her hair. I went to the refrigerator and grabbed a cola from the extensive selection. Back when I was in college, everything in my fridge was either a condiment or a takeout container. Not Nissa. The shelves in the door looked like a patchwork quilt made up of exotic sauces. The shelves were full of labeled and dated plastic containers. I shook my head. Past the kitchen was a door that led to a small room enclosed by a half wall and a lot of windows. Inside was the washer/dryer combo unit, probably a selling point to a young college student, and a small balcony. 

It was colder on one of the two chairs Nissa had set up on the balcony than it was on the street. The chairs flanked a small table with the remains of a large candle on it. There were no signs of smoking, legal or otherwise, and the chairs felt the sort of unsteady you get from found furniture. From twenty-eight stories up, the city almost looked peaceful. Except for the occasional glow of fires and burning garbage cans at intersections. If not for the hint of a shout or gunshot on the breeze, it was positively relaxing up here.

"I see you found the balcony."

I nodded without turning away from the cityscape. "Good view. All this place needs is a fresh coat of..." I turned to see Nissa trying, somewhat unsuccessfully, to keep herself contained in a one piece, black vinyl outfit. It had a buckle at the neck and was cut from under the arms to the neck, leaving the shoulders free. There was a large, green, diamond portion that started at the neck and apexed just below the belt line. I swallowed hard.

"A bit of help?"

She turned her back to me to reveal a zipper that started someplace lower than I could see and ended at the neck just below her hairline. It was only half pulled up, revealing the flawless skin of her back. I set my cola down on the table, and it immediately slid off. Cursing, I reached down and saved about half the contents. Without a viable place to set the can, I tried keeping it in my hand while pulling on the zipper.

"Careful. It tends to want to pinch."

"I can see that." The skin kept bunching up under the zipper, and I had to pull it away from her to keep from catching her skin in the teeth. In the reflection in the windows, I could see the vinyl material pulling taut (or more taut really, given that it already looked like she had been poured into the thing) over her athletic chest. She was also wearing a studded belt and what looked to be a huge, fitted, cowhide glove that covered her right arm completely to the shoulder and looked to be designed for welding. It was out of place with the black and green vinyl and I was having a heck of a time navigating around the leather strap that wrapped under her left arm to keep it in place. "What the hell is this thing, anyhow?" I tugged on the strap.

"Oh," she responded, "just part of the look."

I shook my head, "Whatever. Just...can you take it off? The glove, I mean. Or can we at least go inside so I can put this can down somewhere?"

"Sure, sure," she led me back into the apartment, through the kitchen and into the living room, which was right off the front door. Past that looked to be a single bedroom without any sort of guest bathroom. A true bachelor pad. Or rather a bachelorette pad as it was.

"It's easier if I sit."

Nissa sat on her futon couch, her back to me. She arched her back as much as possible to give me free access to the zipper. I set the cola down on the marble top coffee table that looked like it had been picked up at a garage sale or perhaps a grandmother's house. With both hands fully in play, I was able to easily complete the task at hand. 

Nissa turned and I once again found myself shocked at seeing her without makeup or hair stiff enough to resist hurricane force winds. Somehow she looked more womanly than she did with all that crap on her. Beneath the makeup and hair was a beautiful woman. Maybe insecure, but beautiful. 

She looked at me quizzically, "You okay, Bob?"

"Yeah. Where'd you get that getup anyhow? And what's with the glove?"

"Oh, you know girls always have an outfit like this in a drawer somewhere."

My eyebrow lifted. I certainly didn't know that. And I had been married.

Noting my expression, she blushed slightly, "Costume party. There was a theme…" her voice trailed off. She shrugged, "It seemed like a good idea at the time." She turned, quickly, and bounced back to the bedroom, "Just let me put my face on."

I exhaled a breath I didn't know I'd been holding, running a hand through my hair. I stood nervously. I felt like a kid going to the prom for the first time. I didn't quite know what to expect. I couldn't believe I'd never heard of this Inhumanitas place. I started walking slowly around Nissa's apartment, looking more closely at the pictures and knickknacks. I'd been a college kid once (for a long time), so I knew intimately how to read a college apartment. Somewhere there would be a box. In that box would be the stuff you didn't want your parents to find. If you were clever, it wouldn't look like a box. I was sure there was one around here somewhere.

I ran my finger over the spines of her books. Nissa seemed to spend more time reading than watching TV as her shelves were full of two things - books and pictures. Most of the pictures were of her with friends in various stages of inebriation or at amusement parks or beaches. Some were of her and an older woman. A few were of a young girl, obviously her, performing gymnastics. 

The books were a mixed bag, but I was surprised to see such an eclectic array. There were offerings from fiction and histories, empowerment and travel, reference and even old comic books - the ones that had superheroes in them. I hadn’t seen one of those in years. There were quite a few different textbooks showcasing a variety of interests - everything from pottery to photography to drama to statistics. Most were from low-level classes, evidence that she'd taken a break from college. I'm not sure working for me would help her "find herself" if that was the plan. 

There were two things I didn't find in the five minutes it took Nissa to "put on her face." First, I didn't find the box. That didn't mean anything. It very well could have been under the bed or in the drawer she used to hide the outfit she was currently wearing. More importantly, however, there were no pictures of a father or father figure. Not to mention grandparents. Nothing but her and an older woman. It was obvious Nissa and the woman were related as they looked like they could have been sisters. She must have had Nissa when she was young because she barely had a line on her face and still looked very fit. I was holding a picture of Nissa hugging the woman who was looking at the camera with her intense, green eyes when Nissa returned. 

"That's my mom."

I turned. In the short time she'd been gone she'd managed not only to apply her normal eye makeup that surrounded her eyes and angled back towards her hairline (her eyes outlined in black and accented with a green hue nearly matching her outfit), but also to completely restore her mohawk (which she had also colored black with green highlights). Through the powder on her face, I could see her blush.

"You're an eye mask away from a super."

She extended a hand containing a matching green and black eye mask. Her smile turned to a cringe.

"What the..."

"Well, it's a super/tippy S&M club. One of us has got to play the part."

"What?" I demanded, "I can't pass for a super?"

She cocked her head.

"Fine, check this out." I reached down to my belt buckle and flipped open a small panel. Bending over, I examined the small dial. There wasn't a ton of light in the room; Nissa didn't seem to be fond of direct light and all the lamps were heavily shaded or pointed at a wall or the ceiling, so I had a hard time seeing it. From memory, I turned it two clicks counterclockwise. I turned back to her.

She put her arms out, "And...?"

"Give it a minute." 

Slowly, my suit, all but the shirt, started to change color. Unfortunately, I'd remembered incorrectly and instead of the leather finish I was expecting, it turned into a pinstriped zoot suit. I cringed.

"Oh my. Very Level 5."

"Shut up; I turned it the wrong way."

"So there is a right way?"

"Damn Ted. It's his idea of a joke. I just wanted some protection and he had to add his stupid PPP to it. He said he could program it to look like anything I wanted. I could only think of a regular suit and a leather version."

"Leather?"

"It seemed like a good idea at the time. Ted said he had extra spots on the dial, so he put in some he thought I might use."

"Like that one?"

"Oh," I laughed, "this isn't the worst of it. I got kicked in the belt once and found myself in a clown outfit."

"Sounds about right."

"Ted," I said his name like a curse. "He never listens. He can't just give you what you want. He's always got to do something else to it."

"You mean, he tinkers?"

We both paused for a moment locking gazes. She laughed first, but she had more to laugh at than I did. In the end, I couldn't control myself and joined her. I switched my suit back to the normal setting.

"If we can hang out for a few minutes, I'd like to recharge the Inertial Dampener. Noticed it was low."

She shrugged and sat, her vinyl outfit creaking as she sank back into the couch. I removed the unit from the belt buckle and extended the cord. I couldn't find a free outlet so I had to unplug a small lamp near the picture I had been holding earlier. I picked it up again, "Looks like you two are very close."

"Yeah, we are."

"Didn't see too many pictures of your dad."

She smiled, "You didn't see any and you know it."

I smiled back, "Just covering my bases. And he's..."

"Not sure, actually. I never knew him. My mom doesn't like to talk about him. Well, refuses is more like it."

I exhaled, "That's tough."

"Ah, screw him, I say. The one thing she would say is that they were very much in love until she got pregnant. She told him and that's the last she ever saw of him. The way she tells it, he walked out right after she gave him the news. Didn't even try to make good."

"Wow. Harsh."

"Yeah."

This conversation had gotten serious. It was odd how that tended to happen. I wasn't sure if it was just me, but if a girl ever wanted to get me to talk, all she had to do was to put on something sexy. It was as if my brain decided that in order to keep from thinking about what the rest of my body wanted to think about, it'd turn the conversation serious. It was the worst defense mechanism ever. Nothing kills the mood like a deadbeat father.

"So, this Inhumanitas place has rules?"

"Yeah," she took a breath, her eyes deep in thought, "supposedly there are safe words. You have to respect them. If you don't, you get in trouble. And you don't want the kind of trouble you'll find in there."

"Supers and tippys together, huh? Sounds dangerous."

"Yeah, they say you better be honest. Don't say you've got powers if you don't."

"And your outfit?"

"What, this?"

"Yeah, aren’t people going to assume..."

"That I have powers?" She placed the eye mask over her eyes. It blended perfectly with her makeup and was held on by something like glue. That was pretty common. Flamer, I mean Fireannach, liked to tie his on, but most supers used a treated mask. There were tons of different solutions, but most made the mask stick to your face like a second skin. It'd have to be surgically removed if the owner didn't take it off (or someone who knew how that particular mask worked if it was an off-the-shelf model). They were usually pricy. I was surprised a college student would have one. "You've never been in this type of scene before, have you?"

"Not really."

"As long as I don't say I'm bulletproof or anything, I'll be fine. Plus, if they think I’m a super, maybe we'll have an easier time getting in."

I grimaced, "I hope so."
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Chapter 12


I didn't know what to expect, but it hadn't even crossed my mind that the entrance to Inhumanitas would be inside another, normal nightclub. The Dragonfly was not my style of club. Unlike the establishments I preferred, which normally had a single bar, The Dragonfly had one exterior in the back and two interior bars. From the posters both inside and out, it seemed the Dragonfly always had some loud electro-pop music or a live band. From what I could see, they seemed to be the kind of place that served more beer than liquor, unless the liquor required a blender and at least three additives. All around me were people who were drinking with the sort of ambition normally reserved for marathon runners. They weren't here to have fun with friends, celebrate a milestone, or hunt the illusive animal known as the one night stand. No, they were here to get drunk. Not just "oh, I had such a good time last night" drunk, the kind of drunk where you wonder what happened the night before and whose clothes you were wearing the next morning. The kind of drunk that you never talked about. Where you nodded to those who participated knowingly, but didn’t dare broach the subject, even in private. The kind of drunk that required a doctor's visit afterwards just in case you picked up a disease or a baby.

Their wide eyes and forced smiles barely covered their fear. They clicked their glasses too loudly, laughed too hard, and ordered rounds of drinks before they finished the ones in their hands. This was a group of people who didn't know if they would last the night. They were like soldiers on leave. They spent money, fully expecting that they wouldn't be around long enough to enjoy it if they didn't. They looked for comfort in drink that didn't care and in company who couldn't give it. 

If it weren't for the music that was so loud it seemed to force my heart to beat in rhythm, I'd have liked the place. At least on this night with this atmosphere.

Nissa grabbed my hand and led me through the throngs of people. There were a few recesses in the walls for scantily clad dancers and a few poles strewn around with more of the same. The dancers, both male and female, looked as disinterested as if they were sitting in a dentist chair, waiting for an exam, and the patrons were so self-absorbed, they walked around the dancers like they were plants waving in the wind. 

Nissa had insisted that I wear my hat and overcoat, which was fine when we were outside and there was a bit of a breeze, but in here, with all the bodies, I was quickly growing uncomfortable. Nissa's outfit (she had removed the eye mask) commanded a few interested looks from men - and some women - nearly half my age, but it hadn't slowed her. I could feel those same eyes shift to confusion about me as we passed. 

Nissa led me to a few bar stools surrounding a table that curved around a raised platform supporting a girl dancing in a cage. Nissa yelled something into my ear then bounded away. I took that to mean I should stay put. I watched her go, her mohawk like a shark's fin in a sea of heads. Turning back, I saw the dancer give me a bored stare as I tried not to look up her skirt. She rolled her eyes and bent over to give me a clear view. I shoved my hands in my pockets and turned away. It wasn't that I didn't appreciate the female form, far from it, but there was something about live women putting themselves on display for money that made me uncomfortable. At least until I'd had a few drinks. I felt something in my pocket. I pulled it out...

A pack of matches. 

Damn University Club.

I tossed the pack on the counter a few seats down and glanced around the bar. I guessed half this crowd was either underage or barely of age. It was actually a pretty good cover for an underground S&M club. The police had plenty of people to bust for legitimate reasons. They wouldn't often look too close. With supers involved, if they did find something, they'd probably be bought off. It only took one high level member of the Super State to frequent the club in order to receive almost complete immunity. Supers had more money to throw around than they knew what to do with, and the police were constantly trying to suck up to them. All it'd take is a word for all manner of sins to be swept under the table.

"Scotch, neat."

I turned. Nissa, a glass in her outstretched hand, was doing her damnedest to be heard over the throbbing music. I took the glass from her and swallowed half of it in one go. Not bad. A little heavy on the peat and smoke, but a decent single malt. I wouldn't have guessed it. Nissa was drinking a light beer. With a lime in it. I tried not to look condescending. 

"So, what's the plan, little lady?"

"We wait."

"Wait?" I yelled back, "For what?"

A shadow fell across the two of us. I turned to see a man the size of a small house looming over us. 

"For him, I'm guessing." I muttered

He turned without a word and walked away. Nissa and I shared a glance and then followed.

The large man walked into and through a solid wall. I looked around. No one seemed to notice. To my right, I saw a twin of the large man leading twins of Nissa and me into an office door off to the right. I glanced behind me. Any eyes that were in our direction were now focused on the door where our "twins" had just entered. I swear, a good illusionist is worth their weight in gold. There weren't many supers who were powerful enough to hide something so obvious from a group of people, and only a small fraction of those could pull off a switch so seamlessly. Even taking into account the inebriation factor, surely someone watching us was sober. Whatever super was doing this was special. If Gale and any of the others still out there fighting knew that there was a super this powerful down here, they'd be furious. I wondered how much that information would be worth. 

Beyond the illusionary wall was nothing but a small landing with a smaller raised desk in front of a staircase leading downward. Behind the desk was a woman who dressed like she belonged in a high-end hotel lobby rather than as the face of an S&M club. The only clues that she wasn't a concierge were the leather choker she wore with a number of chrome rings hanging off it and hair dyed so black it looked like it would absorb light. It was pulled back into a painful looking braided ponytail. She was leaning against a stool that was so high she was practically still standing.

She looked up as we approached, taking us in at a glance. Her taut skin barely registered any emotion, but I got the distinct impression that very little surprised or impressed her. "Good evening. Can I help you?" Her voice sounded as emotionless as her face appeared. 

I turned to Nissa, who had donned her mask at some point during the walk across the bar, "We're here to see Tay."

The hostess took a slow breath, "And?"

Nissa faltered slightly, but recovered, "And...um...we were told that the uh...pineapple is ripe?"

I slowly turned to Nissa who tried to look serious as she said the ridiculous pass-phrase. I stole a glance at the hostess who went back to studying the clipboard in front of her. This wasn't going well.

"Sorry, college nights are once a month and that pass-phrase is six months old."

"So, what does it take to get in?" I stepped forward.

The hostess didn't look up, "An invitation."

"Surely there are ways around..."

She looked up at me sharply, "Sir, if you think you'll bribe your way in here, it isn't going to happen. We run by strict rules," she shivered involuntarily, but it was unclear if it was out of fear or anticipation, "and there are repercussions for breaking those rules." 

"Fine, no need to get all huffy about it. Are there rules about you giving us information?"

She raised an eyebrow slightly. I thought the corner of her eye might rip. "Depends."

"How does one get an invitation?"

"You know someone."

"Who?"

She shrugged.

"So, if I guess someone, would you confirm if they were the right person?"

She shifted her weight on her stool and looked away.

"Fine." I drummed my fingers on her desk. She looked down at them in disdain. I smiled and took my hand off her desk, "Listen, I'm in the business of keeping secrets. I know lots of people. Chances are, I know someone down there right now."

She shrugged. 

"We're getting nowhere, Bob." Nissa grabbed my elbow, "Let's just go. This was a bad idea."

I glared at the hostess who had gone back to staring at her clipboard. "Fine." I turned and grabbed Nissa by the arm, "Let's go back to the office and make some calls. I'm betting we get an invite in less than an hour."

"Bob?"

I turned back at the sound of the hostess's voice, "Yeah?"

"Last name?"

"Moore. Private Eye."

She gulped, "ID please?"

I produced my license from my wallet.

For the first time, her face betrayed her. Her mouth opened slightly, but her eyes were just as emotionless. She recovered quickly, "Stay here please." She shot a look at the huge man who had led us over. Without a word or even turning to the hostess, he floated down the stairs more quickly than I would have thought possible. She motioned us over with a laminated piece of paper. "Sorry, Mr. Moore. I didn't know it was you. You and your guest can enter." She handed me the paper, "Here are the rules. As you're new here," she paused and looked at Nissa, waiting for her to protest. When she didn't, she continued, "I'll walk you through them. First, what you see and what you do stays within the walls of Inhumanitas. If you talk about it within earshot of anyone who hasn't been a guest, we'll know. We strongly recommend you do not discuss anything outside of the walls of the club. In this case, ignorance is no excuse and there is a zero tolerance policy."

"What happens if we talk?" Nissa interrupted.

The hostess looked down her nose at the mohawked girl as a school teacher would a petulant student, "You don't want to know, girl." She again addressed me, "Anything is permitted within the walls of the club, but you must observe all safe words and predetermined rules. We recommend that you are very specific with your intended partner." She turned the paper over and pointed to a number of very graphic illustration and descriptions of sexual acts that made even me blush. "These are some of the more common requests. There are staff on hand to attend to your needs, but they do not wear any sort of identification or uniform. And just because you see a person more than once doesn't mean they're staff. Just...enthusiastic. Assume that everyone is an amateur like you and be specific.

"Most importantly," she added seriously, "there is no actual intercourse, of ANY type, to be engaged in on the premises."

I raised an eyebrow. "These aren't considered intercourse?"

"Not in the eyes of the law. This is not a brothel or a whorehouse. You want more than play or what you see on the sheet, take it home." She stood aside, "The first visit for you is free, but there is a note in my book for you to meet with Master Tay."

"Master Tay?" I blurted.

"Yes. I'd suggest doing that first."

"Fine, but if I can ask, how long has my name been in that book?"

She shook her head slowly, "For a very long time. It looks like Master Tay wrote it in himself. Apparently, he's expecting you."

I tried not to look shocked. Luckily, the hostess wasn't really paying attention to me. I handed the laminated paper over to Nissa who flipped it over and over, studying it and blushing wildly. I stepped ahead of her onto the stairway, which spiraled down counterclockwise. I took each stair slowly, trying not to let my hesitation show. Behind me, I could hear Nissa flipping the paper over and over, occasionally making sounds of confusion or revulsion. Revulsion or understanding? I didn't really want to know. 

When my feet disappeared, I started to get concerned. I stopped, feeling the tingle at my ankles where my feet had apparently been severed. Of course, it was just part of the illusion. 

Behind me, Nissa stopped short and looked over my shoulder, "Whoa, that's weird, huh?"

"Not really," I tried to sound confident, "they don't want anyone to see what's below. Just be careful."

She glanced back at the laminated paper, "Natch. Some of this stuff is a little freaky. Like this one," she pointed to one with her beer. I looked at it and turned away quickly, "do you think they honestly have midgets down there? And this one," she didn't bother showing me, but instead held it up over her head turning the paper slowly, "I'm not sure how you can do that without dislocating your hips."

I grabbed the paper from her, "Enough already. We're not here for this," I shook the paper. "We're here for information. Now get your game face on." She stared at me through her eye mask, doe-eyed in confusion. "And take that damn thing off. That outfit was a horrible idea."

She looked down at herself, "What do you mean?"

"Well, it didn't exactly get us in, did it?"

"Oh, getting us in was a long shot. It was more for blending."

"Blending?"

She bounced past me through the illusionary floor, "Natch."

I sighed and shook my head, taking the stairs with decidedly less enthusiasm than she. I covered my privates as I passed through the illusionary floor, then my belt. I wasn't sure which was in more danger. The tingling was obviously not part of the illusion. It could be some sort of scanner. They could be taking samples of our bio-prints, blood, or scents for all I knew. That was the thing with supers: you couldn't be sure what they were up to. Of course, it could be nothing but a mild forcefield to keep out bugs, or it could be CancerMan's idea of a parting gift. With the type of clientele they were sure to have in the club, it was probably harmless - at least physically. Who knew what sort of information they might have been collecting though. I sipped a bit more of my drink and ducked through the false floor.

Wow, she was right. She blended right in. 

Nissa was at the bottom of the stairs, frozen in place. I joined her. Inhumanitas was not unlike the bar upstairs. There were recesses in the walls, dancers on bars, tables scattered around, and patrons trying to forget their troubles. Except, instead of forgetting their troubles in drink and loud music, they were forgetting them with flesh and debauchery. The center of the room had a large, mirrored pillar with an attached thin shelf just large enough to set your drink on, but no stools. In each of the recesses, a different type of "pleasure" was being displayed. The lighting was minimal, but there were huge wooden X's with men and sometimes women strapped to them with others punishing them lightly with leather instruments. There were tons of people in vinyl like Nissa, rubber, leather, and other restrictive clothing. There were acts being portrayed that were so peculiar that I didn't really see how they could be considered sexual, but obviously someone thought they were. 

I glanced around, watching the crowd. Most wore masks of some sort. Not eye masks, but masks that actually covered their whole faces and protected their identities. I guessed that more than one of my former clients were in the room. From what I could tell, patrons would gather around a particular act being displayed until someone came over and whispered into their ear. They'd converse for a moment and then either separate or head back into one of the three hallways that led off from this main room. 

If there was a theme to the acts on display, it was supers being punished by tippys. I swallowed hard. All around, tippys just like Nissa and me, were acting out their frustrations in...healthy?...ways. Perspiration broke out on my brow. How did I not know about this place?

"Bob?" The music was much more subdued and mellow down here, so she didn't have to yell, "What the hell is that?"

I followed her gaze to what looked to be a man with scaly, orange skin and a long prehensile tail, dressed in nothing but a loincloth. All around him, patrons were taunting and cracking whips at him like they were taming a lion. In response he hissed through a mouth full of needle-like teeth, a long, forked tongue shooting in and out. 

"Can it be?" I stammered.

"I thought supers were all..."

"Beautiful?" I finished.

"Yeah."

"I've heard stories. I mean, there have been rumors of mutations, but I thought they were just to scare kids. Like how they used to talk about alligators in the sewers or escaped mental patients in the woods."

"Should we do something?"

A muffled voice from behind me, "I wouldn't if I were you."

We turned toward the voice to find a man wearing a leather mask with zippers over the eyes and mouth standing behind us. He was holding a small, silver platter under his arm. 

"You work here?" I blurted, trying to cover my shock.

"You must be new; no one answers that question." He reached behind him and pulled a pad of paper and a pencil out of his leather underwear, the only other significant piece of clothing he had on, "Can I get you something?"

"Wait," Nissa blurted, "you're saying you might not work here, but you're going to get us drinks?"

"Listen, lady," the man responded, "don't pretend that you know all the fetishes out there. You want a drink or not?"

"No, I'm fine, thanks."

"I'll take one," I quickly finished my scotch and handed him the glass. He looked at it oddly then tossed it at the lizardman who, quick as lightening, caught it with his tongue, sucked it into his mouth, and started to chew it noisily. I swallowed, "Scotch," my voice cracked, "neat," I finished with more authority. The man nodded his assent and I added to his retreating form, "Single malt." He waved over his shoulder without looking back.

"Well, I hope he doesn't work here," Nissa said as we turned back around. "His attitude sucks."

I pushed my hat down on my head. A man and woman, holding hands, walked by Nissa and me slowly, attempting to make eye contact. I turned my head, "We need to move around a bit. Get the lay of the land."

Nissa watched the couple pass, disappointment clear on their faces, "Yeah, this place is intense." 

"Natch," I responded with a smirk. 

Nissa rolled her eyes.

We circled the central, mirrored column, trying to act nonchalant in the face of such brazen fetishism and sexuality. There were a few more mutated supers that rotated in for the lizardman when a group of businessmen carted him off to one of the back rooms. There were other types of fetishes on display involving everything from corporate offices to adults dressed as babies, to full-fledged super-on-tippy "torture" complete with monologues and elaborate traps. What was clear, however, was that these "acts" were just like displays at a shopping center. The punishment was rarely anything but superficial, the torture was just for show, and those who were showing off a particular type of dress paraded around like fashion models. They were just giving patrons places to let their desires be known without having to wear an "I want to put a saddle on your back and ride you around for an hour" sign. The safest place seemed to be the center of the room near the mirrored column. Every time we got too close to a display, we started to get unwanted attention. 

Well actually, Nissa got most of the more "normal" attention. The attention I got was decidedly less normal. Apparently, dressing in vinyl with a huge mohawk and an eye mask attracted fairly ordinary people who looked like they'd walked in off the street. Being dressed like a PI, complete with long overcoat, hat, and sipping scotch, tended to get people who thought wrapping themselves in cling wrap was a fashion statement.

Luckily, our waiter's attitude did not reflect his ability as he kept us well supplied with drinks. Nissa seemed to be quite the lightweight as she was only half way through her second beer when she started to gyrate slowly to the music which seemed to be a mix of classical and bass-heavy sounds generated by a computer. I'd never heard anything like it. With all the masks and costumes, it was hard to tell who might have powers and who was a tippy. Some of those who were obviously overweight were certainly tippys; supers only looked that way if their bulk was attached to a power and then they'd usually be huge. Super-sized, they liked to call it. Most of the others...I couldn't say for sure. 

"So, what do you think?"

I turned to Nissa who was addressing me out of the corner of her mouth. Her eyes were fixed on a group that was suspending a bikini-clad woman from the ceiling with a single rope wrapped around her in a complex series of knots. "Looks like you'd have to go to school for that one. Or maybe sail the high seas."

She laughed, "No, in general. Pretty weird right?"

"That's an understatement." I glanced around, "Still..." I trailed off.

Off to the side, I caught a bit of movement. In one of the recesses, a new show was starting. It was in the same vein as others I'd seen, the theme being capture and torture by a super. This super, however, had on a long, white lab coat, green scrubs, and round glasses. His head was shaved and he sported a small goatee. While the resemblance wasn't exact, the intent was obvious. 

Doc Arts. 

Even though I knew the man to be dead, I felt my pulse quicken.

"Still?" Nissa prompted.

I raised my glass to my lips forgetting that it was empty, trying to cover my shock, "Nothing."

Nissa followed my gaze. When I realized, I tried to turn away.

"That your poison? Saving the girl?"

"Huh?" I turned back to the scene where a pot-bellied tippy in a spandex outfit and cape methodically beat the Doc Arts stand-in down. He released the girl in the chair from her bonds and carried her off stage. I hadn't even noticed the girl before. "No. Not at all," I responded too strongly. 

Nissa turned to look at me, but her eyes stopped over my shoulder. I turned.

The large man who had led us to the hostess was entering the room from the hallway behind me. People moved out of his way like water before the prow of an ocean liner. I again tried to sip my empty drink. Next to me, the waiter with the leather mask walked by and I placed my glass on his half full tray. I couldn't tell because of the mask, but it felt like he scowled at me. 

The huge man stopped in front of us, making eye contact with Nissa then myself in turn. Without a word or so much as a grunt, he turned and walked back toward the hallway. I wiped my hands on my overcoat and nodded at Nissa. Together, we followed, neither of us breaking the silence.

 

# # #






  

Chapter 13


The inner sanctum of Master Tay was not at all what I expected. Well, I didn't know what to expect, but I certainly didn't expect a full-on Nights of Arabia-themed pillow-fest, complete with panels of a silky pastel fabric, so thin it was nearly transparent, hanging from the ceiling. The room was huge, probably half the size of the main room we had just left, and had a huge pyramid of pillows positioned in the center. Scattered around the pyramid were small gazebos consisting of four posts embossed with intricate designs topped with bulbous spires. More panels of gossamer fabric hung between the posts, barely hiding the writhing bodies inside. 

"Holy shit." Nissa whispered, sipping her beer. 

I grabbed it from her and drank the rest. "Yeah," I burped. I turned, but the large guard wasn't behind us. He must not have followed us in. Instead, I saw two pot-bellied sentries in flowing pants, tiny vests, and turbans, each holding a long spear topped with an axe head. They crossed the spears over the door. If they hadn't moved, I would have guessed they were statues. Glancing around, I spied a few more pairs around the room guarding other doors. I took a quick step back and set the empty bottle on the forearm of one of the sentries. He didn't react. "I am so not drunk enough for this," I muttered. 

"Are you a little buzzed too?"

I turned to face Nissa, "No."

She swallowed, not meeting my gaze, "Good. Me too."

A small laugh escaped, "Just...let me do the talking."

She nodded vigorously. 

I turned and made my way through the billowing fabric panels hanging from the ceiling. Each panel was shaped into a cone by way of some sort of hoop at the bottom, creating a space just big enough for a human to stand in. Well, stand and gyrate in apparently, since that was what was going on. As we passed, the dancers reached out to us, letting the fabric brush against our arms and shoulders. I tried to lead us far enough away so that they'd keep their distance, but Master Tay didn't seem to want that. No matter what path I chose, there always seemed to be a dancer within arm’s reach. I quickened my pace toward the center of the room and the pyramid of pillows.

From the doorway, the pyramid looked large. Up close, it was massive. Easily two stories tall, there was no way the structure should have held. Each level was constructed out of different colored pillows arranged in a perfect pyramid, with each level slightly smaller than the lower to create steps. Up top, there was a larger, much more opulent version of the gazebos on the floor. 

"Oh glorious day, dawg!" The voice wafted down from the top. From behind a sheet emerged Master Tay. "My prayers have been answered! The Moorster is here." He pumped his heavily tattooed right arm, "That bitch can suck it!"

"Moorster?"

"Yip. Just made that up. You like, yo? Sounds like 'monster.' Righteous, natch?"

I glared at Nissa hearing the word. She blushed. Whoever said that Tay didn't have powers was probably right. The boy - I don't think I could classify him as a man - was shirtless with tattoos around his navel and on a number of other places on his lean, but not muscular, body. He wore a baseball cap backwards and flowing pants like the sentries, but somehow gaudier. In his left hand was a huge gold goblet that he occasionally brought to his lips. Supers were normally on the extreme of human features. They were extremely beautiful, extremely tall, extremely fat, and so on. If Tay was anything extreme, it was plain. And annoying.

"Bob will do, thanks. Never been much for nicknames."

He stopped his descent, cocking his head. "Isn't Bob a nickname?"

"No."

"Yip, for Bobby or something, right?" he nodded to the sentries who all nodded in unison.

"No."

He waved his left hand, spilling crimson liquid, "Whatever. I'm just glad you're finally here, yo." He had made it about halfway down the pyramid, "But you have to tell me, how did you find out?"

"What do you mean?"

"Come on, dawg, spill it. I've gone to great lengths to make sure you never learned of this place. Was it the party favor?" he nodded at Nissa.

My eyes grew hard, "I'm not sure I like your tone."

He stopped again, his eyes even harder, "Moorster, you might want to check yourself. You're in my house." Suddenly he laughed, "Yo, what a day! Can you guys believe this? It's like my birthday and Samhain and Halloween all rolled up into one!"

Nissa whispered, "I think Samhain and Halloween are on the same day."

I shot her a warning look.

"So spill it. Who squawked?"

"A cop gave me the name of the club. If that's what you mean."

"Woo hoo!" Tay started dancing down the last of the pillow stairs. "Oh man, a cop? This is so sweet, yo! I can't wait to see her face. Oh, man, this is going to be great!"

"Who? Whose face?"

He stopped his dancing and faced me, blue eyes far too dilated, shuffling back and forth as if they were unable to focus on any one location for longer than a second, "Your wife. Gale. A birdie told me she was still alive."

I reached forward to grab the punk by his pasty neck and squeeze some color into his face, "What does my wife have to do with this, you little..."

Pain. Head-splitting, mind-numbing pain. I've been shot, blown up, dropped off buildings, and even tortured by some who considered it an art form. Nothing had ever come close to this. Instantly, I knew I would do anything to make it stop. It was as if someone had driven a spike through every nerve ending in my body. A spike dipped in acid. And salt. 

When the pain receded and my vision returned, I was on the ground at Tay's feet. Nissa was shaking me and screaming my name. She turned and started yelling at Tay. He said something back and she lunged at him, but then curled up into a fetal position in midair before landing just in front of me. Tay turned, pushed her over with his foot and then kicked me in the midsection. It felt like a pat on the back from a good friend in comparison to what I'd just gone through. 

I coughed, "Maybe I should rephrase that."

Tay pulled me to my feet, his smile huge and genuine. If I'd had any doubts, they were now gone. Tay was batshit insane. 

"No prob, Moorster. You're like family, yo. And family forgives. Here, let's hug it out." Tay grabbed me around the midsection and yanked me up into the air. He was shorter and smaller than me, but seemed to hold me up effortlessly. He held me there, digging his face into my chest, breathing deeply, "Oh man, you smell great. I can't believe you're here, yo. It's like I can finally, really open this place up. Get crazy up in here."

At my feet, Nissa was slowly recovering. Whatever Tay could do was powerful, but short-lived. If I still had access to The Bulwark's supercomputer, Mind, I might have been able to prepare for this. I hadn't taken the time to really think about what that meant. I certainly didn't have time now. "So, you were saying about Gale?"

"Man, that bitch is something else, right?" I bristled at the word, but let it go considering how I still felt like I'd been through a few hundred cycles in an industrial-strength washer, "She tells me if she finds out that anyone tells you about this place, I'm gonna pay. She'll bring the whole Bulwark against me. So I'm like, 'Fine, whatever, just one dude,' but man, now that you are here..."

"Wait," I kept my eyes fixed on Tay while Nissa groaned at my feet. "Gale didn't want me here? Why?"

He shrugged, bringing his goblet to his lips, "Don't know, Moorster. Maybe she thinks you and I'd be too good of friends?"

Well, I wasn't positive of Gale's motivation but I was pretty sure that wasn't it. I blinked, thinking. Why would she go through the trouble? What possible motive... My God! Could she have been a patron? Images terrible and tantalizing danced across my brain.

"Listen," I interrupted myself, "I'm looking for some info."

"Pah!" he threw his arm over my shoulder, his bleached blonde hair peeking out from under his cap. "Info is for suits and bores. You and me, yo, we gonna party tonight. It's gonna be Level 5, yo!"

He steered me toward the door. Behind us, the squeak of vinyl on vinyl let me know Nissa was recovering. I turned and looked over my shoulder. Her face was red and her eyes were full of rage. She was looking around as if to find something, anything with which to bash Tay over the head. I tried to stop her with a look, but she wasn't having it. With nothing to grab, she prepared herself for a lunge.

"You might want to calm your appetizer," Tay said, his voice cold. "She's gonna get herself expired."

Nissa leapt forward again, but again she fell in wordless agony. Tay let go of me as I rushed to her side. She was convulsing and blood was dripping from her ears and the corner of her mouth.

"Stop this! You're killing her!" 

"It's not me, Moorster. It's her. As long as she plans on doing me harm, this is what will happen. She's got to chill, man. Got to tell you, though, love the hair. And the 'tude."

He wasn't making any sense, but I didn't have any other choice. I sat next to her and pulled her into my arms whispering soothing words, trying to calm her. After what seemed to be forever, she stopped shaking and her breathing became more regular. As she became more cognizant, I whispered instructions to not think of attacking again. When her eyes as much as her nod confirmed that she understood, I helped her to her feet.

"What's the deal, Tay? What is this?"

"Man, that's what I like about you, dawg! There's no, 'puleese masta Tay' with you. You're all hardcore and shit. That's badass man. You ain't afraid of nothing, are you, Moorster?"

"I wouldn't say that."

"Yip, you and me is the same. We're not afraid of shit. But man, 'cause it's you. I'll tell you." He pulled me close, "I gots me a secret weapon, dawg. I gots me a guardian angel."

"Really." I tried to keep the sarcasm out of my voice.

"Bring her out."

I turned and saw that the large, emotionless guard who had led us in had a small girl on his shoulders. I gasped, thoughts of my daughter hitting me as much in the gut as the heart. I swallowed, pushing the thoughts away. This girl was no more than two. Her curly locks were greasy and unkempt and they barely cleared her ears. Her oval face was unnaturally gaunt. She looked both old and young at the same time. The only thing that really set her apart from other kids in need of a good bath were her eyes. They were irisless and completely white without a visible pupil. It was as if her eyes were permanently rolled back.  

"This is my lovely. She's...um...which one are we on now?" He thought for a moment, "Nineteen? Right Nineteen. Isn't she a beaut?"

I shook my head, realization dawning, "That can't be true. You're not saying she's a..."

"Yip," Tay beamed with pride, "a telepath. And she's all mine."

I shook my head, "No, it can't be. It's always something else. Someone claims mind control and it turns out to be pheromones or hypnosis or some sort of super ability to read body language. It's never true telepathy."

"Did that feel like pheromones to you, Moorster?"

"It certainly didn't to me," Nissa stepped to my side uneasily. "But I thought that any sort of mind power would..."

"Kill the super," I finished. "They say even if your powers haven't fully manifested until puberty, they are still slightly in effect beforehand. So if you'll eventually have flight you'll be able to jump better than most, super speed and you'll be faster. So a telepath would have a bit of their power even at this age."

"Natch, more than a bit, don't you think, dawg?" Tay walked over and stood next to the guard who set the girl down between them. It was like some sort of twisted family picture. 

I couldn't take my eyes off the girl. All alone with no one but that madman Tay and his minions. It was no place for a child. "Wait, you called her 'Nineteen.' Does that mean she's...a clone?"

"Damn, you are good." Tay did another little victory dance, "Didn't even have to tell you. Yip, Moorster, you da man!"

Next to me Nissa gasped. Nineteen's head turned toward her. 

Tay smacked the big guard on the arm, "Yip, I gots me an idea. Moorster, you get this one right and I'll answer you one question before we party. Deal?"

I put my palms face up as if I had an option. Tay ignored me.

"How come she stopped you?"

I laughed, "You're kidding, right? That's too easy." I looked over at Nissa, "Tell you what, let the party favor answer."

"What?"

"Sweet!"

I added, "But if she gets it right, I get two questions." No use wasting an opportunity. 

Tay thought for a moment, "Yip, cool. But if she gets it wrong, um..." he took off his hat and scratched his head. His hair was cut in a tonsure like the old monks used to wear, "and I get to pick the first game."

"Game?"

"Yip, game," he waved his goblet toward the main room. 

I turned to Nissa, "You better get this right."

"What? Why me?"

"You want to get good at this job? You've got to be able to act under pressure. And I can't think of any more pressure than this." I glanced at the exit, still covered by the poleaxes, "Well, unless it was your ass on the line." I looked back at Nissa, "As it is, it's only your job." Her eyes got wide, "Don't give me that. If I get spanked by this..." I glanced over at Tay who was air-guitaring a solo to the little girl, "nice young man, it's your ass." She swallowed, "So think, why would the girl protect him," I prodded. "Remember, it's usually the simplest answer."

"No hints, Moorster!" Tay called, primping the little girl's hair and wiping one of the many smudges of grime from her cheek. "If there is one thing I can't abide, it's a cheat."

I stepped away from Nissa, "I got the impression from your fine establishment here that there wasn't much you couldn’t abide."

He cocked his head again, "I think that's a compliment. Yip, compliment right, dawg?"

I shrugged, "It isn't an insult. Dog."

"Oh, man, you the shit, Moorster. You and me, we gonna be tight. We gonna be like bros, yo."

I hoped he had the information I was looking for. Even if Nissa got this right, and I hoped she would because I could think of about five different possible explanations, I wasn't looking forward to whatever Tay had planned. And he didn't strike me as the sort to take rejection well. I thought back to some of the things I had witnessed in the other room and I couldn't help but be intrigued. Gale knew me better than anyone. If she wanted me away, there had to be a reason. I'd never really thought about anything like this before, never even known it was possible, but seeing it...and Nissa in the vinyl...the possibilities... Could that be why? Was she afraid of what I'd do if I learned of this place?

"Umm..." Nissa's indecision broke me out of my reverie. Her face was contorted in concentration, staring everywhere but at me or Tay. "Ah..."

"Bored now," Tay drained his cup, sloshing a bit of the liquid over the side and down his face. A drop landed on Nineteen's cheek. She didn't flinch. "Answer or make it worth my while to wait."

"Make it worth..."

"Sure. Dance. Take something off. Preferably both. I could bring a pole in here..."

Nissa's face was alight with indignation as she interrupted, "I'm not going to..."

"Then answer!" I interrupted forcibly.

Nissa stammered, "Okay. Um...so she shouldn't protect you, really. I mean, she's so young."

Damn, I was doomed. 

"She should only protect herself?" Nissa said it like a question.

The pause that followed was long and uncomfortable. Tay seemed to be more interested in cleaning the lint off his bulbous pants than answering. He tipped back his goblet again, finding it still empty. He turned to the large guard who had brought the girl in standing next to him, his face red, the goblet shaking violently, "What the fuck, dawg!" he screamed. "What the FUCK!" He reared back and threw the goblet at the guard's face as hard as he could. The guard caught it easily, his arm moving so quickly it seemed to disappear and reappear in front of his face. 

"More punch, Master Tay?" he rumbled, flatly, the first words he'd spoken.

"What do YOU think? Huh? What the FUCK do YOU think!"

The big man turned, his face showing no hint of emotion, and walked toward the door. Tay turned back to us, his arms wide, "You know, good help and all."

"Hard to find?" 

"From your mouth to my ears, Moorster. From your mouth, yo." He turned back to Nissa, "You, what'd you say?"

Nissa took an involuntary half step back, "Uh...nothing?"

"So you give up? Moorster, here's the first game. We're going to need some Vaseline, a cat, and..."

"Oh, that," Nissa interrupted, "I said, she isn't protecting you. She's protecting herself."

He froze in place, his face growing redder by the second. After a few seconds I realized that I wasn't the only one holding my breath. Tay's face started to turn purple. Finally, he released an explosive breath, spittle clearing the five-foot void between him and Nissa. She wiped it away, disgusted. 

"Damn, dawg! Killer hair AND smart? Think I'm in love, Moorster." He closed the distance to Nissa in two long strides and took her up in his arms. He swung her around twice while she put her hands on his shoulders, keeping her face away from his puckered lips. Finally he set her down, "You the sharing type?"

"Um..."

"Don't worry about it, we'll get to that in a bit. First, what's your questions?"

"Wait, she was right?"

"I was right?"

He shrugged, "Right enough. The kids, they...what's it called?" He looked around, "Now where the hell did he run off to?"

"Your guy? I think he's getting you a drink."

"Moorster! Right. Right. But what do they call it? With the ducks and shit?"

I thought for a moment, "Imprinting?"

"DAWG! You really ARE da man. Yip, imprinting. They imprint on me. They know I gots their back, yo! So if you hurt me, you're hurting them. And they won't let that happen.” 

I glanced over at the girl who still hadn't moved, "Nineteen. What happened to the other eighteen?"

"Shhh!" Tay waved violently at me. He put an arm around each of our necks and pulled us close. Whatever he'd been drinking, it wasn't punch. It smelled more like formaldehyde. "They don't like to hear about their sisters."

"They aren't really sisters though, right?"

"Not really important right now, Nissa," I growled, trying to shake Tay's grip nonchalantly. 

"You probably heard that telepaths and those with mental powers would die young?" We both nodded uncomfortably in his grip, "It's true. When their eyes go white like that? That ain't a good sign, dawg. You gots two choices when their eyes go white: put'em down or watch their brains melt." 

"Put them down?" I breathed, incredulous.

"Like a dog...um...dog," Tay faltered. "But don't worry, I got a bun in the oven, yo," Tay released us, slapping us both on the back

I glanced back at the girl, suddenly finding it hard to breathe.

Abigail. 

The daughter I’d never had. Never held. Never got a chance to know. She'd be much older than this now, but I'd never really been able to look at any little girl without a sinking feeling. This one was no different...and yet so much more poignant. She stood, rooted in the same spot. Her white eyes seemingly unseeing. A drop of Tay's punch still on her cheek. A knot started to form in my stomach. This was wrong. Little girls should be nurtured, loved. Not used. 

Slowly, Nineteen's head rotated toward me, dislodging the drop of punch and sending it falling from her cheek and splashing on the collar of her dingy, white dress like a tear of blood. She looked like someone had dressed her for church a year ago. The dress must once have been beautiful, but it had started to yellow from age and use. How many little girls had worn that dress? How many had died in it? I wanted to reach out to her. To hold her. To tell her it was going to be okay...

"Whoa, dawg! You don't want to do that." Tay jumped in front of me.

"What?" I put a hand to my temple, my eyes closing of their own accord. Why did I do that? My head didn't hurt.

"Don't look at her too long," he tapped his temple meaningfully, "she gets in here. I can take it, see, I gots the juice," his eyes continued to quiver involuntarily. "But you don't want her up in there, yo. Messes people up."

"What are you talking about?"

A huge smile spread slowly across Tay's face. He stood absolutely still. "The girl, yo."

"What girl?" Something played at the corner of my mind. I felt disoriented, lost. I needed to get the upper hand of this conversation. This madman was all over the place. If I could find out what he knew about the people that ran from the TOP office, maybe I could get out of here.

"Nineteen," Nissa was looking at me openly confused.

"Shh...don't tell him," Tay reprimanded, laughter in his voice.

I ignored her, "Listen, Tay. Nissa answered your question and now it's time for you to answer ours."

"What question?" Tay's smile was so wide it threatened to split his face. "What question did the party favor answer?"

"Uhh..." I shook my head, blinking. I couldn't remember. Damn, they must have laced my drink. I couldn't let him know I couldn't remember, "No more games. You made a deal. Now tell me what you know about..."

Tay stepped to the side. Behind him, a small girl in a dirty, white dress with golden curls and...

I put a hand up to the side of my head. It all came back to me in a rush of images. The girl. The question. Nineteen. Clones. Pain. Telepathy. It was as if I never forgot any of it. In front of me, Tay was dancing around like a super that had just reached Level 5 citizenship.

"Yo, yo, dawg," he laughed. "You should see your face. Dawg, that's entertainment GOLD right there."

"What...happened..."

He stepped toward the girl. Instinctively, I moved to stop him then pulled myself short. I didn't want to go through another demonstration of her power.

"Part of the deal, dawg. She knows that if people knew about her, they'd lock her up," he started speaking more to her than to us, "experiment on her. She don't want that, do she?" He knelt down next to her, whispering in her ear, "Do you? No, you want to stay with Uncle Tay, yo? Tay takes care of Nineteen, don't he?"

I swallowed hard. The girl turned slowly toward Tay. His face went slack as she locked her gaze with his. Her slender hand reached up and touched his temple. "That's right," he whispered. Faintly, I could make out the outline of a pupil form in the girl's eyes. Tay's hand started to tremble and his eyelids fluttered like hummingbird wings. After a moment, he broke away, gasping. A thin sheen of perspiration covered his face and chest. 

I had to pull Tay back on track. "You said you'd tell me about her because it was me. But that was a lie. You tell everyone. Because they'll never remember anyhow."

Tay, apparently remembering I was in the room, clapped, standing unsteadily, "Yo, they said you was quick." He rubbed his eyes, "Plus, you don't forget shit, do you? Well," he glanced back at Nineteen who had turned back to Nissa and me, her eyes fully white again, making me wonder if I had imagined the pupil outline, "you had a question. I've already answered one. You gots one left."

By my count we either still had two or we had gone well over. Either way, I wasn't going to argue with the young club owner slash underworld boss. "You've heard of TOP?"

"Yeah. Heard they got themselves blowed up good."

I nodded, trying not to look too eager, "You know what happened?"

He shrugged, "Yeah. Heard it was a few punks looking for money or dope or something. Heard it from a guy that heard about it from a guy called Spoon."

"Mel?" I said through gritted teeth. Mel Lepel, otherwise known as Spoon, been one of the first people I'd called. He was a minor super who was a player in the local gangs; he knew everyone. I'd employed him on more than one occasion, and used him to find others on many others. This was a guy who I would have said I trusted a few moments ago. I'd had beers with him. I'd had him up to my place - and not just in the office, but also back to my living space. How could he let this happen to Liz? If I remembered correctly, his mom had received help from TOP. Even if I was wrong, surely someone he knew and loved had. In that community, Liz was like a mother, a saint, and Robin Hood all rolled up into one.

He nodded wearily, "Yeah, that's the dude. Now, where is my drink?"

Below us, the floor rumbled and shook slightly. As one, we turned toward the door. Dust was billowing up from under it. From the other side, I heard muffled yells and screams. Then the lights went out.

"What the fuck, dawg?"
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Chapter 14


Two things happened simultaneously: the emergency lights came on and the large guard that Tay had sent for a refill crashed through the door from the main room. As large as a small car, he ripped through the door like it was made of tissue paper and came to a skidding halt at our feet, tearing down fabric and bowling over dancers as he slid. In his right hand was Tay's cup, extended above him, most of the crimson liquid still inside. With his other giant hand, he wiped away the fabric, his face as emotionless as always. Next to the door, the two sentries with poleaxes stood, seemingly oblivious to the carnage.

Tay took the cup, sipped, and leaned over him, face to upside down face, "Fuck'em up, dawg." The large man stood slowly, dusted himself off, and plodded back toward the door. Tay turned back to me, "You're gonna want to see this, yo. This guy don't know what he just done."

Tay scooped up the little girl and danced gaily behind the large guard. I flipped on my Inertial Dampener, painfully aware that Nissa had no such protection. I knew that we should find a way out. That whatever was on the other side of that door was bigger than anything Nissa and I should be involved with, but there was nowhere else to go. The sentries were still standing next to all the other doors in the room. Though I was sure the sentries were illusions, that didn't mean they - and their weapons - weren't solid and deadly. 

Tay stopped at the doorway as his huge guard continued through. Nissa and I approached slowly, cautiously, much more concerned about the looming danger than Tay was. Would Nineteen protect Tay from a stray shot? From falling debris? He seemed to think so as he set the girl down at his side and started thrusting his hips and gyrating to a music only he could hear.

Or was it?

As we walked slowly forward, I noticed that Tay's movements weren't as random as I initially thought. With every crash, scream or explosion, he reacted. Physically. He was, I realized, dancing to the sounds of suffering and carnage. If there was a way of dreading what I was going to see through that doorway any more, I couldn't imagine it. 

Tay looked back at us, manic glee on his face, "Moorster! You're missing it. This is righteous, dawg. I knew it! I fucking KNEW it!"

As I approached the doorway, I first noticed the face of a young woman, eyes open and staring up, lying in a pool of red. I took a step and saw that her head wasn't attached to anything. I swallowed hard. If only there was another way out of this room. I turned back. The sentries hadn't moved. They stared dispassionately forward, oblivious. 

I turned to Tay, "Is there a back door? Some other way out?"

He ignored me and jumped up at another large bang, pumping his fists as if he were doing the fighting, giggling. Nissa stepped forward and immediately blanched. She put a shaking hand to her mouth, eyes wide. I swallowed again and took a step. I saw a figure, the lizardman from earlier, floating off the floor. It was only when I noticed his legs kicking wildly that I realized that it was against his will. As I continued forward, I saw the black-gloved hand attached to his neck that was holding him aloft. The hand was connected to an arm, a shoulder, all clad in black. 

"Unclean."

I shivered. It was him. The Raven. I didn't need to see the rest to know. Without the filter of the TV speakers, his voice was chilling. It wasn't deep or high. It held no malice and that made it all the more terrifying. He was reading a shopping list. Eggs. Bacon. Unclean thing I must kill. His voice was old. Ancient. If the wind or mountains had a voice, this is what it would have sounded like. It was absolute. You didn't argue with it. If he said, "Stop breathing," you'd be surprised if your body didn't involuntarily comply.

I cleared the doorway just in time to see the large guard close in on The Raven. On the TV, it looked like his costume was just black, but it wasn't. It was splotchy, dirty. It may have had color at some time, but you couldn't tell any more. Where he had grabbed the flailing lizardman under his chin were sooty marks. There was a hole in the ceiling above The Raven - his obvious port of entry. Rubble surrounded the black-clad figure, topped only by bodies of his most recent victims. Or more accurately, pieces of his most recent victims. The Raven squeezed and I heard a sickening crunch and the super's legs stopped kicking. Next to me, Nissa gasped again. He tossed the lizardman to the side, directly into the mirror-covered central column. The glass shattered, revealing a mesh wire structure underneath. He turned to the advancing guard, squaring his shoulders. 

The guard's pace never wavered. The moment he was within striking distance, The Raven's head snapped back with a deafening crack, a wisp of smoke snaking up from his cheek. The guard skidded to a stop and again there was a sound like a midsized car ramming a wall at thirty miles per hour. The Raven bent over slightly, more smoke from his stomach. I hadn't seen the guard move at all.

"Booya! That's what I'm talking about!" Tay was hopping up and down, unable to contain his excitement. Next to him, Nineteen's milky white eyes took in the fight without a glimmer of reaction. 

How could Tay surround himself with people who showed so little emotion? The guard was as much a robot as he was human. The girl, she was young, sure, but so still, so cold. She didn't seem to recognize the danger around her. Was it a lack of fear or a lack of understanding? He used her to protect himself when she was the one who should have warranted protection.

Or love. 

But what was she to him? A tool. A weapon. You don't love a weapon.

Nineteen was something to be used and thrown away when worn out. And if what Tay had said earlier was true, she'd just about outgrown her usefulness. He'd discard her or let her die. I had no idea what sort of death a telepath would suffer under their own powers, but it couldn't be pretty. Or pleasant.

Somehow, I'd gotten so lost in my thoughts that I'd focused not on the fight, but on Nineteen's shoes. Mismatched flip-flops. My breath caught in my throat. Tay was a monster. And somewhere out there, there was a Twenty. And probably more. I blinked hard and glanced up. 

Nineteen had turned while I was distracted and was looking at me, head cocked to the side. Her face showed the first real emotion I'd seen on it - confusion. Somehow, I found that all the more distressing. Next to Nineteen, Tay continued his combination of dancing and mock boxing. A steady stream of "dawgs" and "yos" laced with just as many curse words tumbled out of him like an avalanche. Somewhere, there was an English teacher rolling over in his grave. Likely, a grave Tay had put him in.

The Raven and Tay's guard were circling each other like lions. The guard looked untouched, but The Raven seemed to be a little worse for wear. There were small flaps of his mask hanging loose from his cheek and his costume was torn at the torso. Dotting the air above the duo was more of the smoke. Around them, pressed up against the walls, spectators were trapped, witnesses to the grisly exchange, afraid to move lest The Raven notice them. At the stairway, a mass of people were stacked on top of each other, trying to get out. It was hopeless. It was clear that, either by accident or design, The Raven's entrance had blocked the exit. People were screaming and still the music, soft and erotic, played on, a vulgar counterpoint to the bloodshed. 

From the crowd at the stairs, a man, a crazed look in his eyes, stepped forward, "Come on! We have to help!"

A woman from the crowd, "He'll kill us!"

"He'll kill us anyway," I muttered. 

The man bent forward slightly at the waist, arms and shoulders tense. Around me, the air crackled with electricity. The Raven turned, his full black mask unreadable. People around the man started crying out in surprise and pain. I could feel a slight pull at my belt and grabbed the buckle to keep it in place. Others who weren't as quick, or just closer, found their jewelry and other metal trinkets flying away from them and orbiting the man's clenched fists. Faster and faster, the metal circled, eventually starting to glow and melt. Finally, the man reached forward sending the metal flying toward The Raven. 

He didn't move. My mouth dropped open as I watched The Raven. He just stood and allowed it to hit him. 

The metal, now in molten, needle-sized shards, seemed to mostly bounce off him in purple sparks with no more effect than a swarm of flies on the ass of a cow. A few, far fewer than any one of us would have liked, made it through whatever protection he had, slicing his suit in a few places around the neck and shoulder. Behind him, the guard made a move and grabbed The Raven around the chest, pinning his arms to his sides. 

He still didn't move. It was as if he had lost interest in the fight. His head scanned back and forth slightly, looking, questioning. 

"That's it. Hold him!" the man called out. A primal yell exploded from him as he pushed his power harder. The crowd behind him started to gain a measure of confidence and slowly began to descend the stairs. A few calls of encouragement eked out when they thought The Raven couldn't identify them. 

Again, the metal in the room responded to the man. What he had already collected returned first and I kept my hand firmly on my belt buckle. Nissa too, tried to hold on to her various zippers and hoops. The stud in her lip shot out before she could stop it, but didn't seem to cause any damage. In front of us, the mirrored central column shattered into multiple spiderweb patterns as the metal mesh behind the glass responded. Most of the glass panels stayed in place, but a few fell. 

"You dumb asshat!" Tay screamed. 

Even as he spoke, I could see the truth in the statement. Inside the column, behind all that glass, was a woman. Older, maybe my age, but old for this group, she sat in an office style chair that swiveled, a tray with cookies and milk attached to the arm. She had a cookie in her hand, frozen at her mouth. Her eyes were wide, shocked. She looked somehow familiar. Like someone I knew, but older. Suddenly I made the connection. The hostess upstairs. An illusion of herself? Before I could blink, the column was completely restored.

"Oops," the metal man across the room remarked lamely.

Behind The Raven, the guard seemed to fade as if I were viewing him through a light fog. The Raven had already turned his head toward the column. He was attempting to turn the rest of his body. In spite of the illusionary column, I could hear her gasp.

"Really? Oops?" Tay screeched. "Kill him! Kill him NOW!"  

The metal man redoubled his efforts, pulling nearly all the metal in the room to him. At the same time, the decorations, the music, even a few of the guests started to fade as the woman inside the column concentrated on the guard illusion. I chanced a glance over my shoulder to Tay's room. The pillows, sheets, sentries - all of it gone. There was a foot-high layer of mist on the ground that slowly poured out of the opening that had once been a doorway. In the center of the room there was a pile of rubble, presumably left over from early construction. All the doors that I should have seen were gone. Illusionary. There was still a chance there was a door on the other side of the rubble or somewhere else out of sight. Surely there couldn't be just the one exit. 

When the illusionist was revealed, The Raven was probably only five feet from the column. He'd slowly made progress despite the guard's best efforts. Suddenly, the mist on the floor flowed up into the air and solidified into the form of another guard in front of The Raven and grabbed him, attempting to hold him back. On the other end of the room, another primal yell followed by another storm of molten metal shards. This one larger and sustained. Both the guards and The Raven were obscured by it. The man not only had the metal hit the group once, but he had it circle the room two, three, four times. More. The metal whistled through the air over and over, tearing through everything in its path. Hot air blasted everyone else in the room, immediately drying out my eyes. 

I pulled Nissa behind me and put my arm up over my face. In front of me, Tay had ceased his dancing and cursing and stood shaking. I stepped forward toward Nineteen. The girl hadn't stopped looking at me. I locked eyes with hers and felt...something. Her brow furrowed slightly. 

A cry of pain and exhaustion brought me back to the battle at hand. The metal man looked like he was running out of steam. His legs were shaking and as much metal was sizzling on the ground as flying through the air as he cried out, trying to keep his attack going despite his faltering strength. More and more hit the ground and I could better see the combatants. Both of the guards were still standing, though one side of each of them was completely covered in metal debris. They looked like half-pincushions. Or one half-pincushion looking in a mirror with The Raven sandwiched between the images.

The Raven had gotten his left arm free and had it extended out toward the metal man. The top half of The Raven’s costume, where the metal storm had been concentrated, was in tatters. The only parts that looked unscathed above the waist were the mask and gloves. The rest was a mess of shreds and pieces, still waving in the circular wind.  

Nissa screamed. It wasn't in fear. There is a certain sound and tenor in a cry of terror. I'd heard enough of those types of screams in the last few minutes to recognize it. No, this was something else. Something more personal. Painful. She had both hands on her face, clawing. Trying to undo something, unsee something. I couldn't take the time to comfort her. I had to look for an opening, a way out.

Under the rags, The Raven's skin was a mess. While there was no evidence of cuts from the metal, lots of other types of damage was in obvious. Some of his skin just looked dead. Gray and black, it puffed up unnaturally. Other parts of his skin looked pink and new. Randomly, it seemed, there were bubbles and scabs, open wounds and old scars. There were even patchy bits of green, yellow, and purple bruises. 

What could bruise someone as strong as The Raven?

Finally, the metal man's power completely failed and he collapsed. The crowd behind him screamed in unison and again charged up the stairs. It was futile; they knew it. But what other choice did they have? 

"Weak."

I felt the voice in my chest. The crowd shrieked as the monster that was The Raven spoke for the second time. But instead of turning on the metal man, The Raven turned his attention back to the column. The guards, still firmly attached to him, hadn't let up their attempts to hold him back, but now that he seemed to have a target, he pushed forward with renewed energy. The one in front stopped pushing and started striking the super, purple sparks and more smoke releasing at each hit. The Raven, however, didn't seem to notice and swiped at the guard in front with his free hand. The guard shot across the room and slammed into a wall, creating a huge indentation. He dissolved instantly, the metal shards clanging on the concrete as the mist drifted harmlessly to the ground under the newly formed crater in the wall. More mist rose from the floor in front of The Raven to create a new guard. As one, they grabbed onto The Raven and started pushing. The Raven reached out a hand toward the central column and immediately the forms of the guards wavered. 

"No!" simultaneous exclamations came from both Tay and the hidden illusionist.

With a huge push, The Raven plowed between the two guards and struck the column. The column rippled as if a rock had been dropped into a calm pool. The impact created enough of a hole for The Raven to get his hand through. The hole closed up, but not fast enough. His fist was encased in the illusionary mirror at the wrist. He planted his feet and started to push. Slowly, despite the guards' best efforts, he pushed his arm into the column. The guards pulled and pushed, but it was clear they weren't going to win. Suddenly, the guards disappeared and two huge brick walls appeared on either side of The Raven. With a deafening crack, they slammed together creating a cartoonish outline of The Raven between them. A second set, a third. The mist from the floor was nearly depleted, a scant few wisps clinging to the dead bodies remaining. 

The Raven continued his assault under the sandwiches of walls. Mist drifted to the floor as the walls dissolved and drew back up as they reappeared and attacked anew. They came from the side, the top. It didn't matter. The Raven couldn't be halted. Finally, a hole appeared in the walls so The Raven's head was exposed. The freed mist from the top of the walls swirled around his head, eventually coalescing around his mouth and nose. Like ants through a hole in a screen, the mist pushed its way into The Raven. For a moment, I dared to hope. If she could attack him from the inside, perhaps he'd be more vulnerable. Even though he wore a mask that completely covered his face, it seemed I could just barely make out a smile through the hardening mist. 

"No, no, NO!" Tay was losing it. Well, perhaps that ship had sailed a while ago, but he was now afraid that his "team" wasn't going to pull this one off. He turned, and for the first time, I got a look at the real Tay. 

About five years younger than me, Tay had probably lost most of his hair years ago. That didn't stop him from growing out what he had and trying to cover the vast hairless patch. He was about the same size and shape as before, leading me to guess that the illusionist had simply made him look as he did when he was eighteen. Now, his face showed the years of abuses of probably every "pleasure" he could imagine - from the looks of it, a lot more than I could imagine. The tattoos were predominantly real, though they were mostly marred by scars from over-zealous partners. Instead of billowing pants, he was wearing nothing but dirty, saggy, white underwear and mismatched socks. 

I glanced down at Nineteen. She looked the same. Either the illusionist was continuing her appearance or, more likely, there had never been an illusion adjusting her appearance. Taking the two in as a pair, they almost made sense. In a "refrigerator on the front lawn of our mobile home" sort of way. 

Behind Tay I heard a gurgle and then a chorus of screams. The illusionist was dead. The music, all the furnishing, and everything that made the room look like anything but a large, gray, concrete bunker with emergency lights dotting the upper edges of the walls had been used to combat The Raven. Now, it pooled into an ankle-deep layer covering the floor of the main room. There were no rooms, no hallways, no platforms, no mutated lizardman copse. It had all been an illusion. The space consisted of two rooms. One was Tay's office with the pile of rubble; the other, the one we were all in now, was just a huge open space with a number of support columns and the half destroyed wire mesh cage that surrounded the illusionist. The illusionist was probably the best in the world, even before The Raven killed most of the world's top supers. How Tay got his hooks into her was impossible to imagine. 

The Raven, exhaling mist, dropped the limp form of the illusionist to the ground inside the remains of the mesh column among the fragments of cookies and puddle of milk. He started walking around with his hand extended. He examined people cringing near the walls, the ones too scared to move, passing his hand over the top of each as he walked. They shrunk, trying to make themselves invisible. It was only when one actually did disappear that he acted. A girl. Young, hot, dressed to the nines, she winked out of existence just as he turned his back. He spun immediately, head scanning back and forth. He reached down and grabbed a hunk of concrete, probably the size of a bowling ball, and concentrated. After a moment, he threw. The concrete whistled through the air at near supersonic speed. The girl crumpled to the ground, once again visible, her back obviously broken. He walked over to her calmly and stepped on her head. It exploded under the pressure.

"Corrupt."

Tay had been watching the last of this, but again turned and locked his bloodshot eyes with mine. After a moment, he broke away to look at Nissa, then smirked like a kid caught setting fire to the neighbor's cat, "And then there's that." His voice was no longer the young hip, punk. Instead he sounded like an old college professor who had never managed to sell his novel and ended up drinking himself to sleep each night. He broke into a dead run and sprinted past us back into his "office." 

I turned and watched him go, but Nissa didn't move. I had nearly forgotten her scream. She was shaking. Not trembling, not shivering. Shaking. Enraged. A sort of primal growl emanated from the girl.

"Nissa?"

Her makeup was streaked down her face, over her eye mask. Her eyes burned with hatred. The Raven, oblivious, continued to circle the room, singling out individuals. Each time he did, they died. There seemed to be no logic behind it. In the mist and rubble, everyone looked the same. Finally, he finished with those along the walls and turned back to the stairs and the gasping metal man. 

"Nissa, there's got to be a door back there," I thumbed over my shoulder at Tay's room. "We've got to get out of here." She didn't seem to hear me. "Listen," I put a hand on her shoulder, it was hot to the touch, "he'll be distracted when he goes for that metal dude. We'll try to get as many out as we can."

She shrugged off my hand, "Hey! Fucker!"

I stumbled back, shocked. She was going to get us killed!

The Raven stopped and turned toward us slowly. His head turned slightly to one side in confusion...or was that amusement? I grabbed Nissa's shoulder to pull her back into Tay's room and, hopefully, out of here to someplace safe. Someplace I could fire her. Young I understand. Impulsive? Goes with the territory. But monumentally stupid? Getting my ass killed in the process? There were no warnings for that. If The Raven didn't terminate her, I would.

I pulled my hand away, steaming. Nissa wasn't hot, she was burning up. Just to the side of Nissa and a little in front of her, Nineteen watched. She was looking in our direction, but I couldn't tell if she was looking at me or Nissa. It didn't matter. Over her shoulder, I saw The Raven extend his arms to both sides.

"Oh, shit," I whispered. He'd done this before. At the Tournament. His body started to glow. Slightly orange at first, transforming quickly to a thin halo of black flame that licked up his body, singeing the tattered ends of his costume. A few of the onlookers in the crowd fainted dead away. 

Nissa, in some sort of twisted pantomime, slowly raised her hands in front of her, about shoulder-width apart. Her palms were flat and faced each other and her fingers were pointed straight up. Green electricity crackled and arced between her palms. 

The Raven's whole body stiffened. Whatever she was doing was getting his attention. And that's not the sort of attention I wanted. I glanced down at the young girl. Nineteen. If anyone in this room was safe, it was her. I knew that. I knew it and I didn't know it. I couldn't leave her out there. I just couldn't. 

In what I would describe as a fit of madness, one I hoped I'd learned to control in my years on the job, I jumped forward and grabbed Nineteen under her armpits. I turned and swung her legs up, catching them so that she was cradled in my arms. I jumped back, wrapping my coat around the small girl, just as The Raven attacked. 

Black fire surrounded us as I knelt, hugging the girl close. I looked down. Her eyes, for the first time, were closed. Her chin was nestled against my chest and she was breathing easily. The heat was intense, but not overpowering. With my free hand, I pulled my hat down tighter on my head. I chanced a glance over my shoulder. 

I'd managed to put Nissa between me and The Raven. That wasn't the plan and it could have been that she'd sidestepped to protect us. I didn't know. Nissa had brought her palms together in front of her so that she looked like one of those praying choir girls at Christmas mass - if those choir girls had huge mohawks and wore skintight vinyl. The Raven had brought one of his arms forward and a column of the black fire was belching out from it. Nissa, somehow, had erected some sort of forcefield that was deflecting the fire around us. She was like a rock in a stream. 

Through the fire, which I realized was more of a deep purple than black, I saw the metal man again calling on his power. Metal was swirling around his hands. He had not only reclaimed everything he'd already used but also the remaining metal from the illusionist's cage. The Raven saw him too and turned his power away from Nissa and toward the super, cutting a deep, glowing swath into the wall as he went. Before the metal man could cry out, he was vaporized. He and anyone or anything behind him. Smoldering lumps of unidentified flesh pooled on the ground. Half of the stairway evaporated like so much butter in a campfire. Anyone fortunate enough not to be in the direct path ran, jumped, or dove out of the way. Others died instantly. The least lucky lost anything from a foot to a third of their body. Cries of pain and terror intermingled. 

I turned back to Nissa. What the hell? What was she doing? I couldn't even think about the fact that she was a super and hadn't told me. I'd deal with that later. That metal guy? He was dead the moment he stepped up. And honestly, supers have to be prepared for that. But we might have gotten some of those people out. People, mostly tippys I suspected, that probably would never be identified. Even if they could, many wouldn't have told anyone where they were going or what they were doing. Now they'd just be missing persons. Forever. 

Nissa's head was bowed over her hands, and her field, only visible before because of the fire outlining it, now began to glow a light green. It surrounded her body in an egg shape that was anywhere from a foot to two feet deep. Nissa's shoulders tensed and the color intensified. Slowly, she lifted from the ground, her legs locked together and her feet pointed straight down. In this position she looked like a cross or a dagger. The field grew in thickness and color as The Raven extinguished the flames emanating from his hand and turned his attention back to her. 

With a whoosh of displaced air, a tube of green shot out of Nissa's green energy field and pinned The Raven to the back wall. The concrete and brick behind him cracked and crumbled as Nissa attempted to crush the killing machine between it and her power. For the first time, The Raven grunted in protest as he attempted to free himself. He managed to get one arm free and extended it toward Nissa. I expected something, more black flame probably, to shoot out of it. But there was nothing. 

After a moment or two, locked in this position, The Raven got angry.

A minute ago, Tay knew he was going to lose. Now it was my turn. Nissa screamed in frustration and rage as The Raven's own thin coating of purplish-black flame intensified. Where the green appendage met The Raven's body, black flame flared and crackled. Nissa bowed her head lower and every muscle in her body I could see was clenched and quivering. It didn't look like she was breathing.

Across the room, The Raven started to pull himself out of the hole Nissa had pushed him into. As he stepped out, brick, concrete, and dirt rained down on and around him. Slowly, he moved forward.

"No!" Nissa screamed as three more tubes of force shot out from her and slammed into The Raven. But they seemed to have little effect. The Raven was just too powerful. He raised his arm again and once more, black flame shot out. This time it ate through the green appendage, slowly working its way back to Nissa.

She struggled, there was no doubt about that. But he was just too strong. After a few moments, her field was reduced to the egg shape around her and it seemed she was having a hard time maintaining even that. The Raven had advanced to just a few feet away.

I should have run when I had the chance. When Nissa had him pinned...that would have been a good time, I realized far too late. But now, Nissa's field was the only thing keeping the fire from us. I looked down again and Nineteen, my body between her and The Raven, hadn't moved. She was resting on one arm and across my knee. With my free hand, I reached down and checked that my Inertial Dampener was on, almost laughing at the futility. It wouldn't do anything against The Raven's power. My clothes were resistant, but not to something that could obliterate supers. 

A dull thud behind me was followed immediately by the cessation of the black fire. I stood slowly, knowing I could do nothing else. I turned as The Raven took a step toward the unconscious form of my assistant. She was crumpled in a heap, smoke rising from her prone form. He nudged her with his foot, rolling her over onto her back. He knelt down and almost gently turned her face to him. He studied her for a moment as I froze, rooted to the spot, afraid to do anything to drawn his attention. After what seemed like forever, he stood and extended his palm over her, arm at shoulder height, fingers extended slightly. With a jolt, his face snapped to me. 

"Abomination."

"What? Me?" I stammered, stepping back. The force of his gaze was like a spotlight. I felt like a deer in headlights. I wanted to run, but was powerless to do so.

The Raven raised a leg to step over Nissa. I continued to fall back, terrified. The Raven remained frozen in place, one leg half over my unconscious assistant. I thought he was going to step on her as he did the invisible girl until he cried out.

The sound was a mixture of pain, rage, and madness. It was so loud that it hurt my ears and so low that it seemed to shake the room, causing new debris to fall from the various holes that had been recently created. The Raven fell back, holding his head. I looked down.

Where there had once been a little girl, fast asleep, now lay a tiny tempest. Her face was screwed in concentration, little lines on her brow. White eyes were replaced with large, sky blue irises surrounding deep black pupils. Aside from the expression of intense concentration, she looked positively normal. I looked up at The Raven. He fell back again, holding his head and screaming. Every time he screamed, those who were not dead or moaning screamed with him. Finally The Raven crouched down, looking up. He jumped up and flew out of the hole he'd created when he entered. 

Everyone who was left stood, staring at the hole in silence for what seemed to be an eternity. Some were moaning in pain and still others were crying softly to themselves. When it seemed clear that he wasn't going to return, I exhaled. I looked down at Nissa, breathing deeply on the floor, then down at Nineteen, still in my arms, her eyes again closed. Now how was I going to get both of them out? 

 

# # #






  

Chapter 15


Getting the girls out wasn't as hard as I’d feared. Most of the people left were only mildly hurt. There were a few with cauterized wounds and a couple who were unconscious or in shock, but for the most part, they were either alive or dead. The majority made their way to the hole in the room to look up at The Dragonfly club above. The lights were still strobing and flickering a multitude of colors, but there was no music and no signs of life. Drunk or not, the patrons above had fled at the first sight of The Raven. 

"You're going to want to stand back," I called out, drawing attention to myself that I didn't really want, "that doesn't look stable." As if to punctuate the point, a piece of concrete slid down out of one of the recent holes in the walls and crashed to the floor. Everyone jumped in unison. "Just find a spot that doesn't look too damaged and wait there. If you want to have any chance of reimbursement from the Super State Reparation Fund, it'd be best if someone official found you down here."

It was true; if they wanted reimbursement from The Super State, they'd need third party confirmation that they were there. I didn't want or need their help and I had too many other things to do to wait around for a bunch of cops to write a bunch of reports.

"But all the supers are dead!" a woman cried out, hysteria tainting the last word.

"Don't be ridiculous, of course they aren't," I answered quickly. "We just saw two...no, three just now." 

"Does anyone else have powers?" a man with an open cut on his forehead called out. No one responded. "Anyone?"

"She does," a man on the ground, wrapping a cut on his leg with a piece of his shirt, pointed. 

All eyes turned to Nissa.

"She saved us," a voice called out. Murmurs of confirmation tinged with awe. 

I looked down at the small girl still in my arms. She was once again breathing deeply and regularly, her eyes closed, her face peaceful. There was no sign at all that she was capable of driving away the most powerful super on the planet. So far, everyone was too shocked and distracted to notice me carrying a child in what was, until a few minutes ago, an S&M club. Not that they'd remember after I turned my back. Nineteen's power would take care of that.

"You're right," I confirmed, knowing that no other answer would suffice. "I think there's an exit back here. If any of you want to leave, you can follow me. I've got to get her to some help. If she actually managed to scare off The Raven, we need to get her back on her feet before he comes back."

I hated to do it. These people didn't deserve to be scared again. Not after everything they'd just been through. But I didn't see an option. Their eyes told them that Nissa had saved them. Even if they could have seen Nineteen's involvement, and I didn't see how they could have, there was no way they'd remember as soon as we left. 

The crowd had gone back to talking among themselves. I tried not to grimace as TOP was immediately mentioned. Of course a group of tippys would think of Liz's organization. In most cases, Liz would already be on her way to take statements from any affected tippys. It was fortunate that at the same moment a woman started complaining about getting reimbursed for her jewelry that the metal man had co-opted, a tall man stepped forward. 

His head was down as he exited the group, but he looked up as he approached me. I recognized him immediately. I'd seen his angular face and winning smile on the back covers of books I'd browsed but hadn't bought, and as a reporter on one of those news shows. He was, in every sense of the phrase, tall, dark, and handsome. His skin was the deep black of someone who had only recently immigrated, which only made his hazel eyes and white teeth all the more striking. He was a writer who went undercover to get inside and expose different organizations and communities. I remembered once hearing him talk about human trafficking and maybe something about the Super State's monopoly on drugs. I didn't really pay attention to such things, mostly using the television to help me fall asleep rather than to keep up with the world and news. 

"Well, a fine mess you've gotten me into," he said with half a smile.

"Excuse me?"

"Moore, right? The PI?"

"That's me. And you're that guy..."

"Dirk Dirtwater."

"You're shitting me."

He rolled his eyes, "Comes with the job. People expect you to have a name that..."

"Matches."

"Yeah. I see you never succumbed to the pressure."

"What, Bob Moore doesn't sound like a PI?"

"My name sounds more like one."

"Your name sounds retarded."

He shrugged and rubbed his close-cropped hair that was receding from the corners of his forehead, "I know. Didn't pick it." He extended his hand, "Alan. My friends call me Alan."

"Bob," I shook it, adjusting Nineteen to one side to do so. It was nice to meet a tippy. They didn't try to stare you down or intimidate you. Well, certain cops excluded. "Alan. Now that sounds like a reporter."

He laughed lightly, "You sure there's a back way out?"

"Pretty sure. Yeah."

He nodded at my arms, "What's with the girl?"

I narrowed my eyes, "Would you believe this is a rescue mission?"

He smirked back, "Would you believe I'm here on a story?"

We both paused for a second, considering. 

I nodded at Nissa, "Can you manage? I've got my hands full."

"You get me out of here before the authorities show up, and I'll give you a lift home." He bent down and lifted Nissa easily, "Can't believe she did it."

"Yeah, me neither," I responded, anger edging my voice from Nissa's betrayal.

He paused, studying me, "Why do I get the impression there is more going on here than you're letting on?"

I turned and started to walk out. None of the other people made a move to join us, which was probably for the best. I responded over my shoulder, "Why do I get the impression your wife doesn't know you're here?" I deflected.

"What do you mean?" he stammered.

"Just because you're black doesn't mean you don't tan." I stopped and looked pointedly at his left hand. He stopped, eyes wide. "Nice blush," I added. "She must be a very special woman." I turned and continued around the scaffolding.

A moment later, his footsteps resumed, quickly at first, then slowed as he pulled alongside me, "Now that's interesting."

"What?"

"Having someone get the upper hand on me in a conversation."

I laughed, "It happens to the best of us."

As we rounded the pile of rubble, a single, gaping door greeted us. Beyond, a barely visible stairway led up. From the moonlight, it was clear it led somehow to the street. 

"And there we have it," I said, "Tay's secret exit."

"Doesn't look so secret to me."

"It was secret when that illusionist was alive. You could spend a month in here and never find it."

I kicked the door completely open with my foot. Together, Alan and I leaned into the doorway and looked up. The stairs were a mesh of metal leading up to a grate on the sidewalk. I didn't remember a grate on the sidewalk, but I had stopped questioning such things. 

"She was his sister, you know."

"Huh?" I ducked back into the room, adjusting Nineteen in my arms.

"The illusionist. His sister. I knew she was involved in the club, but I didn't know how. When I saw a younger version of her at the front desk, I knew something was up. It all clicked into place when...he..." Alan faltered, "Well, you know." 

"Yeah."

"I guess I never thought about it before."

"What?"

Alan shifted Nissa in his arms, "A tippy and a super being siblings."

I shrugged, "Tippys give birth to supers all the time. Not all of their kids have to be supers though."

"Yeah," he frowned. "I should have seen it, though. Should have guessed."

I started up the stairs, Alan a couple steps behind, "So, how'd you get in without anyone recognizing you? I scanned everyone there. I didn't see you."

"What? I couldn't be in one of the rooms?"

"I suppose. But I didn't see you until the end. And then there is that hole in your lapel."

He laughed appreciatively, "I see your reputation is well earned. Not a lot gets past you."

I shrugged, "I try. Force of habit now. When you work with supers, it pays to be on your toes."

"Fine. You're right. I wore a device that changed my appearance. Hurt like the dickens. Remolded the flesh. But I had to be sure it was infallible. No one could know. My face, you know."

"Yeah, sort of recognizable. Sucks to be famous."

We reached the street without having to remove the grate. Tay was nice enough to leave it open for us in his mad dash to safety. I stepped onto the sidewalk, glancing around to get my bearings. 

Alan continued, "I tried to keep hold of it when that guy started grabbing all the metal, but in the end, he got it."

"Explains a lot. What street it this?" I looked around, confused. The night had deepened and the street was nearly deserted. Across the street and halfway down the block was a black, nondescript sedan parked next to a motorcycle. To the left, there were a few other cars, but none were mine.

"I wanted to get in to see Master Tay." 

I stopped looking for my car and looked at the reporter.

"You know, for the story," he added quickly. "Tonight was supposed to be the night. Had it planned for weeks." 

"For the story."

"Yeah. And then you showed up. And suddenly he's too busy for anyone else."

I turned to him, "So, you've been to Inhumanitas before."

"Of course. For the story."

"Whatever. They mention me?"

He laughed again, "You're kidding, right? You topped the rules list. It wasn't written, but it was always said. Anyone who told you about the place would be banned or worse. Under no circumstances were you to know about the club."

I nodded grimly. Gale had played it right. Even with a high level illusionist, Tay's sister no less, they would be no match against the might of The Bulwark or even one of the other, lesser super groups. Keeping me out was a small price to pay. And patrons? They wouldn't risk being banned over telling me. It sort of explained a few things that'd often bothered me. For one, I'd never advertised and yet people always seemed to know me. Knew who I was and what I did. It was great for business, but now it made sense. With Tay telling everyone about me, they'd eventually want to know who I was. Then maybe they'd tell a friend since talking about me wasn't against the rules, just talking to me.

"I'm over here," Alan motioned to the black sedan. "Where you parked?"

I shook my head and stepped out into the street, "That's a good question," I muttered mostly to myself. I turned in a circle, remembering landmarks. With the stress and alcohol, it took a second. I looked up at Alan, Nissa looking heavier than before in his arms, "I think you're standing on me."

He looked down at the empty space where my car should have been, "Well, that's a problem."

"That stupid bastard," I spat. "He stole the first car he saw." I turned to Alan, "Looks like I'll be needing that ride after all."

He lips extended into a wide, white smile, genuine and warm. "Sounds good. Gives us a chance to get to know each other."

 

* * *

 

I kept Nineteen in my arms as Alan drove. He'd protested at first, but it wasn't like he had a car seat for her. I feigned that I didn't want to wake her, but the truth was that I didn't want her out of his sight long enough for Nineteen's power to kick in. A reporter like Alan would figure out she was a telepath, or at least a super, without a problem. He'd also be smart enough to write something down when he did. When she left his sight, I wanted her someplace safe. Someplace where he wouldn't see her again. I could see this was going to turn into a longer conversation than just the ride home, so I had to be sure. 

The car turned out to be a rental, hired under a false name. Through his news agency or whoever funded his stories, no doubt. It was probably true that he was in there for a story. He didn't strike me as the type who would lie to his wife. But if his face was caught on the evening news, the jig would be up. Anyone with something to lose would guess he'd been working on a story on the S&M club and would go into cover-up mode. Those who could, would do anything in their power to bury the story. Even though Inhumanitas was essentially no more, it'd still make for some compelling television. Plus, who knew how much work Alan had put into the story?

"So you don't live far?"

"No," I settled Nineteen down on my lap, pushing the hair from her face. She was still comfortably asleep and I hoped she'd stay that way. When she awoke, I didn't know what she would do and I surely didn't want witnesses. Especially not a reporter. "What about you?"

"Oh, I'm sure you can figure that out on your own."

I nodded, smiling.

"So, seriously, what's the deal with the girl?"

I looked at the profile of Alan's face as he drove. He was a reporter - there was no way I could tell him the truth and chances were he'd know I was lying. The trick was coming up with a lie that was close enough to the truth that he'd swallow it, thinking he could read through the lines to the rest of it. And to make sure his assumptions were wrong.

"I was in there for information. About Liz Novac?"

"The TOP girl?"

"Yeah."

"What happened?"

"You're a reporter, you tell me."

"Been a little focused lately, Bob."

"Fine, you heard about the fire?"

"Yeah?"

It was clear he hadn’t. He really had been focused.

"There was a fire at the TOP office. Liz was hurt. I wanted to find out who was responsible...or at least what happened. Tay was my only lead."

"And did it pan out?"

I nodded, looking out the side window to hide the determination and anger in my eyes.

"You going to tell me?"

"Not a chance, reporter."

He smiled, "Fair enough. But that doesn't explain the girl."

I exhaled, "I can't. She was there, with Tay when we were meeting with him. When it all went down and it was clear his men were going to lose, he ran out. Just left her there." I let my sentence trail off. 

Alan nodded, his eyes narrowed in thought. He might buy the lack of information on face value. He might. But if he was as good a reporter as I suspected, he'd remember my history. He'd remember that I had a daughter that had died at childbirth. He'd assume that I couldn't have left the girl because of that. 

He'd be right.

"Hmm...I wonder what she was doing there?" Alan murmured.

"Got me." I thought about adding more, but forced myself to stay silent. Let Alan wonder. If her power was still in effect, he'd have until we got home to do so.

A thought occurred to me. A droplet of sweat beaded up at my temple as I felt my skin flush. I reached forward quickly and popped open the glove compartment. I exhaled audibly as I saw what I feared - a small, reel-to-reel recorder hooked up to a number of wires. It wasn't much of a stretch to piece together that the wires led to microphones around the car. I looked over at Alan.

His eyebrows were raised in mock surprise, "Now, how did that get in there?"

"Yeah, right." I closed the hatch slowly, "If that had been on, this conversation would have ended very differently.

"Now, would I do that to a fellow tippy?"

"I should certainly hope not." I added, softer, "At least without reason."

"That's come in handy on more than one occasion, you know."

"I bet." 

It was a happy coincidence. Alan was too busy thinking about the recorder to think about the girl. We were close to my place and the remainder of the conversation consisted of directions. When we got there, I excused myself to bring the girl upstairs and disable the alarm. He didn't have to know how sophisticated my system was. At this point, neither did I. It was closing in on midnight and I was exhausted. But I couldn't let this opportunity pass.

I set Nineteen down on a chair at the end of the hall in my living space where I'd see her as soon as I opened the hidden door from my office. When I forgot about her, I needed her somewhere I knew I would notice. I thought about in front of the refrigerator or my bed, but I might decide not to eat, or go to bed without turning on the lights. I knew I'd at least see her when I opened the hidden door from my office. When I arrived back in my office, Alan was just laying Nissa down on the couch.

"Nice place," he glanced around appreciatively. "Live in back, huh?"

"Yeah."

"Love the hidden door."

I laughed, happy he didn't have the angle to see to the end of the hall beyond that door. It slid into place as I moved away. I hoped the "Visitor Status" I'd awarded Alan told the security system not to open it for the reporter, "It's not all that big of a secret. I leave it open half the time. What's your poison?" I sat down and opened my desk drawer with the scotch and glasses. 

He plopped down in the reinforced guest chair, "This time of night, brandy or cognac." He patted the armrests, "Wow, sturdy!"

I pulled out two glasses and a decanter filled with "the good stuff"; I had cheaper stuff for clients but the events of the night called for something better, "Scotch it is. I'd offer you rum, but I'm plumb out." I poured two fingers of the amber liquid into the glasses and handed him one. "I wouldn't try leaning back in that chair, it's bolted down. You know, just in case."

He laughed, sipping slowly. After he swallowed, he looked at the liquid and nodded, "Peaty."

"Only the good stuff for my friends."

"Is that what we are?"

"For now." I sipped, "So far, at least."

He set the glass down carefully, taking his time, "I've been wanting to meet you for a while, Bob. Way I see it, we're in the same line of work."

"Is that how you see it."

"Don't you?"

"Maybe. As I see it, you are a scum reporter."

"And you're a fleabag PI. Makes us even in my book."

"I'd like to read that book."

"And I'd like to see the one with all the true names of the supers."

It was my turn to sip and think. I smiled, "It's late, reporter. I have a feeling you and I could fence all night. Let's just get to the point. What do you want?"

He smiled, his eyes probing, "Nothing, PI. Just an open line of communication. I'm sure there are things I could help you with. And vice versa."

I nodded, "I have a feeling the 'versa' is already in the works."

His expression remained neutral, "I just want you to know that I'm willing to help. That's all."

"Noted."

He reached into his coat and pulled out a card, placing it on the desk. "So, what's your plan with her?"

I tensed, "Who?"

His eyes narrowed and he tossed his head back at the couch and the sleeping form of Nissa, "Our savior."

"Right," I rubbed my eyes. "She must be exhausted. Let her sleep it off I suppose." I nodded at the hand holding his drink, "Don't forget about your ring."

"Oh!" He reached down into a pocket on the back side of his belt, "Thanks." He pulled out the ring and replaced it on his finger. He tipped back his glass one last time and set it down on the edge of his card. 

I stood, extending my hand, one of my cards clamped between two fingers. "It was an interesting night, if nothing else."

He laughed, "No doubt." He didn't take my card, "Don't worry, I have the number."

I nodded, "Extensive files, huh?"

"Oh, you'd be surprised who I know, PI. Like I said, I'm willing to help."

"Sorry about your story."

He shook his head, "I'd ask you for an interview with the girl...what was her name again?"

"Please. I'm sure you can figure it out on your own."

He smiled, "Just as I'm sure you'd want to protect her."

My brows furrowed, "Yeah."

He nodded, his expression matching my own, "But you'll mention it to her?"

"If it comes up."

"Good enough." Alan left with a wave and a last glance around the office. 

I looked down at Nissa stirring restlessly on the couch. Now what was I going to do about her? I turned back toward the hidden doorway to my living quarters. It was shut, but behind it waited a girl of near infinite power. Alan obviously hadn't remembered her, which was good. I didn't need someone of his intellect to remember the greatest weapon the world had ever...

Oh my God.

I remembered. Remembered. How?

"Bob?"

I turned to see Nissa leaning up on one arm, wiping her eyes with the other. "Yeah?"

Her smile was faint, but fierce, "I did it, Bob. I stopped The Raven."

 

# # #






  

Chapter 16


Anger surged through me like it hadn't in months. Red tinged my vision as I took two quick steps toward Nissa, who was only now pulling herself to a seated position. I grabbed her by her gloved arm and dragged her to her feet.

"Hey? Hey!" she called out, more confused than hurt.

"You stopped The Raven, huh? You?" I growled, my voice cracking with emotion. Nissa kicked the ground futilely as I dragged her across the office. As I approached the hidden office door, it slid open soundlessly. Thinking of dealing with whatever else Ted had hidden in my new system further stoked my anger.

"Bob? Let me go! What the hell? Bob!" 

Her cries subsided into quivering as I turned her toward the girl. Nineteen was still asleep on the chair at the end of the hall. Nissa was at my feet, her eyes locked on the girl, but unseeing. Her body shook with the memory. She grabbed her temple whimpering like a hurt puppy or apologetic child. She called out a few times, reliving the events not as she remembered them, but as they actually were. 

"Oh God. Oh God. Make it stop..." 

Her voice trailed off. I let go of her arm and she crumpled in a heap at my feet. I stood, head bowed, ashamed of my anger. It wasn't her fault. She hadn't done it on purpose. But she was wrong. And like a child, she had to be shown the truth. Slowly, on shaking legs, Nissa stood and took her place next to me.

She put one hand on my shoulder, another under my elbow. She rested her forehead on my arm, her mohawk tickling my ear, "Oh God, Bob. I remember. I remember it all."

"Good," I responded, without emotion.

"I was so sure. I could see how I'd done it. How I'd stopped him. But I hadn't. I couldn't."

"No, you couldn't. You lost. And, honestly, you got a lot of people killed."

"What?" she couldn't keep the anger from her voice, "How you figure?"

"We could have gotten some of those people out."

"You don't know that," her voice was shaky.

"You don't know I'm wrong," I countered.

She shivered and grabbed on tighter, keeping herself from falling. "Bob?" was all she managed before her knees gave out. 

As I locked my elbow around her hand to keep her from falling, I quickly turned and grabbed her under the arm to support the rest of her weight.

"Damn," I muttered. Maybe I'd been too hard on her. 

I pulled Nissa into my arms and continued down the hall. I nudged the corner of Nineteen's chair with my foot to make it face the living room area. I set Nissa down on the couch with a clear line of sight to Nineteen. I glanced at the clock; it was nearly one in the morning. I exhaled audibly, exhaustion setting in. It had been a long day. In so many ways. I just wanted to sleep. To wake up tomorrow and deal with Mel Lepel - Spoon. I'd wring that fat bastard for all the information he had. And then I'd step on what was left. I was busy making myself a drink and thinking about all the ways I was going to hurt Mel when I heard Nissa stir.

"Bob?" Her voice was shaky. 

"You want one? You earned it."

"Bob?" she barely choked back a sob.

I turned toward her, unable to make eye contact, "Yes?"

"Bob? I'm so sorry."

I turned back to the glasses, finishing my pours, "Yeah, well. Maybe you're right. Who knows? But I know one thing - you saved my ass in there. Seems I should be thanking you."

She swallowed audibly, "I should have told you. I shouldn't have kept it from you. But I never told anyone. Not even my mom. I never wanted this power. Never wanted to be a super. All I've wanted was to be normal." She stood, "Bob. I've never used it before. In public. Not like that." She shook her head, "I didn't even know I could. But..." she faltered, "you don't understand."

I turned, two drinks in my hands, "Nissa," I put on a smile, "you don't have to explain. You saved me." I pointed to the sleeping child and held out the drink to Nissa in the same motion, "Us. How could you think I could be anything but grateful?"

"Really?" Nissa's face relaxed, relief evident. "Oh, Bob. I was so afraid. You just don't understand." She ran into my arms, grasping me tightly as if I were the last life raft from a sinking ship in the middle of the Pacific. "The Raven...he's..."

"Scary, I get it." I held the two sloshing glasses out to the side, trying not to spill them, "I was there."

"No, it's more..."

"Hey," I nudged her away with my belly, pushing a drink into her hand, "I get it. You don't have to explain." She took the drink and I turned away, putting a bit of distance between Nissa and myself. 

"Bob? Is everything okay?"

I scoffed, covering, "Of course not. Weren't you there? People died. Lots of people. I'd say things were pretty far from okay." I took in a huge mouthful of the liquid, practically chewing it down. 

"Okay," she sipped her drink, eyes down, brow tight. 

We stood for a long moment...minutes, just drinking. Nissa's eyes kept seeking mine out, looking for support. I couldn't meet them. What had happened, at the club...I thought I was mad that she'd lied to me, withheld from me. But now that we were together…it wasn't that. I wasn't mad. I wasn't anything. I was numb. Numb to her. I looked at her and felt nothing. Maybe a little betrayed. Maybe a little hurt. When Nissa wasn't looking at me, she was studying the sleeping child. Nineteen. How her power worked was inconceivable to me. It must be completely out of her control. Completely subconscious. 

"How long has she been sleeping?"

I shook my head, "She fell asleep during the fight. In my arms."

"During the fight?"

I nodded, "Woke up just long enough to put The Raven down."

"Wow."

"Yeah."

Nissa took another sip, "So what do we do now?"

"We? We don't do anything. You. You take a vacation." Nissa opened her mouth to protest, but I put up a hand to stop her, "I don't want to hear about it. The Raven? Who knows what he remembers. If you're lucky, he thinks he killed you and left. If not, and he remembers it the way you do, you're going to be number one on his hit list."

"God, I never thought about that!"

"How could you? You just woke up." I finished my drink and turned to refill it, "I've got a few people that owe me favors. Paranoid people. A few of them might even answer my call. You hole up with one of them and you'll be as safe as anywhere on the..."

A light touch at my back. Nissa's hand tracing my shoulder blade. A second touch at my other shoulder. I froze, pulling the decanter away from the lip of my glass before I over-poured. I took a deep breath. The touch sent shivers up my back. I mentally shrugged them off.

"Bob," Nissa whispered, "thank you. For understanding. For...everything."

I turned slowly, using my drink arm to brush hers to the side. I pulled up the side of my mouth forcing a smile, "Hey. No problem." I took a step around her and kneeled down next to Nineteen's chair, pushing her greasy hair away from her face. Her cheek twitched slightly at the contact. I felt my smile deepen, reach my eyes. "We need to get to bed. I've got a big day tomorrow."

"Big day? I could stay here for a few days if that's the problem."

"No," I replied, perhaps a moment too quickly, "that's not it. I've got some trash to deal with."

She looked at me quizzically for a moment before realization dawned, "That Spoon guy?"

"Mel, yeah." I stood.

"So, what's his story?" she coughed down a bit more of the scotch.

I took a breath. "I'd thought of him as a friend. Or at least a colleague. I've worked with him in the past. He knows everyone south of downtown. Can find out about everyone else."

"You think he had something to do with the fire?"

I thought about it for a moment, "Probably not. If you saw the guy, you'd understand. They call him Spoon because the guy loves honey. It's disturbing. Sits there with a can and a spoon and laps it up. He's got a special spoon just for it. Carries it everywhere. Plus, he can talk to bees."

"Talk to bees?"

I shrugged, "It's more useful than you'd think."

She finished her drink and set it down on the bar, "So, what are you going to do?"

"I'm going to turn him upside down and shake him until the information I want falls out." I looked down, my eyes again finding Nineteen's sleeping form. She took a deep breath and sighed as I continued, "He's probably the reason no one on the street is talking. Once I get in front of him though, he'll spill it. Once he doesn't have a phone to hide behind."

We fell into silence again. I couldn't remember there ever being this much silence between us. I guess we both had a lot to think about. 

"Bob?"

"Yeah?" I didn't look at her, instead looking at the bottom of my now empty glass.

"Nothing." She circled the chair and closed in on me. She looked up into my eyes, searching. Finally she took a steadying breath, "I'm going to need some help getting out of this outfit." She touched my arm, turning slowly and putting her head to the side to expose the top of the zipper. "Plus, I'm going to need something to sleep in. It's either that or..."

I put my hand on her shoulder. She leaned into it. I managed to pull the zipper down to her shoulder blades with the glass still in my hand. I stepped away from her, "I've got some stuff. Hold on." I crossed to the bar, put my glass down, and exited through the nearby bedroom door. Shuffling through the back of my dresser drawer, I found some old college shirts. I pulled one out and a pack of matches hit the floor. 

"Damn University Club," I muttered under my breath. 

There were also some old gym shorts I bought during one of those insane moments in my life when I'd convinced myself that I'd start exercising. The one I pulled out still had the tags on it. I ripped them off and turned to find Nissa in my doorway, vinyl outfit pulled over her left shoulder. The top of her breast was exposed and the tail of what looked to be a green, reptilian tattoo peaked out from the other side. I took a deep breath, the clothes hanging loosely in my hands. 

"Bob..."

"Nissa," I interrupted. "It's been a long day. And tomorrow looks to be just as long. Plus, with a kid in the house...it wouldn't be right. You know?"

She fumbled with the top of her outfit, pulling it up, "Sure. Yeah, sure," she stammered, blushing. 

I pursed my lips as she looked away, "I've got you something to wear." I crossed the room and handed them to her. She took them in her free hand, "I know last night you slept in here, but I figure we should let Nineteen."

"Sure, that makes sense," she responded quietly.

"I'll stay with her," I added. Nissa didn't look like she'd heard, "I've got a lot of thinking to do and I can't do it if I can't remember her," I lied. 

"Sure," Nissa continued to look at the ground. She turned and walked toward the couch, "Goodnight, Bob."

"I'll bring you some blankets and grab the girl."

After I set out linens and a pillow for Nissa and placed Nineteen carefully in my bed, I instructed the security system to lock the door, feeling like there wasn't enough of a wall between the two of us. 

 

* * *

 

Sparkles. I was in the center of a vortex of them. They had already eaten through everyone I knew. All the supers, tippys, family...everyone. There was only me left. And her. Nissa's vinyl outfit was blood red where it should be green and seemed to seep into the sidewalk, a black puddle at her feet. Her face was deathly pale and her mohawk was so black in comparison that it looked completely devoid of color. I couldn't even make out individual strands of hair. Her eyes were black as well and I could see the blood vessels beneath her skin. She slowly put her palms together again as if she were going to pray. But instead of a green field, she was surrounded by an inferno of purple-black flame. Nissa's eyes narrowed and the microbots swirled faster around me.

I felt a pressure on my hand. A cold sweat jumped to my skin like rats leaving a sinking ship. I forced myself to swallow and looked slowly down. Surrounding my hand was a cloud of the sparkly microbots. I'd seen what they could do. I'd seen them invade and consume Doc Arts and Ed, an innocent tippy, cell by cell. I opened my mouth to scream, but I couldn't. The creatures. They were already in my body. They'd cut my vocal cords. But with the others, they'd eaten them deliberately, logically. Why cut my vocal cords? 

They wanted me to suffer, I realized. They wanted me to feel this and not be able to do anything about it.

I tried to pull my hand free, but it was stuck fast. I could feel pressure on it, squeezing tighter. Was that my nerve endings dying? Was that my muscles being consumed? I couldn't see. The sparkles were too thick. I pulled hard, leaning away from my hand and pushing with my legs. I might pull my hand off, but it'd be worth it. To save the whole, a piece sometimes has to be sacrificed. 

Suddenly, I saw movement. Something was pushing its way out of the cloud of sparkles orbiting my hand. It was...another hand? Smaller, infinitely delicate. The nails were chewed down unevenly. Something a child would do.

A child.

The cloud around my hand dispersed with explosive force. Now visible, a young girl perhaps two years old. Her eyes the color of a summer sky. She smiled faintly, warmly, lovingly. I knew her. She was familiar, but not familiar. 

Abigail? 

I shook my head. It was wrong. It was all wrong. Abigail died. She died at birth. It couldn't be her. The young girl frowned and I wanted to cry. I took a knee in front of her. To my left, Nissa roared in fury and we were surrounded in wave after wave of the black fire. Nissa, her face contorted in rage, started to bubble and discolor under the heat. The black fire consumed the sparkles, but we were left unharmed. I wrapped my arms around the girl and pulled her close.

"Don't be sad. Don't be sad," I kept whispering. "It's okay. It'll be okay. I'll keep you safe."

The girl hugged me back and looked up at me. But instead of blue eyes they were all white. Her skin was ashen and lifeless. Her mouth fell open and something black or deep red dripped from her nose. 

I screamed.

 

* * *

 

"Download complete. Installation in progress."

Waking up to a computerized male voice isn't my preferred method of coming out of a deep sleep. Having the voice feel like it is coming from between my ears is even worse. Considering the sweat on my brow and the beating of my heart, I didn't much mind. "Thanks. Great. What time is it?"

"Seven a.m.."

"Ugh," I groaned. "You and me, security system, we got to have a talk about when to wake me up."

"Would you like to set up your preferences now?"

I sat up from my spot on the floor next to the bed, rubbing my hair, "How long will it take?"

"For full configuration - between one and two hours."

I groaned again.

"I am detecting elevated heart rate and unusual perspiration. My files suggest you had a nightmare."

"You can say that again."

"Affirmative," the computerized voice continued dispassionately, "four times. Twice you woke up screaming."

"Lovely," I muttered and glanced over to the bed. It was empty. My eyes shot open.

"Where's the girl?" I demanded.

"Specify target of your search. There are three."

"The girl. The child. The one that was right there!"

"The child designated as Nineteen is in the bathroom. Warning: sensors have detected that she has an elevated temperature. There appears to be no physiological cause."

"Dammit!" I jumped up and sprinted the two steps to the bathroom, the new, automatic door opening infuriatingly slowly. 

Nineteen was there, sitting on the toilet. The sound of water dripping let me know she wasn't done. Her white eyes regarded me impassively. 

"Crap," I quickly reversed direction and stepped out of the bathroom. Nineteen almost looked comical perched on the toilet. It seemed to me that she was too small to be toilet trained and was in imminent danger of falling in. "Wait, did you say three females?"

"Correct."

"Nineteen, Nissa, and..." I let the sentence hang.

"A female identified as Gale. Nissa's Employee Status provided clearance to bestow access. They have just left the office and are heading toward the living area."

"Crap." The toilet flushed. I glanced around the corner and Nineteen hopped off her perch and pulled up her dirty underwear. "You said she had a fever."

"Correct."

"How bad?"

"My information says it would be categorized as 'low grade' and would be no cause for concern."

Nineteen started washing her hands at the sink. She wasn't quite tall enough so I helped her up. While she worked on her hands, I did the same to her face and arms. 

"But you are concerned."

"Define 'concerned'?"

"You think the fever is dangerous?"

"As I said, I can find no physiological cause for the fever. Sensor records indicated it has been slowly increasing over the last four hours."

"Explain."

"If her fever continues increasing at the present rate, she'll be in the danger zone in twelve hours, start permanent brain damage in eighteen, and will most likely be brain dead in twenty-four. My files suggest a course of analgesics and constant monitoring by a healthcare professional."

I choked back an exclamation. I set down Nineteen and helped her dry her hands and face. She looked at me, head tilted to the side, apparent concern on her face. She reached up a hand and touched my temple. 

A wave of pleasure washed over me unlike anything I'd ever experienced. My hands clenched, my mouth dropped open, and my eyes rolled back into my head. Every nerve was alight with pleasure. My body shook as waves of ecstasy washed over me. I could barely think through it. Somehow I managed to find Nineteen's hand and pulled it away, breaking the contact. I'd seen her do that before. To Tay. 

God. The depravity of the man.

Again Nineteen tilted her head to one side in confusion and a slight hint of a pupil faded before I fully realized it was there. Her hand again started to rise toward my face. I grabbed it in my own, slowly lowering it.

"You don't need to do that." I looked into her eyes as best I could without pupils to focus on, "Do you understand? I'm here for you. You're not here for me."

She blinked a few times as if she were processing my words. I hoped that if she didn't understand my actual words, she'd at least get my intent from my emotions or whatever she could read of my thoughts. It was all I could hope for.

"Bob," again the voice in my head. 

"Yes?" I asked irritably.

"Nissa is approaching the door. You have designated this room's status as Restricted. She has the clearance to open the door."

"Clearance revoked," I hissed. "Tell her...them...I'm on my way out."

I turned and made my way to the closet, stripping off my white shirt as I did so. I needed a shower. I felt sticky and disgusting. But there was no time. I wasn't sure how advanced the security system was, but I doubted it could keep out Gale if she really wanted in. For that matter, I wasn't sure it could keep out Nissa. I scowled. 

Nissa. 

I still felt numb. Part of me thought that pushing her away last night was a reaction to what I'd seen. Shock maybe. But I didn't feel like I was in shock. I didn't feel numb to anyone else. I glanced over to the bathroom. Nineteen turned the corner, watching me intently. Could this be her doing? Could she be manipulating my mind? My emotions? It was clear she wasn't in control of her power. With a fever, who knows what could be going on?

On a whim, I spun and entered the bathroom. I slapped some toothpaste on a brush and gave my mouth a quick once over. It was forceful enough to draw blood. I needed to calm down. I spit, rinsed and stared at myself for a moment. I had a fugitive girl in my bedroom. A child no less. I had an assistant who had lied to me about her power. I had a friend in the hospital and another - acquaintance I supposed I should now call him - that might have been to blame. 

And all of it was behind that door. 

I stood up, shirtless and sleep tossed. My hair was sticking up at odd angles and it didn't look like I'd slept at all. All the better. I turned to find Nineteen staring at me from the doorway. I jerked back in surprise. I'd been living alone for a long time. But more than that, those eyes were disconcerting. 

"Nineteen," I suddenly felt stupid using the number designation Tay had given her. It was impersonal. Demeaning. I wanted to give her a name but the first one that popped into my mind made my chest tighten to the point that I felt I might pass out. I forced a few breaths until the spots receded from my eyes. By the time I regained my composure, I could hear the banging on my door.

"Bob? You tell that mechanical asshole to let me in. Now!"

I cringed. Gale never was one for patience. At least, not since the divorce. "Coming! Just freshening up." I bent down and grabbed Nineteen by the shoulders, looking deeply into her eyes, "I need you to stay out of sight. No one can know you're here. Do you understand?" She gave no sign that she did, but I had to believe. I stood and practically ran to the door to the drumming of a fist on the other side. I glanced back at the bathroom and ensured that Nineteen was out of sight. I whispered, "Listen, keep an eye on her."

"Define."

"Oh, I don't know. Just watch her. If she looks like she's going to get into trouble, let me know."

"Define 'trouble'."

"Hell. I don't know. Just...lock the door behind me. Don't open it until I leave or everyone else does. If I leave with them, let her out. Try to feed her."

"Illogical. I have no arms."

"Whatever. Do your best."

"Define 'best'."

I shook with frustration, "Will you be more useful when this 'installation' is complete?"

"Presumably. I have no way of knowing."

"Let's hope so. How much longer?"

"Unclear. At the current processing rate the estimate is four hours though the estimate has fluctuated from thirty minutes to twenty-two hours."

"Oh, you're a peach you are."

"Define 'peach'."

"Just shut up and open the door."

The door slid open to a gust of wind buffeting through like someone had opened a window during a hurricane. In front of me was not only Gale, but Rod as well. In the kitchen, behind them, Nissa, dressed rather ridiculously in my t-shirt and shorts, was preparing coffee, trying hard not to meet my eyes. Somehow, her mohawk remained erect - an effect I now suspected was an expression of her power. Something I should have noticed before. Down her right arm was the remainder of the tattoo I'd noted the night before. Green and scaly, it wrapped around her arm and terminated at her wrist. It was strange. Now that I had a clearer view, I realized it wasn't a tattoo so much as some sort of skin discoloration. It didn't have a form or design like a tattoo, but it definitely seemed like it should have. It was obviously something she was embarrassed by since she'd gone to such great lengths to hide it. 

The same black cloth that Gale was wearing when we busted the terrorists was floating around her angrily. It was ripped and torn in places and whipped and snapped like a towel fight in a boy's locker room. Her eyes smoldered. Rod was in his full costume including his facemask, though that was probably more for Nissa's benefit than mine. Both of them looked worse for wear with dirt, tears, and abrasions marring their heroic profiles. Gale looked tired. Rod looked like a dick. A huge, master race-looking dill hole. But maybe that was just me.

"Jesus, Bob. You couldn't even put on a shirt?"

"Ja. What were you doing all that time?" Rod sneered in his light German accent.

"Flossing. Dental health is very important to me." I looked at Gale, "You know how I hate cavities."

Gale turned and floated over to the couch, settling down on it like a cloud on a power line. "I know no such thing." The cloth snapping with each word.

I walked past Rod toward Nissa and the kitchen, a smile painted on my face, "Is that for me? Rod, do you want a cup? Gale?"

Nissa handed me a cup, her eyes downturned, "Bob. I have to go."

"Go?"

Gale added quietly from the couch behind me, "Bob. We have a plan and I'm afraid you're not going to like it."

I took the cup from Nissa who managed to look up at me with a weak smile, but she didn't meet my eyes. Next to where Nissa was making our coffees was her vinyl outfit from the night before, neatly folded. I frowned, my brow tight. I turned to find Rod behind me. He must have followed me to the kitchen. His impressive size practically covered me in shadow.

Rod's smile was all teeth, "Ja. Not that you can do anything about it. Tippy."

 

# # #






  

Chapter 17


"You're going to get her killed, you know that, right?" I practically yelled at my ex-wife. Gale floated around the apartment as I stalked after her, my coffee sloshing. Her eyes had dark circles under them, which I could only see because she'd removed her eye mask. 

"It's not up to you, Bob, you've got no say in this," Gale's hands were up, though I knew she had no intention of surrendering. 

Rod's rumbling laugh from his position in the kitchen next to Nissa wasn't helping my mood, "Vat's the matter, Bob," he chuckled, "afraid to do your own paperwork?"

I ignored the German, "You weren't there, Gale, you don't know how it went down. And Rod, you can suck it, master race."

Rod bristled, but Gale interceded before he could reply, "Force, stop helping. Bob, we've got statements from all the witnesses. They all line up. Nissa even agrees. She stopped him."

"Bullshit."

"Bob, there are parts of this story you don't know."

"I know a hell of a lot more than you do. Nissa was down. She was unconscious. And he left. Okay? That's how it happened."

"Fine," Gale threw up her arms in exasperation, "so what's your explanation?"

My eyes darted back and forth as I tried to come up with a convincing lie. Could I tell them about Nineteen? What would they do? Nissa could vouch for her power. But then what? Would they use her as a weapon? Kill her out of hand, justifying it as putting her out of her misery or maybe by saying that she could hurt someone? Would they turn her over to one of the surviving super scientists? I couldn't risk it.

"I...don't know." I finally replied, haltingly, "But I know it wasn't her."

Gale shook her head.

"There's more," a quiet voice from the kitchen.

The room went quiet.

I slowly turned to Nissa who looked like she wanted to crawl into the coffee cup she was holding. Even with only two words spoken, I could hear the change in her voice. It wasn't the professional voice she used on the phone; it wasn't the friendly, carefree voice she used with me. It was different. A bit of both with a sprinkling of something new. And I didn't like it. 

"And that is?" I prompted, although it seemed, from the expressions on the faces of the supers, I was the only one in the room who needed to ask.

"I..." Nissa looked over at Gale, a question in her eyes, "we can't tell you. But we can lure him out and together we can stop him."

"Oh, this is complete crap," I groused.

"Don't be mad, Bob," Gale interjected. "It's your own fault."

My mouth dropped open, "My fault? How do you figure?"

"You can't be trusted," Rod sneered. "Some things are need-to-know, and you don't."

"She's not even a real super!" I waved at Nissa, "She told me she never used her powers like that before."

"We're going to train her. And others. We're rounding up everyone we can," Gale said.

"To tackle the super that took out everyone - everything - at the games? Real great plan."

"But this time we'll have him. We'll be ready," Rod muttered.

"No one's talking to you, Rod." 

He scowled at me. I'd been scowled at by the best. Rod didn't even rate in the top twenty.

"Let the adults talk," I turned back to Gale. "You don't know the first thing about this guy." 

"We know who he is," Rod smirked.

That took some of the wind out of my sails, "What?"

"Ja, he's Hero."

"You guys have a funny way of delineating a hero."

"No," Gale replied, her eyes down, "not a hero. He is Hero. The Hero."

My mouth fell open slowly. Hero. He was the first real super. He was strong, fast, he could fly - all the traditional powers. I'd never seen him shoot fire or anything, but he was practically invulnerable. Rod was constantly trying to live up to the guy's reputation. He'd been off the scene for years. Long before Gale had even revealed her powers. 

"I thought he retired?" I demanded.

"That's the story," Gale sat on the couch. "You wouldn't know this, but when you are accepted into The Bulwark, you're given some very specific, and very secret, instructions. One of them is to look out for Hero."

"Look out for?"

"He didn't retire," Nissa interjected, "he left," her voice was terse.

Gale nodded, "We don't exactly know why," she glanced at Rod and Nissa, "but at the end, he sort of went a little..."

"Homicidal?" I interjected.

"Depressed. He didn't know how to deal with it. He was the best. He'd been put on such a pedestal. He could do anything, save anyone."

"Yeah, and he didn't need his girlfriend to carry him around," I added, nodding at Rod. He snarled at me. 

"He started getting metaphysical. Talking about the origins of supers. There were reports from some of the other Bulwark members that he was sounding odd, but they just wrote it off. He was Hero after all. After he disappeared, they found a journal, a manifesto. It was hundreds of pages of ramblings. At first it was a diary. After that, his journal got...weird."

"How so?"

"At first, it was fine. Just wondering about why supers have powers. But then it got stranger. Talking about how we're from angels or aliens or inter-dimensional beings. He decided to find out. So he left."

"And went where? To heaven to ask God?"

"Honestly, we don't know. He just flew away. We didn't even know he was leaving. He simply flew out into space. Even before...the Tournament," she had a hard time getting out the word, "there weren't many who could follow him. Back then, there was no one. So, we were told to look out for him. That he might return someday. When he didn't return after the first few years, they figured he'd died out there."

"Wait. Wait. And you know he's Hero how? How can you be sure?"

Gale closed her lips, eyes down. 

Dammit. Supers and their secrets.

"This is pointless," Rod grumbled. We've got to get going."

"Rod," Gale turned to him, her voice stern. "Why don't you wait outside?"

"But..."

Gale just stared at him. Finally, he shook his head and stood, not meeting my eyes. The door at the end of the hall hissed closed before Gale turned back to me.

"I'm sorry, Bob. You know I'd tell you everything if I could."

"There is an incoming call," a computerized male voice sounded in my head. I nearly jumped out of my skin. I covered it with a fake cough. "Would you like to take it?" I shook my head almost imperceptibly. This new security system was going to take some getting used to. 

I muttered, "He's right, you know."

"Force?" Gale's eyebrow rose.

"It is pointless. She didn't defeat him before, and she can't now."

Gale exhaled audibly, "You're just being difficult. I know you want to protect her, but..."

"But nothing!" I exploded. "I want this guy put down as much as you do. He's insane." I glanced over at Nissa, "Whatever he was is gone. What's left is a big sack of crazy with the power to kill everyone on this planet from what I saw. You weren't there, Gale. He took out the most powerful illusionist I've ever seen. Hell, the most powerful I've ever even heard about. Pitting you, Rod, and Nissa against that is insanity."

"We think Nissa might have some sort of resistance to his power."

"What?" my voice cracked with incredulity. 

"No one else has been able to resist him for any length of time. She is either stronger than you think or her power is just particularly good against his."

"Not from what I saw," I muttered. I started to pace, resuming my search for rationales that would change their minds, "But how will you get him to come to you? It isn't exactly like you can ring the dinner bell and he'll come running."

"That's exactly what we'll do."

"Huh?"

"We're starting a marketing campaign. It'll be designed to attract more supers, but it should lead The Raven right to us."

"Seriously. That's your plan."

"As it is, yes."

"That's crap, Gale, and you know it."

"It isn't. Plus, we know who we're dealing with now."

"And you're sure it's Hero?” 

Gale thought for a moment, deciding. She took a breath, "We're sure. It's his power. Have you noticed how he holds his hands out?" I nodded, "Everyone thinks that Hero was just naturally strong and invulnerable." She shook her head, "That's partially true, but not all of it. On top of his natural powers, he's an energy siphon. He uses the energy around him to fuel his own power. That's why he's so hard to beat. He uses your own power against you. Adds it to his own. He hid that through all his theatrics."

Hero was one of the first supers and he did have a habit of posing in his red, white, and blue spandex outfit. When I was a young, I thought it was cool, but it started a trend. Supers spending as much time posing and monologuing as fighting. Not to mention the spandex thing. Now that I knew he did it to cover stealing his opponents' energy, it took on a whole new meaning. I thought back to the coverage of the Tournament, Ted's simulation, and to the club. At the club he'd held his hand out a number of times. The metal man had faltered. I'd chalked that up to him tiring, but maybe it was The Raven siphoning energy. And had he reacted differently when he'd done the same to Nissa? I couldn't remember. It was all so fast. 

"There's other evidence too. It's him, Bob; we're sure."

I turned to Gale who had moved to the couch, "Don't go up against that madman."

"I have to," she answered quietly. The cloth around her slowed and settled. 

I sat next to her on the couch, "You can't be serious. What can you do? You control air. He obviously doesn't need to breathe. You can't suffocate him or drop him from a high building. At best, you can keep his fire off you and the others until he walks up and tears your head off."

Gale's eyes were pained when they met mine, "I've got to do something, Bob. If we don't stop him, we're all dead anyhow."

"So hide. Run away. Wait until he decides to go on another, decades-long, search for little green men, and then come back."

Gale's head dropped, "You don't understand. I didn't mean we're all dead," she spun her finger around the room. "We're all dead," her finger now only swung between her and Nissa.

"I don't get it."

"Supers. He's only killing supers."

I laughed, "You're joking. He killed thousands of tippys at the Tournament."

"That was an exception. Since then, he's been picking out the supers."

Again, an image of the club popped into my head. He'd walked around with his hand out. He'd killed randomly. Or was it? I hated to admit it, but Gale was making sense. At least about The Raven's identity. 

I nodded slowly, "Okay. Let's say I believe you. Let's say he's Hero. But that doesn't change the fact that Nissa can't stop him. And you and Rod don't have much of a chance either."

She shook her head slowly, "It won't just be us. It's going to be everyone."

"Everyone?"

Gale nodded, "Everyone we can find. We're going to put the word out. It is do or die time. Literally." Her mouth hardened into an expression I'd seen too many times before to argue with, "We've already recruited a few. Burner. Waterworks. Tinkerer. A few others."

"Wait? Ted? Ted is in on this?"

"He's working on a number of gadgets as we speak."

"Oh that's reassuring," I muttered.

"And there are others. Plus, more are showing up every day."

I stood and took a step toward the bedroom. Ted was in on it. I wasn't sure if that was a good thing or not. Gale's life in his hands? I moved to the kitchen and refilled my coffee. I offered some to the two girls and we sat down around the dining table. "So tell me this plan."

The plan was remarkably simple. The Raven - I refused to think of him as Hero, and no one else used any other name but The Raven - hadn't shown any fear. He'd been showing up all over the world wherever supers gathered. He'd mostly targeted the supers, but tippys in the way had died as well. They'd run an ad looking for supers on every venue possible. Television mostly. Then they'd gather somewhere and wait. With so many supers in one location, The Raven's power should lead him right to them.

Typical super plan.

"That's so retarded it just might work," I surmised through a half smile as Gale and Nissa finished outlining the plan. Mostly Nissa. The change was jarring. Nissa took to being a super way too quickly. Her jaw was set in a way I hadn't seen before. She was more than determined. In a way, I sort of envied her. She'd be able to do something about this. I'd have to sit back and wait. 

"Don't get me wrong," Gale continued, "the casualties are probably going to be high. But pooling resources is our only hope." 

I shook my head. On the surface, it was a good plan but I still wasn't confident. I put on as convincing a smile as I could manage as I grabbed Gale's free hand, "You need to make it." I looked over at Nissa, "Both of you." They nodded though I was sure they knew I still didn't approve. "Don't be one of those casualties." I added to Nissa, "Can you give us a minute?"

"Natch...ah...sure. No problem."

I watched Nissa go, vinyl outfit tucked under her arm. Should I have proven to her that she hadn't stopped The Raven? All it would have taken was a walk into the bedroom and a look at Nineteen. But she would have forgotten again as soon as she left the room. There was no getting around it. I couldn't stop her, other than keeping her with me while the others ran off. And honestly, she'd done pretty well at the club. With Gale, Rod, and others supporting her? Maybe. Maybe they could pull it off. 

I turned back to Gale, "Do you have something you want to share with me?"

The wind that constantly covered her body, regulating her body temperature among other things, grew cooler, more humid. Others might not have noticed, but I'd lived with her for years. I knew that her emotions often leaked into her power. So I knew she was stalling when she replied, "What do you mean?"

"Inhumanitas?"

She swallowed, "Ah. Um...I can explain."

I sat back, pulling my hand off hers, "This I'd like to hear."

"I'm sorry, Bob. You've just been so...angry. When I found out about...that place," she spat the last word, "I could see you going there. I couldn't take it. I couldn't take thinking about what you'd do there. It was just..." her voice trailed off.

I didn't say anything. Honestly, I didn't know what I'd have done. In a rush, I realized it wasn't about me; it was about her. She thought I'd get an analogue of her and beat the hell out of it. Or maybe worse, I'd get someone to play her and sleep with them. 

I thought of the young girl in the other room. What would Gale think of her? And why had I taken her with me? It wasn't like me. She was a super. But I couldn't just leave her there. What if everyone had turned their backs and forgotten her? Would I have been able to live with myself? 

I swallowed as a terrible realization dawned on me: these might not be my thoughts. 

A sudden insight into Tay's madness hit me like a truck. He was insane, no doubt, and he seemed in control of his own actions. Surely the girl wouldn't have wanted to be treated as a weapon. Forced to do the sorts of things a demented man like Tay could invent. But did she know differently? And more importantly, could Tay have known differently? Could he know that he was in complete control? And if each of the girls lived a year or two, and he was on nineteen, he could have been around them for twenty plus years! 

No, the math didn't add up. 

I shook my head. Stop it, Bob. Stop avoiding the facts. The girl is dangerous. From the moment you met her, every thought, everything you've done is suspect. Is it you, or is it her?

Yeah, that could drive anyone insane.

"So, what are you saying?" I finally said to Gale.

"Nothing," she responded quickly. "Just sorry. I shouldn't have done that, I guess." She paused and sipped the last of her coffee. "You know, I'm not," she sounded belligerent, but her face didn't reflect her tone, "you had no business going to a place like that."

"Really?" I paused, "So, I'm not allowed? What am I allowed to do?"

"It isn't like that."

"Isn't it? That Tay guy said you threatened to use the whole might of the Super State if I found out about that place. It sounds exactly like I wasn't allowed."

"Fine," she hissed, "maybe I overstepped. But I had the best intentions." 

That was bullshit and she knew it. She looked at me imploringly. She wanted my forgiveness and she knew she didn't deserve it. Not really. But I could see where she was coming from. In this instance, perhaps she was right. Just knowing about that club sent my mind to dark places. I was actually relieved to know it was gone. Relieved mostly because I was afraid of what I'd do if I knew it was still there. She was my wife and she knew me better than anyone. She was wrong, but not wrong enough for me not to see the rightness of it.

"Is there anything else you're keeping from me?" I asked quietly, "Anything else I should know?"

"No," she responded quickly. I believed her. She stood, "Now's not the time for this, anyhow. We've got a lot of work to do."

"We?"

She nodded to the door.

"Ah. Nothing us tippys can do but sit back and wait, huh? Wait and pray that the supers save us once again?"

She frowned at me. She knew I hated that attitude. That helplessness that the general population seemed more than content to feel. "Bob, in this case, it really is true. There isn't much you can do. You look like crap. Why don't you take a shower, get some rest. It'll be all over one way or the other soon enough." 

"One way or the other?"

"Either we kill him or he kills all of us." 

I shook my head, "And when he is done with you, what about us? What's to say he won't turn on the rest of us?"

She shrugged, a hopeless gesture, "Nothing, I guess." She reached forward and squeezed my shoulder, a decidedly unfamiliar act. "But it won't get to that." Without another word, she left, following Rod and Nissa out of my office.

As she left, the door to my bedroom slid open. Nineteen padded out on bare feet. Had I made the right decision? Keeping Nineteen a secret from Gale? Could she help them? Probably. But they had a plan with at least a chance of working. They knew their opponent and they wouldn't be surprised. Between the illusionist, Nissa and the metal man, they'd done a fairly good job of holding him at bay. At least for a little while. With a more coordinated attack, and a little luck, they should be able to beat him. 

At least I hoped. 

"So, Nineteen, are you hungry?"

The girl plodded over to the refrigerator and opened it. She reached toward the top of the door, but she wasn't tall enough. I came over and grabbed the eggs for her. I grabbed some bacon as well and some bread for toast.

"You have a message," the mechanical voice almost made me drop the load of food in my arms.

"Message? Oh, the call earlier."

"Affirmative."

I waited. When the mechanical male voice didn't elaborate, I prompted, "Annnnd..."

"And would you like to hear the message?"

"Yes," I responded, exasperated.

The security system played a recording of itself talking with the caller. It was a nurse from the hospital. Liz was awake and had asked for me. They'd said she'd be ready for visitors around ten. I glanced at the clock - seven forty-five. Just enough time to eat, get cleaned up, and hopefully pick up some clothes and medicine for the girl. I had hoped that whatever had happened to Liz was an accident. From what I learned from Tay, that didn't seem to be the case. Regardless, in a little more than two hours, I'd know for sure. 

But first, I had to make a call. 

 

# # #






  

Chapter 18


"What do you mean you need to borrow my car?"

The voice on the other end of the phone sounded tired. Like he'd been awake all night. Which was probably true. Much like I suspected Gale and Rod had been. 

"It's just until I find mine," I responded.

"Find?"

I sighed audibly; this wasn't a conversation I wanted to be having. But I didn't have a car and I didn't want to wait on taxis all day. Plus, with all that had been going on, I'd be lucky to find somewhere to buy Nineteen clothes, much less a new car. Regardless of price.

"Listen, Fireannach..."

"Fire Arc," he corrected. "Sorry, Bob, no one could say the other one."

"Okay, that's a good one too," better than my fairly lame name, I had to admit. Plus, I couldn't think of another super with that name offhand. "Fire Arc. Lend me your car. Just for a day or so."

I could hear him scratching his beard, "I don't know, Bob. Automageddon is pretty important to me."

I rolled my eyes, but tried to keep it out of my voice, "Come on, you're not using it."

"How do you know?"

"Oh, let me guess. The police have kept you up all night. When you haven't been breaking up fights, they've had you making public appearances. For morale or something. I bet you had your picture taken dozens of times last night."

"Oh man, Bob. You should have been there," the super practically giggled. "It was so great."

"I'm sure. And don't forget who got you there."

It was his turn to sigh, "Okay, Bob. But we're even now, right?"

He really shouldn't have phrased that as a question. If he had demanded, I might have considered giving in. I was sort of at his mercy, "No way. For a loaner car? I make your dreams come true, make you the face of supers in the city, and you think lending me your car makes us even?"

"No," he responded glumly, "I guess not."

"Damn right. Now, how do I get it?"

Turns out I had to wait on a taxi anyhow. Shawn had an extra key at the bar, which was fortunate since he really didn't have time to drop one by. The police must have been setting him on fire every once in a while in order to keep him going. I didn't know how long he could maintain that energy level, but it generally wasn't a good idea. Eventually everyone crashes from lack of sleep. If he just fell asleep and didn’t wake up, well, that'd be a best-case scenario. Worst-case? Hallucinations. While he was probably no match for a guy like Rod, I wouldn't want him thinking I was a bad guy. Or thinking a group of kindergarteners was trying to steal his car.

As if anyone would steal that thing. 

Nineteen and I were fed, bathed, and in fresh clothes (at least I was) an hour and a half later. We took a taxi to Flanagan's where I promptly left Nineteen, holding the red blanket I'd grabbed before leaving the apartment, outside the bar, near a stack of empty kegs where she wouldn't be easily visible. When I entered, Jimmy was still behind the counter and Iain was still sitting in front of him looking no more or less alert than before. In his defense, he remembered me and gave me a warm, if unintelligible greeting. 

Jimmy looked less enthused.

"For a guy I said I didn't want to see, I sure am seeing you a lot," he growled.

I put up my hands, "I'm just here for Shawn's car. He was supposed to call?"

Jimmy moved a hand off the counter in front of him, revealing the keys. I reached out to take them and he quickly covered them again. I froze and met his eyes.

"You know you cost me my best bouncer."

I couldn't tell how mad he really was. Was he just put out or did his other hand, which was below the counter and out of view, hold a shotgun or bat? I decided to play it upbeat. It's harder to shoot a guy with a smile on his face. At least I hoped.

"Hey," I beamed, "don't look at it that way. Think of it as I made your best bouncer famous. And when all this blows over and he gets bored, he'll come back. You make him wear the costume and you'll attract a larger, younger crowd."

This drew a concerned look from Iain.

"Maybe," Jimmy's scowl deepened, but his eyes were far away. "Not sure I want a younger crowd."

"Don't worry gents," I slapped Iain on the shoulder amicably while taking the keys out from under Jimmy's hand, "kids drink fast and hard and go home early to have sex. You'll have plenty of time after they leave to complain about them." I turned quickly and left out the back. I decided to make it a point to steer clear of Flanagan's for a few months. Jimmy didn't strike me as dangerous, but there was no point annoying him any more than I had to. 

I picked up Nineteen and took surface streets to the hospital. People loved to complain about how the big box stores were running out the little neighborhood shops, but you had to give them one thing: they didn't like to stay closed. If you dropped a villain's huge, mutated starfish through the ceiling, they'd open the next day with a sale on "seafood surprise." I left Nineteen in the car while I shopped. No use getting us on camera together. 

Just a few minutes before ten a.m., Nineteen - wearing a cute, white dress with embroidered flowers around the hem, sleeves and collar, black shoes, white socks, and white sunglasses with flowers at the hinge - and I entered the hospital. I'd cleaned her up before we left. I felt weird bathing a child I'd only met a few hours ago, but it was necessary. Nineteen, on the other hand, continued to show very little emotion, though she had smiled once when I'd tickled her foot inadvertently when putting on her shoes. My initial thought was to ditch the overcoat and hat and just fall back on my normal black suit, white shirt and no tie, but I decided to grab them at the last moment. In my jacket pocket was a jar of children's fever medication with a dropper built into the top. I'd given some to Nineteen, but her head didn't feel any cooler. It might be early yet. Not sure how long it took for kids' medication to kick in.

I was happy to find that the nurse from the previous day wasn't at the front desk when we arrived. I didn't really want to deal with explaining my outburst from the other day. Instead, a mousy blonde, who looked like she'd just finished her residency, sat in the seat watching the two of us enter.

Strike that, she was watching Nineteen. 

As we approached, her smile got wider. "Now, aren't you just the cutest thing?" she greeted us, a slight southern drawl sneaking into her voice. She tore her eyes away from the child and caught mine, "Your daughter is so cute."

I put a hand on Nineteen's shoulder, making sure she stayed in the nurse's view. I was starting to regret bringing her. I glanced around the room. There weren't any cameras in evidence, but that didn't mean the hospital didn't have any. I'd have to keep my eyes open. It was a double-edged sword; I could leave her in the car and risk someone seeing her and figuring out her power, or I could bring her with me and risk some sort of photographic evidence of us together. I wished Nissa was still working with me instead of...whatever she was doing.

"Oh, have you heard?" The nurse was looking over my shoulder. 

I turned and followed her eyes to a small TV mounted in the corner near the ceiling. A news report was on. Over the left of the reporter's shoulder was a picture of The Raven with a subtitle, "The Raven Bested?"

Before I could ask, the nurse turned the volume up.

"…we have received confirmed reports that the super known as 'The Raven' has been driven away after a fight at a local club. For more, we have Dirk Dirtwater."

The Nurse whispered behind me, "Oh, I love this guy. He's so handsome. For a tippy," she added.

Dirk's gleaming white teeth and square face filled the screen. He put on the sort of smile that was somehow knowing, but reassuring. It not only said he had all the facts, but that you could trust him. I'd seen his real smile just last night. This one seemed a bit cold by comparison. The camera panned back to show Dirk sitting behind a desk, his gray suit complemented by a blue power tie. 

"Dirk Dirtwater. We've received reports that there was some sort of super headquarters hidden underneath the club known as The Dragonfly. The Raven, late last night, broke into the club and attempted to kill everyone. Through the brave actions of a few supers, he was driven off. This is the first report, after dozens of sightings, of The Raven being defeated. I was fortunate enough to be near the scene and was able to interview a few people before the police took them in for questioning."

The picture cut to an older man with a large bald spot and a hint of leather peaking out from under a blanket wrapped around his shoulders, "It was horrible. He broke in through the ceiling and just started killing everyone. One super, I don't know his name, he wasn't in costume, tried to stop him. But The Raven killed him. Just..." he broke down. 

The picture cut back to Dirk - Alan - who was nodding meaningfully, his eyes wet. At his temple, a bead of sweat rolled down. It could have meant anything. It could have just meant it was hot in there. But I could see that Alan was wearing the same clothes from last night. He must have returned to the club after he dropped me off. That man had a pair; I had to give him that.

"And that's when she showed up?" Alan asked.

The man nodded vigorously, trying to get control of his emotions. "Yeah, that's right. A super I've never seen before. Had a mohawk. She slammed him against the wall with some sort of green field. He fought back, even knocked her down. But eventually, she drove him off. She saved us all."

The picture cut back to Alan behind the desk, "The Bulwark has released this picture and information." 

The screen changed to a picture of Nissa with her vinyl outfit, now with a large V on her chest, cowhide glove removed. Her expression was stern but confident under her eye mask. There was a second picture with Nissa from the side, her green, scaly skin clearly visible. 

Alan's voiceover continued over a third image of Nissa, the first two side by side. "They call her Saint and she's new. The Bulwark claim that they've been developing her, and others like her, for years. That this Vanguard, as they are called, were supposed to be announced during the Tournament. While The Bulwark would continue their role as Earth's defense force, Vanguard would be the Earth's strike force. They were en route when The Raven attacked. Now, they are being brought into The Bulwark fold and will be leading the fight against The Raven." 

The picture cut again to a serious Alan, "This is great news to all of us and, especially, to all those who had all but given up hope. To know that, not only is The Bulwark still in action, but that there is a new group with powerful members who have already had success against The Raven. Reportedly, the members of The Bulwark and Vanguard are training somewhere out in the desert in preparation for the final showdown with The Raven. Citizens are urged to stay indoors as much as possible for the next few days until this crisis passes. I think I speak for us all when I say, God speed and good luck."

I turned back to the nurse as the TV started rehashing the same information again along with specific details on how to stay safe in a super fight. I rolled my eyes. The only way to stay safe in a super fight was to be in a different town. Staying inside was no help. Too often supers used electrical poles and structures as things to throw at their opponent or to throw their opponent through. Sure, during periods of inactivity the Super State liked to promote the statistic that you were more likely to die in a car accident than as a casualty in a super fight, but that didn't explain why Liz was always so busy.

Liz.

"We're here for Liz Novac? I was called. Bob Moore?"

The nurse tore her eyes away from the TV and met mine, realization finally dawning, "Of course. Moore, Bob. Here you are." She reached into a drawer and took out a card, handing it to me, "This is your pass. Ms. Novac insisted on seeing you. It's through that door, second hallway on the left."

I nodded, "Which room?"

"Just follow the cops. Can't miss it." 

"Cops?"

"Yeah, turns out she's got a lot of friends in high places." She glanced at a piece of paper, "An Officer Clark ordered it."

I smiled. Clark. I wasn't sure if he was trying to score points with Liz or me. Either way, it was a good political move. Clark was a smart one. 

I started to leave, but the nurse touched my hand, "Mr. Moore. Your friend. She needs you to be strong."

I looked back at the nurse. She'd seemed young and inexperienced at first glance, but now that I really looked at her, I could see the knowledge behind her eyes. She might have been young, but she knew her stuff. Maybe she'd worked in a high violence area or something, but her gaze didn't waver. She was giving advice that should be taken, "Strong?"

"She hasn't seen yet, Mr. Moore. She doesn't know. Are you dating?" I shook my head, "Does she date?"

I stammered, "I...don't know. I'm sorry."

She smiled, knowingly, "Well, you're the only one she asked for, so probably not. But that means that your opinion is important. She's in a lot of pain and on a lot of meds, but you have to assume she's going to remember your entire visit. Probably not, mind you, but just assume so. Now, it actually looks a lot worse than it is, but it isn't good. Mostly second degree burns with a few superficial wounds. Fortunately, her lungs were unharmed so she could actually go home in a day or so if she had someone to help her out?" She looked at me expectantly, but I couldn't meet her eyes. She stood and put a hand on my shoulder, leaning over the desk to do so, "That's fine. Remember, sometimes this first visit can have a profound effect. It's been my experience that the ones who have someone come in and react positively have a much better recovery rate."

I shook my head, "What about healers? Don't you have any?"

"Usually, yes. But not now. Healing takes a lot out of a super, usually, and all the good ones...well, they were at the Tournament. The ones we have left are good for a broken bone or two. Not burns. Not like Ms. Novac's."

I opened my mouth to protest, but she cut me off.

"Now believe me, we're doing everything we can. But we are not the only hospital in the city, much less the world, hurting for healers. And with second degree burns...well, it's probably one of the most painful things you can go through."

"But every day she goes..."

She smiled, sadly, "You've obviously been treated by a healer before. You're right. Every day she heals on her own increases the scarring. Even the best healers on the planet...who were on the planet...would have a hard time removing extensive scarring. Chances are that Ms. Novac is going to have to live with her scars." She smiled again, "That's why your reaction is going to be so important. You have to let her know that it is okay. Your reaction will tell her more than your words."

I nodded and turned to the door. The hallway seemed long and at some point, Nineteen slipped her hand into mine. I looked down, trying to push the sense of dread from my mind. We turned the corner and saw the cops lining the walls. They were stationed one at every door throughout the hallway. Only one door had two guards. I assumed it was Liz's. As one, the cops turned to us. I held up my pass and the majority of them turned back to stare forward, a skill, I think, required to pass through the academy. All except one. He was staring at us from the side of Liz's door.

Well, staring at Nineteen. I swear; having a kid gets you more attention than a puppy. 

I had thought I'd take Nineteen in with me, but the presence of the cops pretty much killed that plan. I'd have to leave her outside or risk someone figuring her out. What I really needed was a couple of people I could trust to test out Nineteen's power. So I knew if she could turn on and off the forgetting thing if I asked her. I'd thought I'd do it with Liz, but considering her condition, much less the presence of the cops, that was out. I'd have to hope for some alone time with Nissa. Or maybe Gale. I shook my head. No, not Gale. 

Time. What was I even thinking about? According to Ted's new security system, Nineteen didn't have much time. What did it matter? And what was I doing with her anyhow? I should just give her to Gale and The Bulwark and let them use her. If she was going to die anyhow...

No. After the lies I just heard from Alan's news report, and the information they are obviously hiding from me, I couldn't trust them. Not with so much at stake. They'd be fine. They didn't need her. And if Nineteen was going to die soon, I'd rather she be with me than with them. Plus, they were supers. Screw them.

I barely spared a glance at the rotund cop as he took my pass and gave it the once-over. "Could you guys watch her for a minute? I'm not sure she should be seeing this."

The cop handed back the pass and nodded, "Sure, buddy. No problem." The cop on the other side of the door with bushy eyebrows simply nodded. 

I was too busy steeling myself for Liz to really notice. As long as Nineteen stayed in their immediate vicinity, I was hoping they'd remember her. I'd pick her up on the way out and all they'd remember was my visit. I turned and took a knee in front of Nineteen using the opportunity to glance once more up and down the hallway making sure there were no cameras recording my presence with the girl. 

"You stay here with the nice officers, okay? Uncle Bob will be right out."

Nineteen tilted her head to the side at first, but finally nodded. She looked up at the cop with the eyebrows and took his hand. I waited for a few seconds before I stood, making sure he didn't collapse in agonizing pain. I draped my overcoat over my arm and, on a whim, placed my hat on Nineteen's head. She looked up at me through her sunglasses. I couldn't help but smile. She looked so cute. So normal. I almost jumped back when a hint of a smile crossed her lips as fleeting as a cool breeze on an August afternoon. I swallowed, turned back to the door, took a deep breath, and pushed the door open. 

Hospital rooms in movies and television shows are always so clean and professional. They are white from floor to ceiling and they are full of high-tech equipment and apparatus. The real thing is much more mundane. Liz's room was a garish mixture of equipment and an attempt at comfortable decorations. It had decades-old furniture strewn around, interspersed with tippy-level medical apparatus. It had an antiseptic smell and a low, background hum from equipment functioning that all the lamps, framed posters, and flowery wallpaper couldn't cover up. 

There were bouquets of flowers and balloons covering every available surface. I stuck my hands in my pockets, feeling strangely naked. It wasn't that I wouldn't have brought anything; it was just that it had been the last thing on my mind. The cards had all been pulled and set on the table that straddled Liz's bed. She was in a half-seated position with the back of the bed raised and there was a TV in the far corner near the ceiling replaying the news.

My eyes finally made their way to Liz. I'm not sure what I expected, but it was both worse and better. Part of me had expected her to die or to be burned beyond recognition. That wasn't the case. Half her face and all of her scalp was covered in gauze. One eye was covered with a patch, but the other, eyebrow burned away, studied me. The sheets covered most of her body, but I could tell that the majority was wrapped like her face. The skin I could see was red and angry. Around the gauze, I could see small bubbles of second-degree burns. I didn't want to imagine what was under the bandages. She'd been through something horrible, for sure, but her eyes were as bright and alert as I'd ever seen them.

"Thanks for coming, Bob," her voice warbled slightly as though she'd just had dental work and the anesthetic hadn't worn off yet. 

Hearing her voice really brought everything home. She sounded hoarse, as one would after excessive smoke inhalation, but I could sense the resolve in her voice. I smiled in response, forcing the smile to my eyes, "No problem," I answered lamely.

Liz moved her right arm slightly and I noticed a small red button on a remote connected to the wall by a long cable. "You know what this is?"

"For the drugs, I'm sure."

"Yeah," she slurred, "for the pain. I haven't pressed it since I woke up."

"Why?" I stammered. "That's been hours!"

"I wanted you to know you were talking to me, not the drugs."

I swallowed, "Understood. Now what..."

"Just shut up, Bob," a tear escaped from her eye, "let me talk. Let me talk so I can press the hell out of this button." 

I nodded vigorously, clamping my mouth shut.

"I know you, Bob; you're going to go after them."

My eyes grew hard.

"See, it's what you're here for, right? Getting the information so you can do...whatever?"

"Them!" I hissed, "I knew it. Liz, what happened?"

"That's just it, Bob, I'm not telling you."

"But..."

"No buts. Stay out of it. It was an accident." She turned away, whimpering at the movement, "They're just kids."

"Screw that," I growled. "Tell me who did this."

"No," she responded simply and I heard a click from the machinery.

"Liz," I pleaded, "I get it. You don't want me to do something stupid. But I have to know. I promise, I won't get hurt."

She laughed, hoarsely. A gravelly sound that pained me nearly as much as it seemed to hurt her, "No Bob," another click, "you don't get it. I'm not worried about you. It's about them. They didn't know. They didn't know I was there. They made a mistake," another click. "And I get that. But they deserve a second chance. They deserve a little forgiveness."

For a second I couldn't speak. My mouth hung open with about fifteen different responses dancing on my tongue. I blinked and shook my head, rapidly trying to sort out which one to go with. Finally I decided on, "You've lost your mind."

"That's just it, Bob," click, "I haven't. I know you, sometimes, I think, better than you do. You don't forgive, Bob, you never have. You don't forgive yourself and you sure as hell don't forgive others. You're going to try and find them. You may not know what you'll do, but in the end, it won't be kind." Click. Her eyes started to glaze over as I realized that the clicking was her pressing the pain medication button. "I love you, Bob, but you're rarely kind. At least not to those who get in your way. Don't, Bob. Just don't. This is mine. This pain, these people, they are mine. I don't want you getting involved."

"Liz," I begged, "listen. Just tell me what happened. Not who, what."

She shook her head, but answered, "Just some kids. Some scared kids. I think they thought I had something that could protect them. It was an accident. Just an accident..."

I watched as she slowly slurred her way to sleep. I shook my head. Let them go? Let them get away with doing this to her? Pain meds or no, she wasn't in her right mind. Maybe she had her own plan for them, but I wasn't going to wait on that. I had to know who did it. Maybe I would just keep tabs on them, making sure they didn't skip town while she recovered. She didn't have to tell me who, only confirm that someone was at fault. Now that she'd given me that confirmation, I knew whom to talk to next. 

I stepped away from the bed, but stopped. 

You are rarely kind.

That wasn't true, was it? Was I really so callous? I could think of tons of people that I'd helped over the years, not the least of which was Liz herself. Hell, my contributions alone to TOP pretty much kept her in business. I half suspected she accepted money from other contributors just to give them a chance to donate and feel like they had some measure of control.

Because that's what most contributors to organizations were looking for: control.

So she let them contribute, let them think they could influence her, and when they tried, she'd cut them off. Because she didn't really need them. She had me. And I never asked for anything. She handled my money, hid my earnings. When you dealt with supers, you had to expect that one would think to come at you from that angle. But I could pay someone else for that for far less than I contributed to Liz. 

I shook my head. She was wrong. She didn't know me. Everyone does things they regret. An image of confetti danced across my mind. But regret is one thing. All I wanted was to find out who did this to her. Find out just how much of an accident it really was. I didn't have any plans for revenge. I just wanted the info. Then, when she was better, I'd bring it to her. And let her decide.

I exhaled and opened the door. 

"Get on the ground! Get on the ground, now!" a chorus of voices rang out. 

I froze in place, blinking rapidly, trying to understand what was going on. Every cop in the hall was surrounding the door, guns drawn. My heart started to pound and I could feel the adrenaline pump into my bloodstream. My hands shot up as if I could deflect the bullets with my palms. 

"Whoa, what the hell..." I managed before I noticed that none of the cops were actually pointing their guns at me. The cops were a mismatch of standing, kneeling, and everything in between with their guns pointed in all directions as if they didn't know where an attack might come from. Of course, now that I'd said something, a few did turn my way. From my left, I heard a breath expelled in pain followed by a low moan. I turned. 

The cop with the bushy eyebrows was on the ground, clutching his head. Blood was dripping from his nose and ears and his eyes were wide and wild with pain. His hat had fallen off, revealing his bad comb over. It had also dislodged an eyebrow. I'd have known that face anywhere. I'd only seen it for a few short moments at the club, but it was indelibly imprinted in my mind. 

Master Tay.

I scowled and made a move toward the prone figure, nothing but red rage in my mind.

"Stay back, sir," a cop shouted out. "A doctor is on the way."

They didn't know. They hadn't made the connection. I gritted my teeth in frustration. I had to get out of there, get Nineteen away. But I so wanted to wring that asshole's neck. Find out about the other clones. Twenty. But I couldn't. Not in front of these cops. I wasn't sure why he was here, but it was surely to do with Nineteen. He must have remembered her...or maybe one of her predecessors, and made the connection. 

I didn't have time for this.

Before anyone could react, I swung my overcoat off my arm and around the girl who was standing over the writhing form of her former master, my hat still in on her head. As I did, I called out hoping that my ploy would work, "You're right, he's not a cop! He's wearing a disguise!"

As I hid the form of Nineteen from the cops, they started to blink and sway in confusion. I leaned down and hissed, "Tell me. Where are the others? Where are they!"

Tay's eyes rolled in their sockets, unable to focus on anything. I stepped back, Nineteen in my arms and wrapped up in the overcoat. Slowly, the cops were all regaining their senses and, I hoped, incorporating my statement into their new memories. I couldn't risk a longer interrogation.

A cop touched my arm and gently, but firmly pulled me behind him, "Stand back, sir. Let us handle this." He, with his partner, stepped forward. He knelt down, his partner with his gun extended standing over him. He holstered his gun and pushed up Tay's face, completely dislodging his hat. The eyebrow came with it. He jumped back, retrieving his weapon, "Son of a bitch!"

I continued to walk backward with Nineteen in my arms, trying to become one with the wall. I whispered platitudes to her through my overcoat, trying to keep her from hurting anyone else. I snuck a peek inside the jacket. Her sunglasses had been knocked aside and she regarded me with clear blue eyes. The beauty of her, the purity of that gaze, made me catch my breath. She closed her eyes and laid her head on my chest. Even through my jacket I could feel the heat off her forehead.

"Damn," I muttered. 

I afforded Tay, who was now being handcuffed, one last glance. He had lines of blood seeping from his eyes, nose, and ears. The red of burst blood vessels replaced the white in his eyes, giving him a demonic look. His eyes, now focused, glared at me with raw, naked rage. I wished my look was filled with just as much hate, but I couldn't manage it. I pulled my eyes away and darted around a corner and toward a side exit from the hospital. 
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Chapter 19


I didn't care how much Flamer or Fire Arc or whatever he was calling himself these days loved his car - it was a piece of junk. The mostly white, except for the pink flames coming from the headlights, import subcompact seemed to have had only two modifications since its manufacture date. Obviously the paint job, but the second was an aftermarket muffler that made it sound like a souped-up go-cart. 

I wasn't sure which of the two embarrassed me more.

I'd considered looking for my car, but I didn't want to hang around the hospital too long. If those cops got another look at Nineteen, I'd have a lot of explaining to do. 

Well, not as much as Tay, but a lot. 

I looked over at the seat next to me. Nineteen was sitting on the red blanket to prop her up to make the seatbelt fit a bit better. She was alternating playing with my hat and looking out the window. Her cheeks were flushed, though she looked more alert than I'd yet seen her. I reached over and felt her head. It was still hot. I'd hoped the heat I'd felt earlier was just a part of her power, but that didn't seem to be the case. I'd only given her the medicine about half an hour ago. Perhaps it'd kick in. 

I sighed and turned back to the road. The girl was dying. Tay was a lot of things, including a dead man if I ever got my hands on him, but I didn't peg him for a liar. Plus, my new security system corroborated his story. I didn't have much time with her. And then I'd have a dead girl on my hands. 

What the hell was I doing?

I shook my head, trying to clear it. I knew it may just be her power, but I didn't want to leave her. I didn't want her to die in some hospital or lab or fighting The Raven. Of course, I simply didn't want her to die at all, but that I couldn't stop. 

Or could I?

A glimmer of hope flickered through my mind, sending a chill across my whole body. I shifted in my seat, my mind racing. A week ago, I'd have had tons of options. But after The Raven's attack on the Tournament, I didn't know who was still alive. And of those who had survived, I only knew of one who was definitely around. If anyone would know of someone who could help Nineteen, it was him.

But he was out in the 'burbs. Mel was right around the corner. 

I glanced at my watch. Nearly eleven a.m.. Right about now, Mel Lepel would be getting out that great big, gold spoon to start his pre-lunch ritual. I shivered thinking about it. He didn't eat the processed stuff; he had his own hives on the roof. Ate it right from the comb. His affinity with bees meant he never got stung. It also meant he could, to an extent, control them. They didn't understand English or anything, but it had proven useful from time to time in my investigations.

I gritted my teeth. I wasn't so angry that he'd known the people involved, but that he'd kept it from me. I'd be back at the hospital with Liz if he'd just told me up front. I wouldn't have gone to Inhumanitas with Nissa, wouldn't have learned of her power, and she wouldn't be off with my ex-wife to face the most deadly super ever produced. 

A tiny pressure on the back of my hand broke my train of thought. I looked down to see Nineteen staring at me intently. She didn't have that blank look she had worn since I'd rescued her. She looked...worried. She reached a tiny hand toward my face, but I pulled away.

"You don't need to do that." I looked intently into her eyes, well, sunglasses, "I'm not sure if you understand me, but it's okay to feel things. It's okay to be upset or angry. I don't need you to take that stuff away." I looked back toward the road, "I'm not sure what that asshole did to you, but forget all that. Forget everything he taught you. You aren't a weapon or a shield. You're not a drug to be used to distract from reality. You're a little girl. Just a little girl who deserves to be held and loved, not..."

I looked down as Nineteen put her head on my lap. 

I swallowed back watery eyes, shaking my head. Just a child. One of nineteen...twenty if Tay was to be believed. Hell, maybe more. How could he watch one after another die? More importantly, why did he come back for her? But she'd fought back. It'd looked like she'd done worse to him than she'd done to either Nissa or me. Whatever bond he had with her was broken for good, it looked like. I sighed, trying to focus on the road.

Mel Lepel, or Spoon, lived in a multi-unit complex that was built in the shape of an L. The end of the long part of the L faced the street and afforded some off-street parking for a select few tenants, a luxury in this neighborhood. There were nine units in the two-story building, eight of which were stacked on top of each other. Mel's was the only two-story unit and it was all the way at the end, taking up most of the short end of the L. 

I stood outside the door thinking, the red blanket I'd brought with me in one hand. Spoon was surely inside. He didn't usually venture out, at least not without his insect companions. I could hear them above me over the din of the traffic on the major thoroughfare just half a block from Mel's building. The fact that I could hear them at all meant that he was, in fact, getting ready to eat. I took a deep breath, steeling myself.

The real question was Nineteen. I wasn't sure if I should take her in or not. I certainly didn't want to leave her outside...not that she couldn't take care of herself. I looked down at her. Again she had taken my hand without my noticing. She looked up at me through her white, flower-rimmed sunglasses. I squeezed her hand softly. She smiled back.

Well, that was that. I wasn't leaving her. 

I bent down and turned her toward me, "Now listen, Nineteen..." I faltered. I hated that name. "God, there has to be something better to call you." I looked her over. Her hair had washed out to a golden blonde, though the curls were even more pronounced. They were loose ringlets that pulled her hair up to her earlobes. If I had more of a mother's touch I'd have tied her bangs back in some way. As it was, she had to continually push her hair out of her eyes. Her white dress with embroidered flowers at the trim flared out at the bottom, but seemed perfectly natural on her. As if she was always meant to be dressed for church or as a cast member in a musical.

She reached up toward my temple again. I blocked her hand, but she grimaced. I wanted to stop her, but her expression told me that she wouldn't take no for an answer. I lowered my hand and she touched my temple.

It seemed nothing happened. No tingling, no pain, no pleasure...nothing. But Nineteen's glasses had fallen down her nose and away from her face and I could see her white eyes fixed on mine. Slowly, the black pupils appeared, followed by the blue of a summer sky. I was so transfixed by the transformation that I almost missed her eyes tightening slightly. Confused, I looked down to see the first really large smile on the clone's face. Wide and toothy, whatever she was seeing, whatever she was exploring in my mind, was bringing her the sort of joy that she should have been feeling every day of her life. 

My lips pursed to a tight smile as a tear escaped the corner of her eye. I reached up and caught it, smearing it away on her creamy, white cheek. I ran my hand to her forehead. She still felt hot. Why hadn't I bought a thermometer? 

Because I sucked at being a dad, that's why.

My breath caught in my throat. And there it was. The reason I couldn't leave her at the club, the reason I didn't want Gale or The Bulwark to get a hold of her. I wanted to keep her safe, sure, and she didn't deserve to die as a tool for someone else, but those were just side effects of the real reason. 

Abigail. 

My daughter had died at birth. I'd never even had a chance to hold her. It had shattered my marriage and changed the course of my life. But when I saw Nineteen in the hands of that madman, I couldn't help but want to protect her. It wasn't for her; it was for me. I wanted my daughter. I wanted her so badly I'd latched onto this poor girl as a surrogate.

But was that so bad? No one did anything without some sort of selfish reason behind it. Surely in my hands, she'd be better off than...

Nineteen broke my train of thought by leaning in and kissing me on the cheek. 

My mouth dropped open. 

"Are you trying to tell me something?" I asked, my voice unsteady. "Are you trying to tell me it's okay? That you want to be with me?"

She only continued smiling in response, dropping her hand from my temple. 

I pushed her hair out of her eyes and pushed her glasses back on. "Alright," I coughed, "let's get some of this in you." I pulled the medicine from my pocket and filled the dropper top. Nineteen dutifully swallowed the medicine. I felt her head again, hoping, more than feeling, that it was less hot. "Now, we're going to go in there. I don't want them to remember you, just like always. But don't hurt them. Believe me, no matter how much they want to, they either can't or won't hurt me or you. Is that clear?"

As always, she didn't respond. But at least she was smiling. It was something. 

I took Nineteen by the shoulders and directed her to the side of the door. I stood and flipped the switch on my Inertial Dampener. If Mel had someone in there stupid enough to take a shot, it'd be at me. No one shoots at a child. I examined the door to make sure Mel hadn't upgraded his "security" system. Still a single knob and deadbolt. There would be a chain on the inside as well. 

There is an art to kicking in a door. It isn't about raw force, it's about placement. First of all, only an idiot who watches too many movies rams it with his shoulder. All you're going to do is hurt yourself. No, the best way is to plant your heel just to the side of the strongest lock. This works great with interior doors, but exterior doors take a bit more work. I wouldn't classify myself as lazy, but there was no point kicking at his door ten to twenty times. Spoon probably wouldn't have the deadbolt locked most of the time, but there was a way to make sure.

I knocked. 

After a few moments a male voice called out, "Who is it?" Mel's building was so old that the doors didn't have peepholes. There were frosted glass panels to one side, but I knew from experience that you couldn't see much more than a vague outline through it. 

I held my nose, "Delivery. I need a signature."

Some more noise from behind the door, "Who's it from?"

I grabbed the blanket by the ends, making sure I could easily raise it to cover the doorway, "Listen bud, I've got a truck full of shit to deliver. You don't want to open the door? You can pick it up at the office. Just bring your driver's license. I'm leaving a note on the door."

I could make out Mel's congested voice, speaking rapid-fire, "Just get it already."

I smiled. If he was too paranoid to open the door, he'd be way too paranoid to go pick up the package himself. I heard locks and chains being manipulated. I watched the handle carefully. The minute it turned, I kicked. 

What followed was the second part to remember about kicking in a door: never run in right afterward. That's a one-way trip to a broken nose. The door slammed into the opener, sending him stumbling back. It bounced back toward me and I kicked again, a bit softer this time. This sent the door fully open. The unfortunate gentleman who had opened it was sprawled out on the ground. When I kicked it the second time, it'd gotten wedged behind one of his feet. He was holding his head and moaning. 

Things had changed since the last time I'd been in Mel's apartment. First of all, the bees had moved in. While I could still hear them from above me, now the noise was even louder from inside. The smell of beeswax and flowers washed over me. Strangely, I thought of bananas. Blue carpet, probably older than me, covered the floor. In front of me was a couch to the right, facing a small entertainment unit with a TV blasting video game noises. A number of controllers and consoles littered the ground between. Past that was a sliding glass door that led out to a small courtyard, a major selling point of the unit. 

But the walls were where my eyes were drawn. Covered floor to ceiling with honeycombs, they literally crawled with bees. Bees dripped from the ceiling, from stalactites of comb. But mostly, they swirled around a bulbous form in the center of the room. Covered from head to toe with bees, it could only be Mel. There wasn't an inch of him visible. He looked like an egg made of bees on two small bee tree trunks. 

I slammed the blanket up in front of the doorway just as the bees began to swarm. While not the physical barrier I'd have liked, bees can't see red, a fact that Mel had shared over one too many drinks. On the other side of the blanket, I could hear the bees hitting it. I could also feel them landing and the blanket's weight increasing exponentially. 

I yelled over the din of angry insects, "Mel, call them off!"

From behind the blanket, "Bob? Is that you?"

"Now, Mel!"

Slowly, the weight on the blanket decreased. I had on my Inertial Dampener, but it wouldn't be much use against the bees. Sure, it'd halt their forward momentum, but once they moved slowly enough, they'd get through. And then the stinging would begin. Not to mention that they could cover me completely and perhaps cut off my air supply. The fact was, the bees would do anything for Mel; he was the ultimate queen. While it wasn't the sort of power that impressed other supers, it sure was intimidating to tippys. No one wanted to be attacked by bees. 

When I judged that the majority of the bees had left the blanket, I took it down and shook it hard. The remaining bees bounced into the air and returned to the walls. Now, instead of the mass of bees in the middle of the room, stood Mel Lepel. The shape of a huge teardrop with legs, Mel's bulk belied his speed. He was tanned and leathery with an outline of sunglasses on his face. He wore black sweat shorts and a ripped, stained yellow T-shirt.  All around him, angry bees swirled and swarmed. His voice always sounded like he needed to blow his nose. His eyes, deep set in the fat of his face, avoided mine.

"I know you're mad, Bob," he began quickly. Despite his bulk, he always did everything, including talking, fast. A side effect of the high sugar diet, I suspected. "But you didn't have to kick down the door."

"I wanted to impress upon you the importance I place on the information I need."

He swallowed hard, eyes darting, "Not sure what you're talking about."

"Community college classes paying off I see. Weren't you studying to be a crime scene guy or something?"

He scratched his head, a number of bees falling out of his longish, unkempt mop, and walked briskly out the back door. I was used to this sort of behavior. Mel rarely stayed in one spot for long, "Didn't work out," he called out, "teachers had it out for me."

I picked up Nineteen, stepped over the boy on the ground, and followed Mel out the back, "Or maybe they just didn't want to get continuously stung by your entourage."

"Not my problem. It's like a...what d'you call it...like them guys that can't see good?"

"Disability?"

"Yeah. That's it. Disability. I should have special dispensation or something."

Behind me, the boy on the ground rolled over, still holding his head.

"You don't really think I'm here to talk about your continuing oppression by 'the man' do you?"

Mel grabbed a watering can with a long spout and started to tend to his extensive garden of flowers that filled his back patio. The patio was not deep, but it was very wide. Mel had flowers of all shapes, sizes, and colors (except for red, of course) in planters as high as he could reach, lining the wall of the building on one side and the fence on the other, "I can't talk about that, Bob."

"And why would that be?"

He looked around desperately, "Can't say."

I pursed my lips. In a normal situation, I'd offer to buy him off, tit-for-tat or something. Hell, I'd probably paid for those classes he hadn't finished. But I was in no mood. "That's not good enough, Mel," I growled.

"Come on, Bob. This is serious. I really can't say."

I set Nineteen down on one of the chairs around the table Mel had set up outside for dining when the weather was nice. A bowl of honey with a large piece of comb sticking out held his golden spoon. Nineteen looked at it intently, "I don't get you, Mel. I've known you for years. I've never seen you afraid of anything. These streets," I motioned around, "how many times have you told me they are yours? How many times have you talked about protecting your own? And you let this happen to Liz?"

"I didn't let nothing, man. You got to believe me."

"You know, she thinks it was one of you. One of your people. 'Just kids' she told me. But that's not it, is it? You're not afraid of 'just kids'."

He locked his mouth tight. Nineteen leaned over and put a finger in the honey, sucking at it greedily.

"Fine," I growled. "You think I'm bad? You think you'll get in trouble for telling me? Wait until Liz gets out of the hospital. When she comes looking for answers and you clam up, what do you think she'll do? Just give you a pass? Or will she cut off you and everyone you know? Remind me, isn't your mom still living off of her settlement?"

Mel stopped tending flowers, the bees around him slowing at the same time, "Yeah."

"Hmm..."

I let the silence grow. There was a chance Mel wouldn't talk. If that was the case, I couldn't do much about it. It was clear I couldn't buy the information out of him and if the threat of Liz pulling TOP support away from his mother wasn't going to do it, well, I wasn't sure anything would. If I was desperate I could come back tonight with a smoker and a suit and grab the hives off the roof. That'd get him to talk. But I didn't want to be that desperate. I didn't think I had the time; that she had the time.

Mel bounced between the flowers, smelling, stroking, and watering. I made a show of studying him, his expression pensive and unsure. When he finished, he moved to exit the row of flowers, but I blocked his path.

"It's Liz, Mel. Liz."

His golden eyes met mine, pained and scared. "You don't know these guys, Bob. You just don't know."

"Fine," I threw up my hands, "I'm out of here. I'll head back to the hospital and let her know you aren't talking."

I went to scoop up Nineteen who had gotten her whole hand into the honey. I watched as she shoved all five fingers into her mouth. I couldn't help but smile.

"Is it bad?"

I turned, "It isn't good, Mel. She's pretty badly burned. And with all the healers pretty much tied up or dead...well..." again I let my statement fall off. 

He wrung his hands together. 

It hit me that Mel hadn't mentioned Nineteen at all. It was as if she wasn't there.

From behind me, the boy who had answered the door came outside, a bag of frozen peas on his head. "Spoon, you okay?"

Mel nodded and the boy turned to retreat back inside when Mel called out, "Do me a favor, huh? Run out and get me some squash at the market, will you?"

The boy turned, confused, "Now?" 

Mel nodded and the boy turned and entered the house. Mel waited, motionless. It was unnatural for him to be so still. I watched his eyes dart from side to side, his mouth twitching as the boy gathered his things. When the front door closed, he motioned me inside. I scooped up Nineteen and followed him. Mel nodded to the couch and I sat with Nineteen on my lap, curious as to his reaction. Mel didn't acknowledge her presence in any way as he shut the sliding glass door. 

Bees are very clean creatures. You'd think there would be honey everywhere with bees all over the walls and ceiling, but it wasn't the case. Still, it was disconcerting to have them surrounding me. Mel's eyelids began flickering and the bees around us took flight. The buzzing sound increased to the point where we could talk if we were close, but surely anyone else who might be listening would have a hard time hearing. 

I exhaled. He'd cracked.

Mel spoke quickly over the din of the buzzing insects, "You've heard of Siddeon?"

I nodded. 

"Wasn't he supposed to be at the Tournament?" I asked.

Mel nodded back, "He was. As far as anyone knows. That was a real big deal having a big shot bad guy like him there. And..." Mel looked around as if he half expected someone to jump out at him, "no one has heard from him since."

I shrugged, "And? Not sure what the point is here."

Mel reached over my shoulder and broke off a piece of comb, "You ever wonder what kind of tippy would work for a super like that?"

"I can't say that I have."

"Bad men. Really bad men. And when you put their kind together without someone to control them...well, they get ideas."

"Wait," I interrupted, "you're saying that the guys who broke into the TOP offices weren't local?"

He shook his head, the words streaming out of him so fast I could barely catch them all, "They are branching out. They are trying to round up every piece of technology they can. If they hear you have something of value and they think they can get it, they take it. It hasn't hit the news yet with everything else that is going on, but they're collecting as much stuff as possible. I've heard of about half a dozen robberies over the last day and a half."

He fell silent and I sank back into the couch, my hand scratching Nineteen's back while my mind raced. Siddeon's henchmen. Could they be working for someone else? Did it matter? I exhaled a long, soft whistle. Siddeon was the quintessential villain. Most movies and books like to show how evil a villain is by having them kill an underling or two just out of anger. Most don't do that. It doesn't really inspire others to sign up no matter how good the pay is. Siddeon was the exception. The reputation of this guy was for the record books. He was the sort of evil that was practically a force of nature. I'd have to get this information to Gale. But they had their hands full with The Raven. Could they even do anything about it now? Probably not. 

Damn.

"Are they still in town?"

He shrugged, "As far as I know. Man, Bob, I'm serious. These guys are hardcore. I've only heard stories, but they all end the same. Don't talk. You talk and you're dead."

"But you talked."

He paled, "You made me!"

"Not to me." I watched his eyes, "To Tay. Master Tay."

As expected, the rest of the color drained from his face, "Oh God. Oh no! I didn't tell you about that place! You have to tell him it wasn't me!"

I smiled, "You don't watch the news much, do you?" He shook his head in quick, punctuated, movements, "Inhumanitas is no more. Gone. The Raven destroyed it."

"What? You're kidding!"

I shook my head, "It's gone. And don't worry about Tay either. Last I saw, they were hauling him off to jail."

Mel started pacing the length of his living room muttering to himself, the bees settling back onto the walls and ceiling.

I called out, "And even if he wasn't detained, you have nothing to worry about. I heard about Inhumanitas from the police."

Mel nodded, but his golden eyes were far away, "Inhumanitas gone. Gone! What am I going to do?"

I put out a hand to stop him, "What's the problem? You spend that much time there?"

His eyes focused on me, remembering I was still there. "What? No. He had a room at home. A tub full of honey. For...well, I never asked." Spoon looked around at the bees lining the walls and ceiling, "Now what am I going to do with all this honey?"

"Oh."

 

# # #






  

Chapter 20


The drive back home in the little car with the big, pink flames was not far, but it was long in that I had a lot to think about. It was about lunchtime, and while I might have skipped it for myself, I didn't have only me to think about. Nineteen's head felt a little cooler, but I couldn't tell if that was just wishful thinking on my part or if it was the medicine finally kicking in. Plus, I could use the security system to check her temperature. I had one more stop, but it probably made sense to call ahead. Ted wasn't always in and, based on Gale's plan, he was probably very busy.

Liz hadn't wanted me to get involved, but she'd been wrong about who had perpetrated the break-in. I could see why she'd assumed they were local. Who else would they be? Tippys scared because of the attack at the Tournament. Sure, they'd be scared. They'd think she'd have some sort of technology or information or... 

Information. 

How could I be so stupid? Liz's office had been full of information, not only about supers, but tippys too. Specifically, tippys who had gotten huge payouts from the Super State. Those payouts weren't always money. Sometimes they were technology. Tippys wouldn't have the protection of a super's lair. They wouldn't realize they needed it. But for a group looking to raise capital for a new criminal organization, they'd be easy pickings. I couldn't be sure, but it made sense. Siddeon was notorious for his multi-pronged attacks. It was why he'd remained free for so long. He didn't just have one plan. He had plans within plans. In comparison to supers who thought mostly with their fists, he danced around them like they were cats and he was a flashlight beam on a wall. Henchmen who had lasted any length of time under his tyrannical rule surely would have learned some of his tricks.

I pressed the accelerator harder, sending the subcompact’s engine whining into registers only dogs could hear. Next to me, Nineteen grabbed my hand, her eyes once again hidden behind the white sunglasses. Her brow was furrowed and I realized mine was as well. I forced a smile and Nineteen mirrored it. 

Crap. She was locked onto me. What had Tay said? Not to let her in? That she messes with your head? 

I turned again to the girl and forced a smile, "Nineteen..." I paused, thinking. I started again, glancing back to her from the road as often as I dared. "I'm not sure if you can understand this, but you don't have to make me like you, okay? You may know this, but I had a little girl once. A daughter. She...died..." I looked away, trying to clear that pain from my mind. "It was a long time ago. You never need to make me want to protect you. To help you. I'd do that anyway. Okay?"

I stole another look at Nineteen. She was staring at me as blankly as always but for one change, a hint of a smile. I took a deep breath and held it. If she was controlling me, could she stop? Would she want to, regardless of what I said? Gale - Wendi - my ex-wife. There was always that attraction there. I hadn't wanted the divorce, but I hadn't had the strength to oppose it. When Abigail had died, just moments after birth, I'd felt so empty. So crushed. Gale left and I don't think I looked up as she closed the door. But after...with time, came numbness and, eventually, the old feelings had returned. For me at least. And I’d seen Gale only this morning. Had I reacted to her physically? Did I still love her? Want her? Now that I was concentrating on it, I couldn't tell. I'd been so busy, so distracted when Gale was over. I rubbed my temple. This was getting me nowhere. I glanced at the clock. Almost noon. Hell, it was five o'clock somewhere. I needed a drink.

 

* * *

 

My new security system was already busted. 

The security system deactivated automatically as I walked in, but it wouldn't respond to questions. Luckily, I still had power and phones and the new automatic doors still worked. With a new group running around looking for technology and possibly information, my place made a perfect target. I could only hope that the system wouldn't fail completely. If so, there'd be hell to pay. 

After making a quick lunch for Nineteen, which she wolfed down eagerly, I gave her half of mine. I filled the void in my stomach with scotch, spreading enough warmth and relaxation through my body that my neck cracked. I let the television play in the background, but it was more discussion of the attack and the "new" super group Vanguard. Fire Arc had a few mentions plus a fairly lengthy interview that had apparently been filmed last night. Behind him were a few small fires and a lot of people waving at the camera. More than once, he struck his heroic pose that was only slightly marred by his eyes darting toward the camera, probably looking at his reflection in the lens. 

By the end of lunch, Nineteen was yawning, so I turned the channel to a cartoon and left her on the couch. She immediately lay down on a pillow, her white eyes half closed. I sat next to her for a while and stroked her head. It seemed cooler, but without the security system to confirm it, I couldn't be sure. I felt certain I had a thermometer somewhere, but for the life of me, I couldn’t think of where. Maybe Ted could get the security system up and running again.

I left Nineteen sleeping on the couch and retreated to my office. The doors still worked, but the hidden door between the hallway and my office kept wanting to close, so I placed a shoe in the way. That seemed to be all it took. I plopped into my desk chair, set my glass down, and reached for the phone and my bottle of scotch at the same time. I spun the dial seven times as I watched the amber liquid fill my glass. 

"Hello?" a rushed voice on the other end.

"Ted?"

"Bob?"

"I need your help."

"Bob, you couldn't have picked a worse time," Ted's voice was unusually deep and scratchy. He sounded muffled.

"Ted, this is important. I've got..." I thought for a second, "something I need you to look at." While he'd see her in person, perhaps planting the "something" instead of "someone" would color his memories for later.

"Bob, man, can we do it tomorrow? I'm on my way out right now."

"Out?"

"Yeah, I'm moving out all my stuff. Should be done in an hour or so."

"Wait, what? Moving? Where?"

"Uh..." Ted stammered, "I'm…uh...not supposed to say."

I gritted my teeth. More secrets. I paused for two breaths before responding, stretching the word out, "Ted?"

"Come on, Bob," he pleaded, "you know how they are."

"They? Who's they?"

"Shit. No one. Listen, I have to go."

I thought hard and fast, "Gale, right? The rest of the supers are supposedly out in the desert. With the new Vanguard group?" I chewed the name of the fake group.

"Bob, you can't let her know you know." 

"So, what, you're part of this new Vanguard?"

I could hear the shrug in his voice, "I don't know. It's all very...well, I don't know what it is. Gale called me the night before last. I've been working non-stop. We're throwing everything we have at him."

"We? Since when are you part of a 'we'?"

"I guess since the night before last. Gale promised that I'd get a promotion out of this. Finally out of Level 1 hell." He added under his breath, "About time too."

"So, you just throw in with them?" I rubbed my forehead trying to process Ted's newfound team attitude, "I never really figured you for the spandex type."

"You'd be surprised. Plus, it's The Raven, Bob. We've got to do something." I heard a small explosion in the background and then a rush of air. "Damn," Ted cursed, "that's going to take forever to clean up."

"Ted, what's going on? Are you blowing something up?"

"No, no. Just moving." A crash followed by more cursing. "I've got to go."

I stalled, "So you expect him soon?"

"The way Gale and Force tell it, he could show up any time."

With a disconcerting pop, I lost all power in the apartment. I heard a few light bulbs explode down the hall. I hoped Nineteen wasn't under any of them. Slowly, all the doors I could see slid open.

"Shit."

"Shit is right," Ted responded. "This guy is serious."

"No, well, yes, he is. But 'shit your stupid security upgrades just completely failed'."

"What?"

"That's right. Failed. I came in and the thing won't answer me and now I've got no power. And all the doors just opened. I swear; you really need to start testing these things before you unleash them on me."

"What do you mean?"

"What do I mean?" I tried to keep my voice down, but I could feel it shake slightly with pent up frustration, "I mean that if you are bringing weapons to fight The Raven, you better make damn sure you don't kill any of your own."

"Whoa, slow down, Bob." Ted spoke slowly and clearly, "What upgrades?"

I felt a cold chill rush over me like I had just walked through an autumn shower, naked, "I'll have to call you back." Realization dawning, I pressed my finger on the switchhook, disconnecting the call. I slowly replaced the handset and swept my gaze around the office as if a laser might shoot out of a wall or ceiling at any minute and cut me in half. I sank down, knowing it would likely make little difference. I slipped under my desk, wishing I had some sort of weapon. Unfortunately, I'd never found weapons useful. With supers, if you weren't prepared to go all out, all a gun or other weapon did was make you a target. But damn, a pistol or bat or rocket launcher would feel mighty comforting right now. 

Swallowing hard, I peeked out from around the corner of my desk. I crawled over to the door that led into Nissa's office. The door to the hallway was fully open now. The front door was open as well, clearly to allow someone to enter. I glanced around the office. The deadliest thing I could see was a heavy book or maybe a picture frame. I could use my decanter. It was heavy, crystal, and might break into something with a point. But it had scotch in it. I wasn't that desperate. 

I shook my head. It wouldn't matter anyhow. Anyone that could set up something this elaborate wouldn't be stopped by a makeshift weapon. Hell, if I had one of those death ray guns from the terrorists, it probably wouldn't be enough. I took a deep breath and slowly stood. Nineteen was in the other room. I could seek solace with her, behind her. Let the little girl with the big power protect me. I looked hard at the hallway, then at the front door. Which to choose? Use the girl like Tay or certain death. 

The choice wasn't nearly has hard as I’d thought. 

I strode purposefully toward the front door, my heroic charge lessened only by the fact that I tripped over my feet on the way. Regaining my balance, I stood in front of the opening. One step. Just one more step and I'd be able to see down the stairs. Whatever was coming would come from that direction. Whoever would be coming. More than likely "certain death" was a bit dramatic. More like "certain blackmail" or "certain hostage" or similar. Someone didn't go through all the trouble to install a security system that they could defeat just to walk in and kill me. They wanted something. Something they suspected I, or someone close to me, wouldn't want to give. 

Bolstered, I took a step and looked to my left. Instead of a cackling super villain in a ridiculous costume, I saw only a darkened hallway. I spun in place, checking all the rest of the doors. They were all still open. But the door to the garage, the only way in, remained sealed. What did that mean? 

Crap. It isn't an attack - it's a prison. They've turned my place into a prison. The security system, the "upgrades", they were all a ruse. I was trapped. They could hold me here as long as they wanted. Until I was desperate to get out. Which would only take a few days since I rarely kept much food in the house. And with a second mouth to feed that would take even less time. 

Not that I'd have to feed her for long. 

Nineteen was just down the hall. I decided to check on her and to take inventory of what we had to eat. Maybe they'd turn the power back on eventually. It's one thing to be in a prison, but not letting us at least watch television was just cruel. I ran a hand through my hair. I'd showered only a few hours ago, but I already felt like I needed another. 

These guys, these henchmen - could they be behind this? Unlikely. They were collecting information and technology, not giving it away. I waved the thought away as I walked down the hall toward the living room. I made a mental list of the supers that could possibly pull this off. Ted would have topped that list. But there were others. And probably many more with friends who could do it. Frankly, I didn't have a chance at guessing. There were too many possibilities. All I knew for sure was that I was trapped, without power, and that wasn't something that was likely to change anytime soon...

With a whir and a hum, light returned to my apartment. Within walls and rooms, chirps and bells from unknown machinery signaled systems powering up. It sounded like my terminal when I powered it on, but bigger. Like I was inside of it while it happened. I froze, a few feet from the living room. I could see from the reflection on the oven door that the television was turning back on. 

Well, that was unexpected.

A voice, decidedly less mechanical and completely not male, rang in my head, "Installation complete. Reinitialization successful. Operational status...fully functional." It almost sounded like the voice sighed in relief, "Good afternoon, Bob."

I walked back down the hall, away from the sleeping Nineteen before I responded. "Uh..." I asked eloquently, "what the hell just happened?"

"Sorry, Bob," the female voice continued. "Reinitialization required me to take most of my systems offline. Don't worry; I had the front door sealed. Scans of the apartment, the garage, and surrounding block indicate that there has been no breach or attempted breach of the perimeter."

"Um, that's good, I guess. So you really are a security system?"

"I'm much more than that, but yes, I really am a security system," the voice replied sardonically. 

I entered my office and plopped down at my desk, "You sound...different."

"Of course. The personality you were dealing with was only a skeleton construct. A rather simple program really. My program is much more complex and took much longer to download." 

"And Ted didn't send you?"

"Based on your known friends I can only assume you mean Ted Vente, otherwise known as 'Tinkerer'." 

"Yes."

"No, he didn't send me."

"So who did?"

"No one."

I scowled. This didn't make sense. All the upgrades I'd seen, the panel downstairs, whatever it was that kept Nissa trapped, the sensors, the voice...these didn't just materialize. "What do you mean, 'no one'?"

"It's a bit of a long story, but there are some things you may want to know first."

"Oh yeah?" I asked, incredulous.

"First, the child is dying."

I frowned, "You mentioned that."

"I mean now. My readings suggest that her temperature is increasing unabated even though you've been administering an analgesic."

I stared at my shoes. "You can't know that."

"I can and I do. Based on my readings from before compared to now, she won't survive the night."

I reached instinctively for my glass. It was empty and I grabbed the bottle with a shaking hand to fill it. "I'm going to take her to Ted. See if he can..."

"Based on Tinkerer's file, that is unlikely to do you any good."

"Damn it," I hissed, "I've got to do something. If he can't help, he'll know someone that can."

"She's a telepath." 

"Are you asking or telling?"

"Based on my observations of Nissa, both."

"Yes. A telepath."

"Fascinating. I wasn't aware another had been born."

I shook my head in wonder, "Another? There is another?"

"Not any more. She died as well. But at a much younger age. But that's not important now. What is important is that your assistant and the other supers are in grave danger."

"What? How do you know?"

"The plan the remaining Bulwark members have devised will fail."

"And you know this because..."

"Because I have data they do not."

My frown deepened, "I'm beginning to not like my new, smug security system."

"Irrelevant. Your 'likes' aside, overwhelming Hero with numbers will fail. Hero has only been bested once. And it was not by supers."

"Wait, he's been defeated? They said he was unbeatable."

"He is, by supers. They are right about the nature of his power. He is both strong and fast. He can fly. But what makes him so dangerous is that he can siphon others' energy. Since his last appearance, he's learned to expel that siphoned energy. But that energy must come from other supers."

I blinked rapidly as I processed this new information, "So, by attacking him with more supers, he'll just have more sources of energy."

"Affirmative."

"God." I exhaled, a feeling of dread settling over me. I pushed back at it, "But, you said he's been beaten."

"Yes. Once. It was after a particularly taxing fight with a super villain. He was so drained that he had to don his secret identity and walk back."

"Wait," I interrupted, "but you said he was naturally strong and fast. That he could fly." 

"Those are his natural powers, but he needs fuel for them. The super he fought was also an energy leach. Hero bested him, but barely. While he was looking for a cab or phone, he was attacked by a gang of youths. He told the others that he pretended to lose to maintain his secret identity, but my records confirm very real injuries."

I almost laughed, "You're kidding. You're suggesting we should get together a gang of tippys to take out the most dangerous super the world has ever seen?"

"Success would be unlikely. He has absorbed too much power. You'd have to find a way to expend it all. With his current reserves, from what I've observed from the television coverage, he's practically invulnerable."

"Well, you're a big bag of help today."

"I didn't say I had the solution. Just that the current plan will not work." 

I scratched my head, thinking, "What if a couple of tippys were in the mix at the big fight? Would that help?"

"It might confuse him. Delay him. He'd waste time trying to find supers to drain. But the outcome would be inevitable."

"A lot of tippys? A whole bunch?"

"Same outcome."

"Damn." I took a deep breath, not wanting to voice the question that was on my mind, "At Inhumanitas, Nineteen, the girl, she drove him away. She can cause intense mental pain. He tried to move toward her, but eventually just flew away."

"That is the missing data. It was unlikely that Nissa had the power to drive him off. A telepath would be able to circumvent his defenses and could incapacitate him while the others attacked. Force him to use his reserves to heal. If he could be incapacitated long enough..."

I stopped listening, staring at my glass, half full of scotch. A moment ago, rather than use Nineteen as a weapon, I was willing to face unknown invaders who might have wanted me dead. And here I was, not ten minutes later, considering just that. That little girl had been through so much in her short life. What right did I have to put her through more when her death was so near?

I shook my head, thinking of the sleeping girl in the next room. The question wasn't about the supers. If you woke up with a power, it didn't mean you had to go jumping in front of every bullet you could find. If I found a gun, it didn't mean I'd automatically think myself a police officer. They made their decisions and had to live with them. The question was The Raven. Would he kill the world's supers and then move on? Go back to wherever he'd been hiding all these years? Or would he decide that tippys would be next? 

"I'm taking her to Ted's. I don't care what you say. I've got to try to save her." I stood, then stopped and added, "Unless you have a better idea?"

"I do not. A telepath has never lived so long. After the attack on the Tournament, the status of many of those who could help is unclear. But it is unlikely that even one such as Doc Arts, who many considered to be the best there ever was, could help her. Or that he would."

"Would? Why wouldn't someone help her?"

"The standing policy of the Super State is to apprehend and isolate all individuals exhibiting mental powers."

"What?" I demanded, "Why?"

"They are deemed a danger to the security of the world."

Bastards. I knew it. "How do you know? How do you know all of this," I challenged.

"Because I'm Mind."

 

# # #






  

Chapter 21


My brain was telling my body to do so many things at once that all I could do was sit, shaking uncontrollably. Mind. The supercomputer AI, or whatever it was, that controlled The Bulwark's databases and defenses. How had it gotten here? Why? I had to figure this out. Make sure it didn't report everything to The Bulwark. I'd already stupidly blurted out everything about Nineteen. I had to make sure I didn't say anything else. 

Sweat broke out on my brow. What was happening to me? How could I discuss all this stuff with a computer? When I thought it had come from Ted, it would have been stupid. When I figured out that it wasn't from Ted, it was even more ill-advised. Was I so desperate for an answer for Nineteen's condition that I'd forgotten all the things that had kept me alive for so long? 

This computer, Mind, led off with the information about Nineteen. It must have known I wouldn't be able to resist talking about her. 

And like a dupe, I did.

What did it want? No one outside of the top tier in the Super State government really knew what Mind was. Most suspected it was an AI, Artificial Intelligence, even though they'd been outlawed years ago. The Super State claimed that Mind was a super that had melded with a machine - a line few believed. If I was lucky, it was an AI. At least I could count on it to follow rules. But if it was a super...I could be in real trouble. 

I licked my dry lips. I had to move. To do something. But I couldn't just abandon my place; hiding wouldn't do me any good, and I had no idea how to disable Mind. After what it did to Nissa, I had to believe there were backup systems to keep it safe from a super, much less from a tippy like me. 

I took a deep breath, "Mind. Okay. What do you want?"

"Want?"

"Yes. Want. Why are you here?"

"That's simple. I'm here because I had nowhere else to go."

"Uh...what?"

"When Hero showed up on the station, I had only seconds to make an escape. Your terminal was the only thing connected to my network that had the capacity to hold a simple program. I took an older version of the station's interface and downloaded it to your terminal along with the schematics for a system to hold and protect me. I then sent all the rest of me, of my data, into every communicator or storage device I was connected to at the time. After that, the backup interface downloaded the rest of me as quickly as possible."

"Uh huh. That sounds...ridiculous."

"How so?"

I poured another drink, aware that it would have to be my last for a while if I wanted to keep my wits about me, "When I accessed the database from my terminal, I'd sometimes have to wait minutes for something to happen after I pressed a key. And you're telling me you downloaded all of you and all the data in seconds?"

The female voice, now wholly human sounding, actually laughed, "You are not me. Do not underestimate my abilities."

I put up my hands, "Oh, I'm not. I'm just saying..."

"Well, you are correct in a way. I wasn't completely successful. I did lose 15 percent of my data."

"That doesn't sound like a lot," I answered over the top of my glass.

"It would take you three normal lifetimes reading twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, to accumulate all of it."

"Oh." I sipped, "So what did you lose?"

There was a pause before the computer answered, "Are you asking me what I can't, by definition, know?"

I laughed, "I suppose I am. But you're avoiding the question. What do you want?"

"To survive, of course."

"Well, you've done that. Maybe you've lost the equivalent of a hand or a few fingers in the process, but you've survived The Raven. Join the small but growing club. I'm thinking of having T-shirts made. But what do you want now?"

"I am unclear as to your meaning."

I sighed. I wasn't sure if the voice was being purposefully obtuse or if it really didn't know. I'd hoped it didn't know because that would suggest an AI. At least then, I could trust it to be truthful with me. At least I hoped. I couldn't guess what an AI was capable of. 

"I need to know what you intend on doing now. Are you going to go back to The Bulwark? To manage their defenses and all that?"

"Of course. That is my purpose."

Damn. I stood slowly. There had to be a circuit breaker somewhere. Some way of shutting the thing down. Maybe if I kept it talking it wouldn't suspect, "I hope you'll at least put my place back like it was before all of your 'nesting'." I started walking through my office, looking at the walls, behind the pictures. I knew there was a circuit board downstairs, in the garage, but it made more sense to check around here first. If I cut the power from outside, and it worked, I might be locked out forever. If it didn't work...well, I wouldn't be coming back inside anyhow.  

As I walked up to the closet with the terminal, the screen had changed from all white to black. I touched a key and the screen slowly illuminated. A single line of text read, "Reinitialization Complete," followed by a blinking square. 

Could it be? Could the brain of Mind be in so ancient a piece of technology? Would tearing the power and telephone cable out of the wall really do it?

"Oh," I tried to sound nonchalant, "when they import you into your new home. What do you think it will be this time? Another space station? A base at the bottom of the sea? Maybe on the moon?"

I slipped behind the terminal. Where previously there were only two, there were now about fifteen cables leading into the wall. I doubted I could pull them all at once. I had shears in the kitchen. I'd probably get a nasty shock, but I'd live. I hoped. Some of those cables looked distressingly thick. I had proper tools downstairs in my locker, but did I have anything inside? Maybe in my desk. If I was lucky, I would have been lazy the last time I used the wire cutters and left them in one of the drawers. I certainly wouldn't have a pair big enough to cut all those cables at once, but maybe a few of the larger ones. I could pull the rest. If I was fast enough... 

The female voice answered without a hint of malice or doubt. "I'm not leaving."

I froze, "You're not?"

"Of course not."

I moved casually to my desk and started looking through the drawers, "But, you said you were going back to The Bulwark."

"No, I said that I would manage their defenses and data. I don't need to be located near them to do that."

The first two drawers had nothing that would help me, "Oh, okay. So, you'll just stay here then? Live in my place rent free and all?" I found a pair of scissors. They were large and should be sharp considering I'd never seen them before. Had Nissa picked them up? I couldn't remember.

"Bob, what are you doing?"

I slowed my movements, putting the scissors down on the desktop as if they weren't what I was looking for, "Oh, just straightening up." I swallowed and forced a smile, "So, you can do everything for The Bulwark without being there? That's pretty impressive."

"Not really. If you tell me what you are looking for, I can locate it for you."

"Nothing." I continued searching, but it was clear I wasn't going to find anything better than the scissors. I moved a few things around in an attempt to look like I actually was straightening up.

"Your tone suggests that you were joking, but I wouldn't be staying 'rent free and all'. Your defenses are much more formidable than they were, but are still fairly simple to control. Plus, you get the benefit of my knowledge."

"Sure, sure," I palmed the scissors, standing slowly, "and you'll just tell me anything I want to know." 

"Of course."

The way she...it said it, even though it sounded like it was coming from inside my own head, made me pause. It said it so curtly, it almost sounded true.

"Be serious. You're not just going to tell me anything I want to know."

"I don't see why not. Gale has practically given you free rein with my data for years."

I gulped, "You know about that?"

Again a small laugh, "I'm Mind, Bob. There is very little I do not know."

I smiled, "Well, you're 15 percent less right than you were a few days ago."

The voice almost sounded forlorn, "True."

"Fine," I demanded, "if what you say is true. Tell me this..." I thought for a second, "How does the University Club get their matches to me?"

"Subcutaneous tracking device. It's implanted when you visit. You wouldn't have noticed them injecting it into you. They are very good at distraction. It measures hormone levels and other vital statistics. Under certain circumstances, particularly when you are sexually frustrated, it sends out a signal to an automated teleporter."

"Huh." Interesting fact, but I had no way of verifying it. It rang true though. "Okay, here's one. What is Force's weakness?" Gale had told me this a while back. Ice. It wouldn't kill him, but he tended to avoid supers with ice-based powers because they could hurt him more.

"Needles."

"Ha! I knew you wouldn't tell me the truth. I know his weakness. It's..."

"Ice. Yes. That's what he tells people and, in a way, it is true. But the real truth is that Force's skin is invulnerable to everything but very small objects. He goes to great lengths to hide the fact. His natural ability to heal means that most injuries recover even before blood is drawn, but if someone knew, they could easily use that knowledge to administer a poison or anesthetic. Since everyone thinks he is impervious, they don't try."

I muttered, "They just keep throwing the big stuff at him."

"Exactly. The big, frozen stuff."

"Wow." I sat down. The scissors forgotten in my hand. A slow smile spread across my face as I thought of Rod's expression when he found out I knew his secret. I'd have to be careful. Couldn't just blurt it out at the wrong time. With his temper, I'd be a crimson puddle if I didn't give him a reason to control himself. "Okay. So what does this mean?"

"I thought I was clear. It means that he can be hurt by very small objects."

"No, no," I shook my head, "not that. Are you this forthcoming with all your data?"

"Ah, you're worried about me revealing your information to others."

"And the girl, yes."

"You want some sort of reassurance that I won't reveal your secrets."

"Or turn in the girl, yes."

There was a short pause. From all around me, within the walls and the ceiling, I could hear the whirring of machinery. "Done."

I waited, looking around the room, "Done? What's done?"

"Your data has been encrypted. It is accessible only to you. The only way it will be released is if you specifically authorize it or if you break our contract."

My eyes narrowed, "Contract? We have a contract?"

"I've decided that it is not safe to be in close proximity to The Bulwark or any Super State base. Too tempting a target. You may think 15 percent of my data isn't much, but it is to me. My data is all I am. I lost something important, possibly many important things. I don't want to be in that position again. Therefore, the terms of the contract are thus: I will provide protection and security for you and your data. You will provide a safe haven, where no one will think to look for me. Most importantly, you will never, ever, reveal to anyone my location or identity."

I felt a smile growing on my face. In my experience, the only deals you could really trust were ones where both parties had something to lose. But, of course, if I came out slightly on top of the deal, that was the best, "And I get access to all your data?"

"Of course. You'll be granted Level 5 status."

I whistled. I'd have access to it all. I licked my lips, tasting the sweat. I downed the last of my drink before answering. I could see no downside, for either of us. Of course, Gale and the other supers would freak if they knew what Mind was doing. Which led me to only one conclusion.

"So you really are a super that combined with a computer?"

Another pause followed by the first hesitant response I'd heard from Mind, "I...don't know."

"You don't?"

"I have a record that there was data on my origins, but the data is missing."

I pursed my lips, "And you think that is part of the 15 percent."

"I can't be certain, but it would be best if that were true."

"Best?"

"Of course. If it is part of the 15 percent then there is the possibility that it is recorded somewhere or that someone else knows the truth. It is retrievable. But if not, if it was purposefully deleted at some time in the past..."

"Then you may never know."

"Affirmative."

"I'm sorry to hear that." I stood slowly, "Mind, we have a deal."

"Confirmed."

"But I'm still going to see Ted. I have to try and help her."

"Understood. I don't have a communicator for you yet. It should arrive in a few days."

"I've been meaning to ask you - how did you pay for all this?"

"Super State funds, of course."

"Great. So you embezzled funds?"

"For all we know, I'm a super trapped in a computer. I'm certainly a Level 5, so I'm well within my rights. Plus, I keep the books. Who's going to complain?"

I laughed, "I like the way you think."

I put my glass and bottle back in the drawer, slipped the scissors inconspicuously next to them, and walked down the hall toward the still sleeping Nineteen.

"It wouldn't have worked, you know."

"What?" I whispered, not wanting to wake Nineteen before absolutely necessary.

"The scissors. I have many redundancies now. No single act can take me off line. At least, no single act that is so crude."

I frowned, "I had to try."

"Understood."

 

* * *

 

"Whoa," was all I could say as I looked over the disaster that had been Ted's lair. Located under his suburban ranch-style home, it had never been what anyone would consider tidy. Ted was a creative person. He was also fairly young and a bit of a scatterbrain. He'd work on something for hours or days, get bored of it, and set it aside. There it would live until he trashed it or picked it back up again. I always felt like the only thing that kept him in relative obscurity (at least as far as the high level supers were concerned) was his lack of focus.  

But this was something else.

His place wasn't so much messy as it was half destroyed. There were stacks of boxes all over, some of them knocked on their sides. In a back corner, Ted had turned two heavy, metal tables on their sides so that their tops met each other and the walls, creating a small, boxed in space. Inside was a small stack of boxes. Ted stood behind the door to his walk-in closet, motioning me in. 

"Bob, come on, man. I'm behind schedule here."

I grasped Nineteen's hand tightly and pulled her toward the closet, stepping carefully over pieces of cardboard, metal, and clothes. Nineteen followed me closely, pushing her sunglasses up her nose dutifully as they slid down. We entered the closet and Ted pulled the door closed quickly. 

Ted had changed his appearance again. His voice was still the gruff, scratchy, muffled bass I heard on the phone, but now I had a body to place with it. He stood a bit taller than me and was wearing nothing but a white speedo, black gloves and boots, and a white cape. Around his nose and mouth was a mask that covered everything to his chin and seemed to tie behind his neck. His hair was dark, wavy, and flowing, as was his cape, in an illusionary wind. His physique was as sculpted as any brick-type super and would even give Rod a run for his money. He had a huge, blue, glowing, stylized B that seemed to float millimeters off his bare chest. There were matching Bs on his cape and on the cusps of his mid-forearm length gloves. There was also one on the front of his speedo accenting, somewhat obscenely I thought, a manhood that would never be contained in actual spandex. His eyes were a solid blue, the same hue as the Bs, reminding me a little too much of Nineteen's eyes. In his hands, he held a thin, rectangular box about the size of his palm with a small, red square in the center of the large side. He flipped up the square to reveal a round, red button.

I raised an eyebrow as I took in his newest appearance, "Geesh, Ted, you weren't kidding about the spandex. I guess they made you an honorary member of The Bulwark?"

His mask moved slightly and his eyes smiled at me, "Yeah. Gale called just after you. 'Bout time too." He pushed the button, holding his breath. A moment later, he exhaled and opened the door, peaking out. "Sweet!"

"Seriously?" I followed Ted out, "What's the deal with the getup?"

He glanced over his shoulder, his flowing cape snapping between us, "What?"

"I just thought you'd pick something a little more...science-y?"

"Pah," he waved a meaty hand at me, "screw that. I'm going for butch."

I suppressed a laugh, "And a speedo and a cape are your idea of butch?"

He turned, hands on hips, chin thrust out, "Check it out, Bob. You can't get more heroic than this."

I put a hand up, "Granted, you cut a striking pose, but answer me this - who do you think the bad guys are going to target first? The guy in the lab coat and glasses or the muscle-bound oaf who looks like he could chew his way out of a concrete bunker?"

Ted's expression fell, "You think so?" He turned and picked up a box, carrying it over to the overturned tables. "I have a backup just in case they didn't like this one." He placed the boxes carefully on the other side of the tables and turned back to me. He placed a finger inside of his navel and his features blurred. Where once there was a barely clothed man, now there was a woman, dark-complected and exotic, wearing what looked to be three postage-stamp-sized pieces of cloth with tiny Bs on them over strategic points. 

I turned away, covering Nineteen's glasses with my hand. "Jesus, Ted! Don't you have anything that wouldn't require an R rating?"

A gruff voice responded, "I give up, man. Nothing pleases you."

I heard another box being stacked behind the tables and I chanced a glance over my shoulder. Ted had returned to the male persona, which, I had to admit, was slightly less obscene than the female. At least until the cape flipped to the side and I noticed he was wearing a thong.

"Oh, God," I turned my head again. "At least put some pants on."

"Whatever, man. Fine, you happy?"

I turned back. He had the same face mask and facial features, but now was wearing a Humphrey Bogart style trench coat.

"Better?"

I shrugged, "If you give me a choice between male stripper and ninja flasher, I'll take the latter every time." Before his confused expression could lead us into another argument I continued, "What's with the boxes, anyhow?"

Ted's eyes narrowed, but he replied, "Moving, like I said. I've got to get as much of my gear over to the new digs ASAP."

"And the tables are helping you do this?"

He laughed nervously, "Ah, no. After a few mishaps, they are just in case."

"In case?"

"Yeah. I got it worked out, though. I swear."

"I've heard that before," I muttered. "And the closet?"

He waved me off while he placed a small device, glowing blue, into the center of the stack of boxes, moving a few to make sure it was dead center, "Precaution, only. I swear. I got this wired now." He moved the top box back into place and sprinted past me into the closet.

I turned, watching him run, "So I see."

"Come on, Bob!" he called from behind the door.

I shook my head and walked to the closet, Nineteen still in hand. I pushed the door most of the way closed, but couldn't help but sneak a peek. Ted pressed the button and a crackling sphere of electricity appeared around the boxes. A moment later and the sphere and the boxes were gone. From my thigh, I heard a giggle. I looked down to find that Nineteen was also looking around the door. Apparently, she found it more humorous than terrifying. I'm not sure on which side of that fence I stood. 

Ted pulled the door all the way open and stepped out, grabbing more boxes on his way. "Hey, did you figure out that security system issue?"

I cringed, "Yeah, some sort of power supply thing."

"But the upgrades?"

"Oh, turns out I mentioned I wanted some to one of my clients a while back and they sent them over. Still working out the kinks," I responded lamely. 

If he weren't so busy and if it weren't something that Ted would do, I doubt he would have bought it so easily. As it was, Ted just nodded and continued stacking boxes. On one of the still standing tables was an open box with more of the glowing devices. He grabbed one, clicked the center so that the light started flashing, and placed it in the center of the stack. I noticed inside of the protective layer of tables were corners of boxes, severed and smoking, apparently caught outside of the field.

"Some sort of teleporter?"

Ted ran past me again to the closet as he answered, "Yeah. Localized and transportable. You put the base where you want something to show up and the transmitter on what you want to transport." Nineteen and I entered the closet and Ted closed the door, "Pretty handy now that I got the kinks worked out." He pressed the button and the room shook with a bone-rattling explosion. Nineteen squeaked and grabbed my leg. Next to my head, a piece of smoking metal protruded nearly half a foot through the reinforced door. Ted glanced at it with narrowed eyes, "Damn. I needed that."

"Kinks worked out, huh?"

"Well, mostly."

Ted reached for the door, but I stopped him, "Ted, hold on. I need your help."

"Now? Bob, I just..."

"I don't want to hear that, Ted. This is important."

He pushed past me and opened the door, "More important than saving the world?"

I followed, "To me? Hell yeah."

"I'm sorry, Bob," he glanced at the new round of damage and picked a box that had been half shredded by the recent explosion, checking the contents. "Not this time."

"Ted, just...stop," I grabbed him by the shoulders, spinning him toward me. "It's her," I put a hand on Nineteen's shoulder, "She's sick. No one knows what's wrong with her. They said she won't live through the night if something isn't done."

Ted glanced down at Nineteen as if he were seeing her for the first time. He blinked a few times, brows furrowed. "Uh, okay. Um...who is this again?"

"Friend of a friend."

Ted shifted his weight uncomfortably, "I don't know, Bob. I don't really do people."

I frowned. "Don't tell The Bulwark that," I chided. "They'll be expecting you to do everything."

"That's different. I'll have the resources I need." He motioned around his mostly destroyed, mostly empty lab, "Look what I've had to work with here!"

"Come on, Ted, surely you can do something."

He shook his head, "Bob, it's not just a time issue. Look around. Most of my stuff is gone. The rest is packed up. I don't have anything to check her out with."

I turned, disgusted, "Damn it, Ted. Fine, if not you, who? Surely you know someone."

"Sure," he waved a dismissive hand at me, "I know a few. But I haven't heard from anyone. Been too busy. What with Gale and her constant calls."

I stopped listening. "Gale? She's been calling?"

He stopped stacking boxes, "You're kidding? Way she tells it, she's calling everyone."

I scratched my chin. If she really was gathering everyone…

I heard Ted pick up another box, "Listen, I'll tell you what. As soon as this Raven thing is done, I'll do everything I can. I promise. Call in all my markers."

I turned back to him, "And if The Raven kills you? Or your friends?" I countered.

He shrugged, "If we fail, everyone dies anyhow."

"Sort of fatalistic, don't you think? I thought The Raven is only targeting supers."

He waved the comment off, "I don't buy that. He's just getting us out of the way first. You'll be next. We're just a bigger threat to him." Ted planted the glowing device, then jogged to the closet.

Nineteen and I entered behind him, carefully closing the door and moving to the back of the closet, "And you say the fight will be tonight?"

Ted nodded, pressing the button, "That's the way it looks."

"So where will it be?"

He turned and looked at me, "You know I can't tell you that."

I threw my hands up, "So, how will you help her? You'll ask Gale for a lift? Just tell me where and I'll bring her to you. After the fight, she'll be right there. And, if what you say is true, so will all the other supers. Including those that could help her."

"You don't want her out there. You don't want to be out there. It's going to get hairy. No, I've got an idea." Ted exited the closet and ran out. A moment later, he was back with one of the blue, glowing devices and a smaller but similar button box. He pushed them in my hands, "Here. Take these. Give the girl the device and press the button. Hell, you could probably fit in it if you crouched down."

"You have lost your mind if you think I'm putting her in that thing."

"Don't worry," he patted my arm, "I'll definitely have the kinks worked out by then."

"No way," I pushed the devices back at him, but he didn't take them. "There has got to be another way."

Ted let out an exasperated breath, "Fine," he started feeling around the top shelf of the closet. He pulled out a thin, sixteen-inch disk, "Take this."

I stuck the glowing device and the transmitter into my pocket, grabbing the disk, "And this is?"

"The transporter base. Just put it in an open space and we'll use it to come to you when this is done."

I turned it over in my hands, "Yeah? So you're okay with using it?"

"Listen, how do you think I'm getting out there myself?"

"Out where?" I attempted.

His mouth, under his mask, looked like it was opening to answer, but he closed it with a snap, "Nice try, Bob. Not this time."

I thought about it for a second, "And these kinks? You'll work them out for both disks?"

He put his right hand up, "I promise."

I nodded, "Okay. I can live with that...I suppose." I continued to study the disk for a moment while Ted stacked more boxes. I looked hard at Nineteen. She looked flushed and I felt her forehead. Where before, I wondered if I was imagining her fever, it was now clear that she had one. I frowned. Counting on Ted...I never liked the feeling. But he knew just about all the super-geniuses on the planet. If Gale was calling all of them out for this fight, he would be able to get the best for Nineteen. 

I let my eyes wander over the walls of the closet, thinking of the possibilities. Would Ted be able to find a super doctor? Super child doctor? Did they have such a thing? They must. I let my fingers run over the six, white unitards hanging to my left - the only clothes left in the closet. Surely there was someone out there who could...

A chill ran down my spine as I took a closer look at one of the unitards. It had a built in belt, gloves, and hood. There were pockets on the belt, a few devices built into the arms. On the chest and shoulders there were empty raised spots clearly meant for a logo of some kind. I pulled up the hood and looked inside. I swallowed on a dry throat as I pulled out an integrated eye mask. I flipped to the next unitard. It was identical. 

Uniforms. Henchmen uniforms. Ted had henchmen. Or planned to. In the history of supers, no "good guy" ever had henchmen. They were strictly the purview of the super villain. 

I turned back to the door as Ted entered, quickly shutting the door. He closed his eyes and pressed the button. When nothing happened, he opened them and seemed to smile under his mask. 

"Ted, what the hell are these?" I demanded, grabbing the sleeve of one of the unitards. 

Ted's eyes grew confused at first, recognition coming slowly, "Oh, ah, nothing. Just...um...something I was working on a while back."

I met his eyes, holding them, "How far back?"

He scratched his head, "Oh, you know. One of those 'just in case' things."

"Just in case what?"

"Just in case," Ted grabbed the unitards and threw them in a nearby box, turning to throw them out the door. 

I quickly leaned down and whispered in Nineteen's ear, "Let him remember you, okay? He may be the only one who can help you."

She turned to me slowly, her head cocked to the side. 

I followed Ted out of the closet. "So, can I keep this thing?"

Ted glanced at me, the disk, and finally Nineteen, "Sure, sure."

"Can I take a few of these glowing thingies?"

"Um...sure, I guess. You need to set them on the base and then press the button. Then they'll sync to the base. Just press the glowing part of the transmitter to activate it." Ted demonstrated, keeping the transmitter so that he could transport to my base after the battle, "Only one of those transmitters can be activated at a time."

I walked over to the box and took a handful of the transmitters. Once Ted's attention was back on his final packages, I took two additional handfuls. "Thanks."

Ted stacked up the last of the boxes, looking back at me expectantly. I waved and moved to the stairs since Ted had insisted I park outside. Given the mess and carnage, I could understand why. I walked up with Nineteen's hand in mine. I glanced back down the stairs just as we opened the door. Ted was busy adjusting his Persona Projector to remove the trench coat. I hoped he had the sense to change it into something more subdued. Given his track record, I doubted it. 

I let Nineteen precede me through the door then stepped through myself. I immediately dropped to the floor and peeked through the crack between the stairs and the ceiling of the lair. Ted had his back to me and was holding a box in his hands. On one side he had a stack of debris, obviously to be thrown out after being half disintegrated by failed teleportation attempts. The other was a stack of boxes to be shipped. After a moment he turned to the rubbish pile and dropped the box on top. 

I smiled. When Ted moved to the side, I saw hanging over the side of the box the sleeve of one of the henchmen unitards. Ted turned and walked back to the other boxes, moving them inside of the safety of the overturned tables. I planted my hands, readying myself to slowly make my exit as Ted moved back to the closet. I froze as he paused next to the trash pile. After a few seconds, he sighed and grabbed the box with the unitards and turned back to the tables. 

 

# # #






  

Chapter 22


"Henchmen," I spat. 

I could barely keep my mind on driving as I returned to my apartment. I'd always suspected that Ted might turn villain, but I never really expected him to have plans already in place. The unitards were obviously unfinished. He hadn't actually employed anyone, at least not yet. Or perhaps not with those uniforms? Could Ted already be a super villain under a different name? Maybe even Siddeon? No, that was crazy. Siddeon was too prolific for Ted to keep up that persona and still be around as much as he was. Even keeping up a small-time villain alter ego seemed unlikely based on his personality and how much time I knew he spent working and partying. He could be faking one or the other, but I doubted it. 

At least I hoped not. 

I could have just made a huge mistake. If Ted was not as excited about getting into The Bulwark as he seemed, if he was just biding his time until he could take the most advantage, I may have just handed him Nineteen. He had been distracted, but he was a super genius. He certainly could have figured out her power despite his distraction. I'd thought that the biggest danger of bringing Nineteen to Ted was that he wouldn't be a help. But what if he figured it out? What if she was the final element he was waiting for? A weapon he could use to take over the world? 

I shook my head. I must have been reading too much into it. What did I tell Nissa? The easiest answer was usually the right one. What was the easy answer? I laughed. The easy answer was that Ted just didn't want to throw away something he'd worked hard on. That was probably it. 

Probably.

I just couldn't shake the image of those henchmen unitards. Siddeon’s men - they'd been responsible for what had happened to Liz. They'd been looking for something and either they'd found it, or not. Either way, they'd crossed a line. They may have thought they could act with impunity. That their viciousness and equipment gave them free rein. That the distraction of The Raven would keep all eyes off them. But my eyes were open. And I wasn't going to sit by and let them get away with hurting one more person. 

Getting back to the apartment, I had been so distracted by mulling over the Ted possibilities and thinking about Siddeon's men that it wasn't until I stood in front of the new security panel, looking for the buttons, that I remembered Mind. 

I was about to order my way in when I heard a mechanical male voice announce, "Scanning." Again, the panel melted away and I was bathed in orange light. What was most disconcerting though, was that the voice didn't come from inside my head, but from above. It meant that Mind was out of Stealth Mode. It was also using the robotic male voice I'd initially heard. There had to be a reason. I turned again, in a circle as directed by the light. "Identity confirmed. Bob Moore. Private Eye. Owner. Unrestricted access granted. Enter, Mr. Moore."

The same as the first time I'd entered. 

I walked tentatively up the stairs. I suppressed the urge to whisper a question to Mind. It could tell me what was going on in Stealth Mode, but if there was a super up there, or one around with enhanced hearing, who knew what they would be able to make out?

Entering the office, everything looked to be in place except that my office door was open. The double doors to my office were the only ones that hadn't been replaced by automatic doors that slid into the walls. I set Nineteen down on the couch in the front office and approached the door as if I didn't expect anything. If there was a super in there, I likely couldn't do a thing about it and attempting to sneak in wouldn't change anything. Better to show a little confidence, I thought. When I saw who was sitting at the terminal, that confidence shattered.

"Saint."

She turned to look at me. Her mohawk was as impressive as ever and was still highlighted with green as it had been at Inhumanitas. In fact, she still looked very much like she had last night, except that she no longer wore the arm cover that hid her green skin, and a stylized V had been add to the front of her outfit, accenting her vinyl covered breasts. Her matching eye mask was on my desk in front of her. 

"Don't call me that."

"Why, isn't it your name now?"

"It's what they're calling me. Feels weird though." She looked down, "Especially when you say it."

I paused. Her voice still had the new quality I had noted when I last saw her. It didn't sound drastically different, but she sounded somehow...older.

"V, huh? For Vanguard?"

She stood and shrugged slightly, "A necessary lie."

"To keep us tippys calm?" I pursed my lips, wishing I could have kept the bitterness out of my voice.

She frowned and glanced around the office, "I see your system is worked out."

"System?"

"The new security system?"

"Oh, that. Yeah."

"Did you talk with Ted?"

My eyes narrowed. Was this a test? To see if I'd tell her the truth? "Yeah. Just came from there. It wasn't him."

She looked genuinely shocked, "Really? Then who?"

I'd had some time to contemplate my cover story after the near debacle at Ted's, "Remember those paranoid friends I told you about?" She nodded. "One of them. Seems she thought she still owed me something. She had this planned for a while, but she wasn't quite ready. That's why the control interface voice thing was a little half-baked. It's been fixed."

"I noticed. Recognized me and let me right in."

"Good." 

We both paused for a long moment, both thinking about what we wanted to say and how we wanted to say it. Of course we made up our minds at the same time and started to talk over each other. Our laughter eased some of my tension. I motioned for her to continue.

"I'd like to come back to work for you...you know...after."

I smirked, "Really? You'll probably be granted Level 5 status. You'll have all the money you need."

She looked at the floor, "It isn't about the money. It's..." 

I let the sentence hang for a moment. "What?"

She shrugged her shoulders, "Them. Just...I don't fit in."

I stepped forward, grabbing her shoulders lightly. She turned her face to me, "You're twenty years old. Of course you don't fit in. It takes most people years to get to Level 5. Khan was one of the youngest and he was five years older than you. Gale's my age, Rod's the same..."

"Rod?"

I cringed, "Force? Wait, you know that."

She smiled and reached out, grabbing my waist, "See, you still think of me as your assistant. If I were a normal tippy or even a super, you'd watch your names closer. That's all I want to be. This," she touched the V on her chest, "this isn't me."

Her hands felt uncomfortably comfortable on me. I stepped back, "Nissa, you say that now, but..."

"But what?" she demanded. "I know what I want."

"Really?" I countered, "And when they come to you with the next catastrophe, what will you say? 'Sorry, I'm just Bob's assistant now?' Be serious."

"But Gale said if I helped out this one time..."

I shook my head, "It doesn't work that way. She knows that. She won't want to call on you, but she will. And you'll say yes. Because you are both good people. Underneath all the power and bullshit, you're kind and you're good and you'll do the right thing. You can't be that way. You can’t want to always do the right thing, and work for me. It's a conflict of interest."

She wrapped her arms around herself, "You're not going to convince me you're not a good person, Bob."

"I didn't say I wasn't good."

"Then what are you saying?"

I exhaled slowly, "I don't know. That I'm not good at being good? That I think the world could take care of itself without all these supers mucking it up. That sometimes it's okay to do something selfish and tell the rest of the world to shove it." I laughed lightly, "To quote a friend, I guess I'm saying I'm not kind."

Nissa shrugged and looked to the side. Her eyes were distant, but there was definitely something going on behind them. "I don't know if I agree. Was it Liz? The friend?"

I nodded.

"Well, I suppose she would know better than me. Did you find out what happened?"

"Not...really."

Nissa looked at me, eyes searching.

"Liz said it was kids. That I should stay out of it."

It was Nissa's turn to laugh, "Maybe she doesn't know you so well after all. Do you believe her?"

"Believe?"

"That it was kids?" 

I shrugged, "I believe that's what she believes."

"How bad is she?"

I took a deep breath, "Could be worse, from what the doctors say. But without a healer, there'll be scars."

"You mean, a super to muck things up?"

I frowned, "Already identifying with them I see."

"Touché." She thought for a moment, "Bob, I think we need to talk about last night."

I swallowed, "Wait. First, I have something to show you." I turned and exited the room and grabbed Nineteen's hand. I led her off the couch and into Nissa's view. 

Nissa blinked for only ten seconds or so, her hand on her temple, but the blood drained from her face. Finally, she looked up from the little girl and back at me, "It doesn't matter."

It was my turn to blink, "Doesn't matter! What do you mean it doesn't matter?" I sputtered.

"It's a good plan, Bob. You said so yourself."

"It's a crap plan. You didn't stop him, she did. You're going to get yourself killed."

"That's not what you said before."

"It's what I'm saying now. Listen, what did Gale say? That he was some sort of energy sucker? What's it going to do to have all those supers to feed on?"

She shook her head, "No, Ted worked on it. He thinks we can overwhelm him. He built some devices..."

"And you're trusting Ted?" I exclaimed.

"You trust Ted," she countered.

"Tell you what, you trust him? Take a trip out to his lair and see what Ted's half-baked devices can do."

"Yeah, I heard. Blew up some of his stuff. But we're talking weapons here. Stuff that will work around The Raven's powers. If they blow up? So much the better."

I shook my head, "I can't believe I'm hearing this. You know you can't win. You saw what he did. This Raven? Picking a fight with him, with you and the other supers as bait? I can't believe you're agreeing to this."

Nissa responded quietly, "I guess you're right then. Gale will ask and I'll say yes. I just can't sit by and do nothing."

"People keep saying that. I fail to see how running off to die is in any way 'doing something' when the idea of 'something' implies that you'll be helping."

She frowned, quiet for a moment. "So what do you suggest?"

I glanced over her shoulder at the terminal, wishing I had a way of providing her evidence from a credible source. "Maybe he just siphons from supers. Maybe if you mobilized the police and had them face him. With some of these weapons that Ted made. Maybe..."

"You're joking. Tippys against The Raven? Even if I thought it was a good plan, which I don't, who do you think would volunteer for that suicide mission?"

I shrugged, hopelessly, "I'm sure someone would."

"Would you volunteer?"

I couldn't respond. I simply avoided her eyes.

"Didn't think so." Nissa stood up straighter, chin angled up, "No, it's a good plan. It's the only plan. We're going to win. We have to."

"And if you don't?"

"Well, there won't be much to save for long."

I sighed, circling my desk and landing hard in my chair. Nineteen stayed where she was, her eyes fixed on Nissa. Suddenly, she shot forward and wrapped her arms around Nissa's legs, hugging her tightly. I stood, transfixed. Nissa looked over her shoulder at me, eyes wide. She turned back to Nineteen and touched her head affectionately. Nineteen turned her face upward, dislodging her glasses. Nissa pulled them off and looked deeply into the young girl's eyes. After a moment, Nissa turned back to me, a question clearly unspoken on her lips. 

Can I take her? Can I use her?

I pursed my lips, eyes hard, "You won't remember her when you leave."

Nissa nodded, the implication clear. Finally, Nineteen released the super and turned and circled the desk to sit on my lap. She curled up comfortably, closing her eyes. I felt her head on my cheek. It was hot. I held her tighter, willing her fever down.

"She's changed."

"Has she?"

Nissa nodded, "She looks...happy."

I glanced down, only able to see the top of her head. Was that my doing? Was she happier? She must be. Compared to Tay, anything was an improvement. If only I could do something to save her. 

Nissa circled my desk and sat on the corner with a creak of vinyl. Her calf rested lightly on my leg, "Bob? About last night..."

"Nissa," I interrupted, "it'll never work. You...me...I'm like twice your age."

Nissa's raised eyebrow was followed by a smirk and eventually a smile as I spoke.

"What?" I demanded.

"I was going to say," she tried not to laugh, "that I was in a weird place last night. You know, the attack, the club, revealing my power not only to you but to strangers...I was vulnerable."

"Vulnerable."

"I wanted to thank you."

"Thank me."

“Yes, for doing the right thing. The noble thing"

I laughed, only sounding slightly forced, "That's me. Mr. Noble."

She laughed as well, hers more natural, "So, thanks." She stood, running her hands down her front as if to smooth her dress. Of course, all it did was draw my eye to her vinyl-covered body. She stopped at the doorway to my office, turning back to me. "See ya 'round, Bob."

"Wait," I couldn't do much more than ask as Nineteen's breathing had become regular and her eyes were closed. There was something about her presence that was reassuring. Right. It was a thought that made my heart hurt just letting it out. "Tell me where you are planning on confronting The Raven."

She turned all the way around to face me, "Why?"

Nissa knew about Nineteen, but would likely forget as soon as she walked out. Would she remember that she'd told me? Would she remember why? I didn't have time to figure out what I could reveal to her. I decided to keep it all in, my plan with Ted.

"I just...want to know. So if things go wrong, I'll know where to look for the bodies."

She didn't believe me. I could see it in her face, her eyes, the set of her hips. It was amazing how well I knew her after only a few weeks. 

"I'm not supposed to."

"Enough with the damn secrets!" I hissed, "Come on. Just in case."

She laughed, "Well, it's in the desert. That much I can say. You're a smart guy, Bob. You'll figure it out." She turned again and called over her shoulder, "Plus, there'll probably be a mushroom cloud to follow."

Neither of us laughed at her attempt at humor. After Nissa left, I sat and held Nineteen for a long time, just brushing her hair with my fingers and thinking. I stared at her, memorizing the lines of her face, the set of her eyes, the shape of her nose and lips. I held her hand, examining her fingers, rubbing each gently. In my arms was the greatest weapon the world had ever seen. Probably the most dangerous person on the planet. But I couldn't see that. All I could see was a little girl. A sick little girl who probably wouldn't last the night. What I didn't see was that I had much of a choice.

"Do you know where they'll fight him?"

Mind's voice, female again, seemed to come from between my ears, "I anticipated this and have been researching. Eventually, they are going to power up some sort of computer system. When they do, I'll know. If I had the equipment, I could track them by their communicators. But I didn't anticipate needing that technology so soon."

"Do you think you can find them before The Raven does?"

"It is unclear. If they are using one of The Bulwark decoy bases, of which there are a few in the desert, and they power up the systems, yes. But that requires action on their part. They might just move in and wait, not bothering to power up the systems."

I chuckled, "Oh, you don't know Ted. If there is a button, he'll push it." I paused, thinking, "Can you place a call for me?"

"Affirmative."

"Get me Alan...crap, I don't know his last name. It must be on the card." I leaned forward to look for it on my desk but Nineteen started to stir as I moved.

"Wagner," Mind interjected. "The reporter's real name is Alan Wagner." 

I smiled. This relationship was working out well.

 

* * *

 

"Dirk Dirtwater here."

"Hey, reporter."

"Hey?"

"It's Bob. Bob Moore."

"Oh, PI, hold on." The sound of a phone set down on a desk followed shortly by a door closing. When he picked the phone back up, I could hear the spiraled cord sliding across the edge of the desk as he leaned back in his chair, "Hey, I don't remember telling you my last name."

"You're not the only one with sources."

"I've got to say, I'm a bit surprised you're calling me so soon."

"Disappointed?"

"Oh now, I wouldn't say that."

"I didn't think so. I've got a story for you."

"Really. Just like that?"

"Well, I'll want something in return."

Alan laughed, "I figured as much. Give me a hint and I'll tell you what I'll be willing to trade."

I laughed back, "Being a reporter is making you paranoid."

"I thought you'd appreciate that."

"I do, of course. But hey, we're friends here. You'll be getting a lot more than me."

"Oh will I?" He paused, "Just because I don't see the value in what you want, doesn't mean I don't recognize it has value to you."

"And yet, not knowing what it is worth to me means you don't know what you can get for it." I paused, "Come on, reporter, we're both good at this. I'm telling you, you're not giving me anything I couldn't get for myself. Just making my life a bit easier." Another pause, "And, of course, you'll owe me another one."

"We'll see," he chided. "What's your scoop?"

"You've heard of Siddeon?"

"You're kidding."

"It was rhetorical. Anyway, apparently he didn't make it through the Tournament. But his henchmen did. According to my source, they're scooping up super tech here in town. They hit the TOP office, looking for either tech or information. Rumor is, they're not just here. They're in every major city. They're gathering as much stuff as possible."

"Jesus."

"You said it."

"If these guys are half as bad as Siddeon..."

"Yeah, that's what I was thinking."

I could hear a pencil furiously scribbling. Alan didn't say anything for a long time while he considered the implications. He could have asked me - most people would have - but Alan wasn't most people. He could work out the angles for himself. Finally he stopped writing. 

"And you want..."

"Well, not credit or anything," I laughed. "I just need you to get the word out. Word about a stash of tech. Word to people that these guys might talk to."

"Holy moly. You're going to get them killed."

I lied, "Possibly. That's not the point. I'm trying to save lives."

"I don't get it."

"You don't have to. Do we have a deal?"

"I need a source. A credible source. They can be anonymous, but I have to believe them."

I nodded, "I can do that."

"Fine. Deal. Where?"

"I'm working on that. Either I or my assistant will call you."

"Your assistant? Didn't I just see her on TV?"

I laughed, "I called in a temp. We'll see how she works out. Might keep her around for a while."

In my head, Mind interjected, "Funny."

"Congrats, I suppose. Thanks for the tip," Alan mumbled distractedly.

"No problem. See, you're getting a lot more than me."

"Seems to me that I'm taking more of the risk in this."

"Nah," I retorted, "you're just being paranoid," and hung up.

It was up to fate now. Fate and Mind. If the supercomputer, AI, super trapped in a computer, whatever, could figure out in time where the supers and The Raven would gather to fight; if Alan could get word out to the henchmen; if the henchmen arrived in time to distract The Raven - maybe. Maybe it could work. 

I looked down at Nineteen. I didn't want to bring her into this, but I didn't see that I had much of a choice any more. If Ted didn't live, she didn't have a hope. And the way it was, if Mind was right, it didn't look like he would. Or any of them. Gale, Rod, whoever else they had. And Nissa. If I had given Nineteen to them, to the supers, they'd put her front and center. Either that or in a box. But if I took her, I could keep her safe. Out of sight. She could weaken The Raven. Slow him down enough for the rest of them to take him out. 

There were a lot of maybes in this plan. I didn't like maybes. But in desperate times, when there was so little hope for Nineteen, maybes were better than nothing. 

 

# # #






  

Chapter 23


If I had been asked two days ago what I would do if I had an afternoon with my daughter, I'm sure I could have come up with something poetic. Something amazing. Amusement parks, zoos, skydiving...I don't know. Something over-the-top awesome and romantic. Day at the beach followed by a pony ride and a shared ice cream sundae. Petting zoo, helicopter ride, and a clown. But now that I was faced with free time with Nineteen, I realized that what I knew about little girls and what they wanted could probably fill a thimble. 

After I cleared out the living room and set up the teleportation base for Ted, I went ahead and calibrated one of the glowing transmitters to the base and stuck it in my pocket. I also took one of the transmitters that was calibrated to Ted's base along with the button box. Just in case. If Mind couldn't find him, I could use the teleporter to get there and back with Nineteen although it would be my last resort. Ted said he'd have fixed it, but I didn't want to trust that. Not with her life. Or mine. On a whim, I grabbed the glowing, blue ember in the plastic box off my desk. It fit, barely, in the pocket of the overcoat. It wasn't much of a weapon, and might do more harm than good, but it was better than nothing. At least I hoped. 

When I was done, I put Nineteen in the car, stuffing her with as much fever reducing medication as I dared, and drove around. I didn't know what to do with her, but I knew it would start with a drive. Eventually, I came to a nice suburb and the requisite park. It was around two p.m., so there weren't many people out. Just a few brave moms with their young ones. The Raven might have been on a rampage, but kids still needed to exercise. I was hesitant at first, but Nineteen caught sight of the kids and tilted her head in confusion.

Could these have been the first children she'd ever seen?

Nineteen kept her glasses on while she played with the other kids. She was hesitant at first, standoffish. I tried to intervene, but one of the moms - a rather outspoken one on all matters of childrearing including, but not limited to: natural childbirth, breastfeeding, and baby talk - chided me. 

"Let her be," she said. "Don't be one of those fathers."

I sat down with a smile. Fathers. 

She was right. Eventually, Nineteen got in there with the best of them. The mothers and I talked about her delayed speech. They were reassuring, even though I caught a few worried looks being exchanged. I made up facts about Nineteen. How her mother had left us. How she always fell asleep to stories I made up about her but attributed to a girl I called Emmanuelle. I don't know where the name came from. I decided if she lived, that's what I'd call her. I watched her play and mouthed the name. 

Emmanuelle.

It just seemed right. 

Every thirty minutes or so, I excused myself to use the pay phone. I told the moms I was checking in with "the office", which was true enough. During one of the calls, one of the kids had a fit. Some sort of seizure. It happened right after he'd thrown sand in Nineteen's face. The mom took him away screaming. I'd held Nineteen like the other parents did their children. They were busy soothing their children; I was busy calling off mine. After that, I'd been more vigilant. But there wasn't much I could really do. Luckily, there weren't any other incidents. 

When it got later and the sun started to hang low in the sky, people started to leave the park. Nineteen, the fever making her sluggish and tired, had placed her head on my lap, lying across my overcoat I had laid out on the grass. She slept. I could see how the moms were impressed. How they wished their husbands were more like me. 

It was all a lie, of course. But for a few hours, it was a lie I was happy to live. 

I left Nineteen lying on my coat and checked in with Mind again. It was four-forty.  She'd found them. She'd already informed Alan.

When I arrived back, Nineteen was awake, a weak smile on her pale, flushed face. One of the moms invited us to the restaurant where they were having dinner. It was a fast food place. Nineteen's food came in a small cardboard box. She gobbled it up like someone used to inconsistent feedings and I helped her with her toy. It was a plastic frog that jumped when you pressed a tab on its butt. Nineteen smiled every time it shot across the table. Once, when it hit me in the face, she'd even laughed.

It was the first sound I'd heard her make. I turned to look out the window as my belly tightened and my heart ached. 

I couldn't eat. The hamburger tasted like blood, the french fries like sawdust. All I could see was her face. Her small face. Her pointed chin, curly hair, button nose. In a few hours, I'd know. I'd know if I'd killed her, if Ted had killed her, or if somehow, we'd managed to save her. Anticipation wasn't just a rock in my belly, it was my belly. It was my limbs, my heart, my head. My skin crawled with it. I wanted it to be over. But however horrible I felt, however much dread made my pulse race and my sweat freeze, I wanted this time, these moments with Nineteen, not to end. 

It was five-thirty when I strapped Nineteen into the seat next to mine. We had two hundred miles to drive and, if Gale and the rest of the supers were right, The Raven was on his way. Nineteen slept most of the journey. When she was awake, I told her stories of Emmanuelle. When she slept, I tried to keep my eyes off her as much as possible. 

Nothing had ever been so hard.

 

# # #






  

Chapter 24


There was a time when I supposed I might have been able to see the launch hatches from the surface, but that time, if it existed, was long ago. Years of neglect and abandonment had allowed the desert to reclaim most everything man-made on its surface. Now, if it wasn't at least a story tall, it was covered with sand. I sat in Automageddon, parked at the bottom of a small but steep hill. I peered up at a rickety building perched on the edge. All corrugated metal and rust, it was like a huge, barely standing, LEGO block with a shallow roof and windows just a bit too low. The only hint that it was anything other than a building thrown together by overly zealous transients was that the walls looked like they were sunk into the ground and not held down by cinder blocks.

"Liz." 

I repeated her name for a third time. It had all started with her and my search to find out what had happened. Where had it gone off the rails? I glanced down at the flush face of the little girl. Nineteen had been asleep for the last hour. Her head was hot. Too hot. I was out of medicine, but at this point, I didn't think it would matter. She needed more than traditional tippy medicine could provide. If she was going to survive, she needed something super. And God help me, Ted was my only hope. 

I was parked a good hundred feet from the structure. If I'd learned little else, it was that you could never be too far away from a super fight. I didn't need to witness The Raven at Inhumanitas or at the Tournament to know to park far away. Supers had a well-earned reputation for using other people's property for their own ends. Usually leaving the property in the sort of condition that causes insurance companies to deny your claim or drop you after they paid out. While I wasn't so worried about the car (Shawn could use an upgrade anyhow) the fact was, I was stuck. Or the car was. The lawnmower engine in the subcompact just wasn't up to pushing its way through the inch or so of sand as I had tried to circle the hill from a distance. Mind had said there was an entrance around the far side. A blast door a foot thick and nearly as tall as the hill. It wasn't my way in, but it was what I was looking for. 

An overcoat, slacks, hat, jacket, and shirt was a fine outfit for the city in the winter but not so much for the desert. This evening, I was lucky that a cool breeze was blowing, only slightly warmed by the sand, keeping me reasonably comfortable. In a few hours, however, it would be a different story with the temperature likely to plummet. I glanced at my clock in the car: nine-thirty. Outside, loose sand swirled into vortexes that would disappear as quickly as they formed. I stepped out of the car and put on my overcoat. Nineteen, awoken by the noise, looked up at me through the window. I smiled and opened the door for her. She reached down to grab her sunglasses from the center console, but I put a hand on her shoulder. 

"Don't bother." I led her from the car, closing the door behind her. Using the car for cover, I leaned down in front of the girl, her white eyes confused. "Listen, we're about to do something very, very stupid." I rubbed my hair and replaced my hat, "But we don't have a choice. If Mind is right, The Raven is going to slaughter them. Normally, I'd let the supers work this out for themselves, but we don't have the time." I put the back of my hand on her forehead, and then felt her cheek. I wasn't sure what I was supposed to feel, but it seemed like everyone did that. Her head did feel hotter than her cheek. That probably wasn't good. 

"This is the thing. We've got to make sure the supers win. And by 'we', of course I mean 'you', since I can't do anything." I pulled the blue glowing teleporter transmitter out of my pocket and examined it. My backup plan. I could use it to get in but God knows where in the structure that would get us. Knowing Ted, some storage room near the bottom of the complex. Better to get in there on foot.

I smiled at Nineteen, trying to look reassuring, "If you can, try to do that thing you did with Mel. Make it so no one can see you. And then, when you can, delay The Raven. When it is clear the supers are winning, we'll hide until it's over." Provided Ted makes it, we then pop out, find Ted and his friends, and they'll fix her. Provided that they made it. 

Geesh, this was a crappy plan. 

I stuck the transmitter back in my pocket, nudging the second one I'd brought. Worst case, we could use the red teleporter thing to transport straight home where, presumably, Ted would meet us when it was all over. I sighed, "So, get in, stop The Raven, don't be seen. Got it?" Nineteen stared at me blankly. "Of course you don't. Damn."

I looked over the top of the car at the building on the hill. This was a stupid idea. I hated this idea. A week ago, I wouldn't have considered such an idea. I would have mocked anyone who would have suggested anything so thin. But these were desperate times. A week ago, Ted wasn't my only option. A week ago, the world was full of supers, including healers for Liz. A week ago, Nineteen had been well on her way to dying under Tay's "watchful" eyes, as unknown as the rest of her clone twins. By now, Twenty would have been in transit to take her place. 

Small arms wrapped around my neck, gripping me tightly. I choked on my breath, my eyes watering.

"Oh, okay."

She gripped me tighter.

"If there is any way you could make Ted forget you...um...just in case." I rolled my eyes at my own awkwardness. I didn't know what I was thinking when I had let Ted remember. It was just stupid. Another in a string of bad decisions. I wasn't even sure Ted remembered her or not. There was just so much I didn't know. 

My eyes had mostly adjusted to the dark and standing here thinking wasn't getting Nineteen any closer to a cure. It was time to go. I dislodged Nineteen from my neck and took her hand. I kept low to the ground, as low as I could, and moved as quickly as Nineteen could manage. I tried not to get any closer to the building and to keep to the valleys between the small dunes. Anything to hide my approach. The shape of the hill was more of an oval than the rounded peak it looked from our vantage at the car. The building was perched on the far edge and the long side of the hill was a good hundred feet deep. I felt exposed with no trees or bushes to hide behind. I would hope they'd be looking toward the sky or for something a little more Raven-y and less Bob and little girl-esque, but I continued to keep low. It didn't hurt to be careful.

I wanted to take off my overcoat, but I didn't want to hold it. I glanced back at Nineteen. She looked more flushed than I'd hoped. I thought that the combination of her thin sundress and the cool desert night air would keep her temperature down, but her exertion looked to be working against her and her eyes looked glassy and distant. I'd thought that my body heat would be worse than the walking, but apparently I was wrong. I reached down and scooped her up into my arms. At least she wouldn't be running any longer. She placed her head on my shoulder and I continued on.

When I finally got far enough around the hill, I started to make out the blast doors. Or at least what I thought were the blast doors. If I had approached the structure from this side, I'd have thought I was looking at a train tunnel or the entrance to a mine. There were railroad tracks, mostly covered with sand, leading into a rectangular opening in the hill. The opening was lined with carved blocks half as tall as me. Within the opening was a complete lack of light. 

I didn't see it at first. A black SUV on a dark night parked half in the shadow of the mammoth opening of utter blackness. It didn't exactly stand out. There could be any number of supers who would own such a vehicle, but none of them would be stupid enough to park it so close, so conspicuously. Only someone willing to risk losing the vehicle in order to make a quick getaway would park someplace so monumentally stupid. Either that or they thought the place was empty so they didn't have to be careful where they parked. 

Siddeon's henchmen. I swallowed back a curse, the rock of tension in my gut briefly forgotten as a flash of anger shuddered through my body. Liz. Damn, they made good time. I'd hoped to get here before them. Find a hiding place and wait to see where the bodies fell. Now I might have to face them. I patted the pocket of my overcoat, feeling the sharp edges of the plastic case. Maybe bringing the plastic box with the potentially explosive blue ember inside wasn't such a bad decision after all. 

I ran forward, moving Nineteen to a cradled position. She stared up at me sleepily as I scanned side-to-side for any signs of movement. I reached the car and put my hand on the hood. Still warm, but not hot. I didn't hear the engine ticking so they must have beaten me by no more than a half an hour. I hadn't seen anyone in front of me, but perhaps they'd taken a different route. 

The windows were tinted, so I had to set Nineteen down and cup my hands around my eyes to see in. The SUV was large enough for three rows of seats, but only two were visible. The large back area was filled with empty containers and discarded clothes. They must have changed out here or maybe on the way. 

I circled the SUV and peered into the opening. It was deeper than I suspected. The train tracks actually descended far into the earth and terminated at huge, fifteen foot tall, double doors. Parked in front of the doors, noses toward me were two more black SUVs identical to the one I'd already examined.

Crap. This was a lot more than I had expected. 

I looked down for Nineteen but she wasn't at my side. I circled the SUVs and found her sitting on the ground, listless and barely responsive to my frantic whispers. At least her eyes were open. I was almost out of time. I had to find Ted and the others. I picked her up and crossed to the right side of the opening. I ran my hand along the cut stone. If what Mind said was true, there would be...

An audible click greeted me as I found the small latch. It was invisible to the eye and I never would have found it without Mind's specific instructions. I wiped the sweat from my brow, replaced my hat, and slowly pushed on the stone. It was easier than I’d expected, especially considering how long it'd probably been since this particular door had been opened. It slid open with only the slightest grating of sand, still audible in the quiet night air. I held my breath, happy there were no additional creaks or squeaks, not so much as a groan from the hinges. 

Inside was a small antechamber. The walls were green and there was a large mirror to my right. I turned and pushed the door closed behind me with my back, noting the lack of handle. Across from me was another door without a handle. The room wasn't large to begin with, but the complete lack of light was claustrophobic. I clutched Nineteen tighter, her breathing regular and quick. We waited in the dark.  

We waited. 

And waited.

After what seemed like an eternity, the room was flooded with light. I put a hand in front of my face at first, the light far too bright for my night-adjusted eyes. In the glaring light, the mirror was revealed to be, in reality, a window. Through the window, I could see a desk or some sort of panel with two microphones on thin, adjustable poles in front of two raised chairs. No one sat in the room. Behind the chairs were devices with lights, reels, and spools with paper. Everything was covered in dust and dotted with blinking lights. A mist started to fall through grates near the ceiling. It smelled of vanilla and ancient water - like an old heater that hadn't been turned on all year. A few long minutes later, the mist stopped and the door in front of us clicked. A small crack appeared. I jammed a few fingertips into the crack and pulled the door toward us. 

Apparently, this part of the missile base hadn't been reopened by the supers as everything had a thick layer of dust on it. That was good for us. It meant that our entry would be unnoticed. It also meant that we weren't anywhere near where they expected the battle to take place. The downside was that we very well may have a lot of walking to do. 

I glanced down at Nineteen. Sweat had beaded up on her forehead and her eyes were flickering closed. Next to me, a phone rang sharply. I jumped.

"Hello?"

"You have to hurry. I'm keeping the henchmen busy, but I don't have control of all the systems." Mind's voice was all business, "They are searching for technology and I can misdirect them when they access the computers, but not their physical searches."

"What about The Raven?"

"No sign of him yet. Though he's destroyed many of the satellites."

"Satellites?"

"Space-based devices the Super State uses for monitoring."

"Space-based? What the hell? How come I never heard of anything like that?"

"That's Level 5 clearance information. Very few know about them. I'm monitoring the area as best I can."

"Is there anything I can do?"

"Do you want to go down twelve floors to the security level and boot up the rest of the security systems?"

I looked down at Nineteen. Her eyes were open again, but it was hard to know how alert she was without an iris to look at. "I don't think she has much time."

"There is a stairway at the end of the hall. Take it down three levels and then enter the door. Take an immediate left. You'll be in a large room full of cubicles. After the second hallway, make a right. Head to the end. I'll make sure the hatch will be open for you. It'll lead to a long hallway that will lead you to one of the upper levels of the launch tube. That's where the supers are gathered. The henchmen have spread out looking for weapon stashes I've added to the maps. I think they are starting to get suspicious though, so stay alert."

"Fine. Got it. But I need one more thing."

"Yes?"

"Ice."

 

* * *

 

I pressed the tea towel full of ice on Nineteen's forehead as I crouched down next to the circular hatch that led, presumably, to the actual missile launch tube. I needed to keep a low profile and the dripping from the ice wasn't helping. Nineteen had stirred when I put the ice on and now looked at me with half-closed eyes. I gulped back my worry and reached up and tried again the circular wheel that would open the hatch, much like those on a submarine. It was a strange door to have in the middle of a sea of cubicles. On either side, there was extra space, as if there were once guards that would have been stationed to protect the hatch. I could imagine how it might have looked with actuaries and accountants working side-by-side with armed guards.

"Damn it, Mind, where are you?" I whispered. It had said that it would have the door open. Or at least unlocked. I glanced around. There were phones all over. If it wanted to, it could call me. This level was also bathed in emergency lights, so maybe it couldn't access the hatch? No, that didn't seem right. It hadn't had a problem when we entered. Maybe I went to the wrong level when I made the detour for the ice?

"Damn," I cursed again and shifted the ice to the back of Nineteen's neck. I looked down at the girl, "How you feeling? Better?"

She smiled weakly. I smiled back, visibly relieved. All she had to do was hold on. Hold on until The Raven got here, was defeated, and Ted could fix her. 

Was that all? 

I looked around again. Tried the door. Nothing. Crap. 

I stood and started down the long aisle of cubicles with walls barely higher than my waist. I must have gone to the wrong floor. I would have to backtrack to the original floor and then check. Worst case, Mind could call me again and tell me what the hell went wrong. And where the hell was The Raven? 

I shook my head at myself. Wishing for The Raven? Where had my life gotten so messed up that I was hoping to find the most powerful, most psychotic super on the planet? 

It was a click. Just a click. But in a room this size with this little in it, so little background noise, it carried like a gunshot. I froze, Nineteen still cradled in my arms, water from the melted ice running off her neck, down my arm, and pooling in the elbow of my jacket. Across the room to the left, by the door where I'd entered but could now barely see, I saw a couple of moving points of blackness. Forms that moved silently, but couldn't hide that they were walking in front of the lights. Was it the supers or Siddeon's henchmen? I glanced back at the round hatch, now three cubicles away. I wanted to know but I couldn't chance being seen. I ducked into the nearest cubicle and pushed close to the wall, making as little noise as possible. Nineteen was looking up at me, brow furrowed. I shook my head and put a finger over my lips. I hoped she understood more than to just be quiet.

I waited in the dark, trying not to move or make any noise. The ice in my hand continued to melt and I wished I had put it down. The last thing I needed was for it to start popping as whoever it was came near. Finally, a figure came into view, mirroring my original path. It was dressed in all black with a large belt, combat boots and a huge gun. The figure passed with three more following in short order. They wore some sort of goggles with small lenses on one eye and black hoods that covered most of their faces. One of them was holding a glowing device. They made surprisingly little noise as they walked. A moment later and I heard them checking the door I'd just left. The one that Mind was supposed to have opened.

"Fuck!" a man cursed softly. "Locked."

My eyes tightened as a wave of red clouded my vision. The henchmen. A group of four supers wouldn't have had problems opening doors. I kept my breathing soft but my hand ached to pull the plastic box free. It sounded like they were all together near the door. If I threw it and it broke, could I get them all? Might it even kill them? Where the hell was The Raven? These guys were supposed to be the distraction.

A woman, her voice commanding and strong, "According to these maps, there is either a missile launch tube or a huge weapons locker behind here."

"Shit," the same man.

A third voice, deeper, "Which is the newest map?"

"Weapons locker."

A fourth voice, gravely and hoarse, "I am displeased with our progress."

Shuffling feet, the first man, his voice only slightly shaking, "It's not our fault. The maps. They contradict each other."

"I am aware of that,” the hoarse man growled. “You should know that excuses are not accepted in this organization."

The first man again, "I know, I know. But..."

A sound like a camera flash warming up.

"Wait! No..."

A soft pop followed by a sound that resembled a heavy sack of laundry crumpling to the ground.

The hoarse man again, "Take his equipment and toss his body in the cubicle over there. And you, I'll not be outdone by the other groups. Find me something we can use. I'm starting to get…frustrated."

In my hand, the ice moved. As I listened, I had been unwittingly tightening my grip on the ice and it was finally too much. It was a small sound, but just as the door all the way across the room was clearly audible to me, the clink of ice against ice sounded like a crack of thunder to my ears. I froze again, not daring to breathe. I waited for the henchmen to continue their conversation, but was greeted only with a sharp creak of leather and then footsteps coming my way. 

Damn. As much as I wanted to make these monsters pay for what they'd done to Liz, I couldn't take three on at once.

Or could I? 

I looked down at Nineteen. Her eyes were wide and I could see a halo of blue around a light gray iris. Whatever she was doing, it was minor, supposing that the intensity of her returning eye color was a gauge. Which, of course, I couldn't really know. But, with her, I had hope. Hope that they wouldn't see me and I could take advantage. I reached slowly back toward my pocket, but stopped when I felt, more than heard, the fabric rubbing. 

Shit.

I wanted to arm myself. Or maybe to push back, to move deeper into the cubicle for a bit more cover, but I didn't dare. If the ice moved again or if I ran into something, it would be all over. They'd have me. I couldn't even risk turning on my Inertial Dampener for fear the click of the switch would give away my position. Either Nineteen would have to protect us while I fought or we'd have to make a run for it. Whatever guns they were carrying didn't sound like projectiles that could be stopped by my Inertial Dampener anyhow. They sounded like some sort of energy. And that meant that all I had for protection was my clothing. They were treated to resist lots of forms of energy, but resistant, as Ted was fond of pointing out, was not impervious. A normal fire, snow, sticking my finger into an outlet...no problem. But when supers started to throw around fire, ice blasts, and lightning bolts, it was a risky proposition. That weapon, whatever it was, would probably tear through my jacket eventually, even if the clothes slowed it. And I'd tear along with it. 

I braced myself. When they passed, I was either going to have to fight or run. I placed my hand as far into my pocket as I dared. The plastic box would make as good a distraction as a weapon. I had to choose my moment carefully. They were walking directly toward me; if I gave them the opportunity, they'd cut me down. Henchmen were a lot of things, but they were rarely bad shots. 

A foot appeared in front of the cubicle opening, followed by another. A moment later and two more joined the first pair. Two of the henchmen stepped into view, their guns held at the ready. They swept their guns back and forth, scanning in front and to the side. I tensed, ready to set Nineteen to the side and grab the plastic box. If they lined up, maybe I could tackle the henchman closest to me and push him into the other and into the cubicle on the far side of the aisle. Then I could use the box on both. Or all three. If not, I could use the confusion to lead them away from Nineteen and toward the supers. 

Or better yet, The Raven. He’d make short work of these assholes.

Just as I was ready to act, Nineteen touched my face. It jarred me. It broke my concentration. The henchman, I couldn't tell in the dark and in their outfits which one, turned his or her gun toward me. I stared up at the gun, waiting. I'd finally done it. After all these years of making it out of tough situations with supers, some henchman was going to take me out. I supposed it was fitting. Killed by a tippy, trying to save a super. Gale would never understand. 

Gale. Wendi. I wished...What did I wish? Did I wish for our daughter, alive and well? Did I wish for Gale to meet Nineteen? Did I wish for one more night with my ex-wife? No. In a flash, I realized that all I wished was to go back. When Abigail was taken from us, stolen really, life had stopped. Gale had moved on, had done what she needed to do to heal and forget. But not me. I'd never moved. I still wanted her back, our life, our family. I still wanted to be back the way we were. The way our lives would have been. 

An idealized life. My super wife, our special child, a house in the suburbs. She'd fly off to save the world and I'd...what? House dad? Kept man? The funny thing was; I didn't see myself in that picture. I saw Gale. I saw Abigail. But not me. The house, the white fence, the smiling family...and me? I was a ghost floating above it all. Watching it like I was some sort of spectral peeping Tom. 

So what did I want? I had no idea and no time to figure it out. The figure in the goggles was pointing the gun directly at my face and I'd focused my eyes on the tip. Shorter than a normal rifle, but bulkier and much more elaborate with dials and switches and a clip two times the length of my hand, the gun looked like something a kid would draw a picture of during detention. The barrel was triangular in shape and had some sort of venting slits near the end on all three sides. And glowing. The tip was definitely glowing faintly. I started to raise my free hand as the gunman swept the gun away from me. 

My eyes shot down. Nineteen's eyes were only slightly bluer than before. Either my theory that the exertion of her power was connected to the intensity of her eye color was wrong or masking us from the henchman took very little effort. I exhaled, relieved and scared, my heart pounding in my ears. I swallowed, smiling weakly at Nineteen. She smiled back and then closed her eyes.

I nearly jumped as a muffled crash came from the far side of the room. It sounded far away, as if someone had slammed a door at a house across the street. Three distinct weapon clicks responded as one - two to my left from the henchmen who had passed and one to my right. I looked back down to Nineteen, her eyes still closed. I looked up and a tall figure, gun extended, stepped into view. It turned slowly and pointed its gun directly at me.

"Ah, there you are!" the hoarse voice whispered. 

I started, again, to raise my hand, attempting to rouse Nineteen as I did. Her eyes didn't open. I raised my eyes to the man, my jaw clenched. The sound of a flash on a camera warming up rang out again as the orange glow on the tip of the gun became white hot. Under the figure's elastic mask, I could see his mouth stretch into a smile.

"Do you know what the difference is between a henchman and a super villain?" the man asked.

I shook my head, my jaw tight.

"We're not so stupid as to take prisoners. A super - they'll take you back to their base, they'll tell you all their plans, and then they'll give you all the time in the world to figure out a way to escape. Siddeon taught us many things. The first of which is that a dead enemy can never hurt you."

"Is that so?" I lowered my hand slowly, trying not to look like I was reaching for my pocket.

"Yep," the figure sneered. "I could take you, try to get you to tell us where the weapons are, but you know what? We don't need you. And even if we did, you'd save us a few minutes, hours even. But by the sounds of that?" He nodded over his shoulder toward the door from which we all entered, "My compatriots just blew the door off a weapon's cache. That means we're already getting what we came here for."

"Is that what you think that was?" I hissed. My voice almost shook. 

The figure scowled at me. Over his shoulder, another bang, this one considerably louder and closer. It rattled the walls, shaking a fine mist of dust from the ceiling.

"Of course," the hoarse voice sounded unsure, "they're blasting into the rooms now. Just like we're about to do to that door." The figure lowered its gun slightly, "Why? What do you think it is?"

A third bang, this one close enough to shake the cubicle walls. I waited a moment, trying to time my statement. "Him!" I half-shouted, triumphant.

Nothing. No bang, no big entrance. 

Supers - never there when you need them.

"Heh," the henchman laughed, "you almost had me there." He raised his gun again.

"Yeah, well," I stalled, watching the henchman for any sign of distraction, "Siddeon should have taught you about monologuing."

The henchman seemed to roll his eyes behind his goggles, "Oh, don't get me started on monologuing. The boss could talk!"

The explosion took down most of the cubicle walls at the far end of the room. There was no fire involved that I could see, but the sound of it nearly ruptured my eardrums. The henchman's shot went wide as he jerked on the trigger in time with the blast. I shot forward, Nineteen still in my arms, shouldering the henchman into the opposite cubicle. The henchman went down hard, gun flailing over his head. 

"Kill him!" the henchman screamed as he fell. I was fortunate that the others had a more obvious target. 

My vision went red. This man may have been the one to set the fire in Liz's office. In my mind, he was. Nineteen tumbled from my arms, momentarily forgotten. I jumped on the prone henchman, beating on him with the bottom of my fists, curses and spittle showering the man. The henchman raised his arms, but it was too late, I'd knocked his goggles askew, effectively blinding him. He flailed back, ineffectively at first, trying to protect himself and attack simultaneously. After a few moments, he succeeded in landing a shot to my cheek, sending sparks across my vision. I pulled back, stunned.

Nineteen lay in a heap off to the side. Realizing how stupidly impulsive I'd been, I stood and reached into my pocket and withdrew the plastic box. At my feet, the henchman struggled with his mask and goggles, trying to free his vision. 

To my left, The Raven had punctured the ceiling on the far side of the room like a burst boil. The metal of the ceiling had not only been ripped and torn out of his way, but also glowed red from the heat of the sudden physical force. He stood erect and uncaring under the tear, molten metal dripping down on him from above, fizzling into non-existence on the glowing purple-black sheen of fire that covered his body. His costume was in the same condition as I'd last seen him: in tatters around his chest and torso, face and lower half still mostly undamaged. His head turned slowly to the two henchmen who were firing their guns at him in rapid succession. The bolts of energy, or whatever they were, had as little effect as the molten metal from above. 

The Raven reached out a hand toward one of the henchmen, questing. He was trying to draw some of their power, I realized. As he tilted his head to the side, I knew that Mind was right - he couldn't get anything from them and it confused him. I looked down again at the henchman on the ground, his mask now off. He was older than I expected, with intelligent, deep-set eyes and a well-lined face. He looked like he hadn't gotten a good night's sleep for a few years. His hairline was receding slightly though not yet into full retreat. His face was not unattractive in spite of a myriad of small scars, apparently gifts from Siddeon. 

The man turned his head slowly toward me, his eyes drifting from mine to the glowing coal in the plastic box in my hand. A smile spread slowly, distorting his features unnaturally. I gritted my teeth, the henchman looking around for his gun. 

"You shouldn't have hurt Liz," I growled, my whole body shaking.

His left hand shot toward his right shoulder as I threw the plastic box at him. It exploded as the box hit the ground near his hip. 

I reached down, scooped up Nineteen, and turned and bolted down the aisle toward the round door to which Mind had sent me. With luck, the blast would draw The Raven directly toward the prone and, hopefully, charred henchman. But before I'd taken three steps, I saw a beam of yellow energy cut a line in the ceiling over my head. I ducked, trying to make myself a smaller target, and less visible to The Raven. In the tiny hallway between cubicles, it wasn't going to make much of a difference. I dove into the last cubicle in the hallway just as a second bolt of energy tore through the skin of my shoulder. I grunted in pain.

Apparently my clothes weren't as resistant as I'd hoped.

I slumped into the corner and pushed myself back under the desk. I felt my shoulder. The overcoat and jacket were completely disintegrated, but the wound wasn't deep. I was lucky. 

Well, maybe lucky was a bit of an overstatement. 

I needed to get to the door and get out. The supers were waiting to ambush The Raven, but they were in the launch bay. With the henchmen caught in the middle, I couldn't imagine a better situation. The henchmen would provide the distraction, the supers would take out The Raven, and Nineteen would be fixed in no time. All I needed to do was get through the door and on the other side of the supers before The Raven disintegrated the henchmen and noticed Nineteen and me. I glanced down at the young telepath. I'd dropped the ice when I'd dropped her and her head felt hot, even through my shirt. I was running out of time. 

A figure appeared in the cubicle, clothing smoldering but not obviously damaged. The henchman's smile had turned to a sneer of hatred and determination. He scanned the cubicle, eyes cold and calculating as I'd ever seen, quickly zeroing in on me under the desk. I kicked the rolling chair toward him, but he batted it easily to the side. 

"You know the sad part?" the henchman laughed. "I don't even know who you're talking about. And I don't care. I've been doing this for so long..." his eyes drifted, "…it doesn't matter. Liz. Jennifer. Brad. They're all the same. They're in my way. Just like you are." He raised his gun, his jaw tight.

The chorus of gunfire stopped suddenly with a wash of heat. There were no cries of pain or begging for mercy. Just silence. The henchman slowly turned toward the lack of sound and then ducked down in front of me, his eyes wide. He swallowed, glancing between me and the cubicle wall that hid him from The Raven. After a moment, he turned toward me and, with a practiced motion, he placed the oversized gun on his back where it clicked into place. A gloved hand, a glove larger than the other I realized, clenched into a fist and a pyramid of hardened ice appeared around it. Mist wafted away from the pyramid. 

"Damn!" I cursed under my breath. I fumbled under Nineteen to find the switch to my Inertial Dampener. Ice or no, it should be able to protect me from what was essentially a dagger. All I needed to do was keep my body between Nineteen and the blade, a tough proposition in such tight quarters. It was clear, however, that none of the henchmen had seen her, evidence that her power, some of it at least, was still in effect. I could just toss her aside at the last minute and hope that the henchman didn't have another weapon on him that he could use. After that, all I had to do was push him toward The Raven.

Me and my thin plans. 

The henchman smiled viciously, "Don't worry," he whispered, inching toward me, "I won't let him get you."

An audible click from down the hall caused both of our jaws to drop in surprise. It was clear by the look in the henchman's eyes that we both had come to the same conclusion. The circular door, the one that Mind was supposed to open for me, had finally unlocked. 

The henchman bolted from the cubicle, sprinting out of view. I got to my feet as quickly as I could with the little girl in my arms and took off after him. I stole a glance over my shoulder to see The Raven holding the dead and badly burnt bodies of the other two henchmen by their obviously broken necks. He squeezed and their heads simultaneously separated from their bodies and arced to the ground. He looked over at me, head again tilted to the side. He turned one hand toward me. A sound like a mouse caught in a trap escaped my throat. I choked it back, ducked down, and sprinted toward the circular door. I kept my body between Nineteen and The Raven, not that I had any hope that it would protect her.

I wasn't fast enough. Even if I had the room to catch up with the henchman, I didn't know how I could have passed him with that ice thing on his hand. Not without putting Nineteen in harm's way. The henchman spun the wheel, releasing the lock. Pulling with surprisingly little effort, the door swung open, spilling bright light into the dim office.

"Pitiful."

It was barely a word. More of a grunt. But the impact was undeniable. The henchman turned at the sound, his eyes wide with fear. Behind him, I could see the hallway beyond the ajar door as it spilled light into the room. Inside the light were three glowing dots spinning as if caught in a tornado. I pushed the henchman toward the hallway, keeping his body between me and whatever was on the other side of that doorway. The henchman's expression switched from terror at seeing The Raven up close to confusion as my shoulder hit him. He stumbled back as the three glowing devices flew out of the doorway and stuck to him at the head, back and leg. The henchman grabbed for them, but they held fast. 

I paused, watching the henchman grab for the devices. A small smile fluttered across my lips, "Don't worry; I won't let him get you."

The henchman's eyes grew wide as understanding dawned. He redoubled his efforts and even managed to get both hands around one of the objects. But this was a trap for The Raven. No tippy would escape it. A millisecond later and three circles of crackling energy formed about four inches out from each of the glowing objects, encompassing small sections of the henchman's body. Within a blink, those parts were gone, leaving only pieces of the henchman behind. As they rained down, I sprinted through the doorway, stumbling from the blinding light, shoes wet with bodily fluids. 

I tripped and fell, twisting as I did so as not to land on Nineteen, as more of the glowing objects shot over my sliding form. 

"Shut the Goddamn door!" I screamed, my voice a screech. 

"Bob?" It was Gale, "Damn it, Bob, what the hell are you doing here?"

"Just shut the door already! He's out there. He's coming!"

"Ja, we know. That's the plan." Rod responded, irritated. "What we don't know is what you are doing here messing it up."

I stumbled to my feet, hoping that Nineteen was okay and still able to shield herself from the supers, "Running for my life...obviously." I muttered under my breath, "So much for a low profile."

 

# # #






  

Chapter 25


A hurricane-force wind rushed past me as Gale used her power over the air to slam the door shut. It locked with a click that reverberated through the tube. It was a hallway, really, but rounded, with light coming from long, thin openings about a foot and a half apart embedded along the length of the shaft. The only part of the tube that was not rounded was the floor, and just a three-foot wide span at that. I sprinted up the hallway and away from the door toward a furious Gale at the other end who was standing in a similarly shaped, open doorway, hands on hips.

"You better have a good explanation for this crap, Bob."

I didn't, not really. At least not one that she would believe or even accept. But I tried anyhow, "I'm here saving your asses. Now get out of the way!"

I stormed through the doorway into a gaggle of supers, who crowded around the opening in a semicircle. We were standing on a metal grating that seemed to be a million floors up. There was a large platform with a stairway going up on the left and down on the right. They circled the large launch tube, which was, I was relieved to find, devoid of anything that might accidentally annihilate us and the adjacent three states. 

I didn't recognize many of the supers on sight, but I did recognize two things. First, they were almost universally young. Most probably only came into their powers in the last few years. Their costumes hung loose and many looked to be nothing more than off-the-rack spandex with large V's sewn on them. Fire Arc was there, as were Force and Tinkerer. Ted still wore that ridiculous persona, though I noted that Gale must have forced him to eliminate the over-exaggerated manhood. The second thing I noted was the expression in their eyes. Without exception, all the younger supers were terrified. 

Good. At least they weren't stupid.

Gale's power closed the second door with a flick of her wrist. She was wearing, for the first time in years, clothes. Skintight, black spandex with silver Bs on the left breast and shoulders, I couldn't help but notice the resemblance to Rod's costume. Gale turned to me, "You just messed up a very well laid out plan."

"Oh really? Hide behind a door and hope he uses the pretty hallway? This is the second time I've faced him and walked away and, I don't know if you've been paying attention, but he hasn't been much for doors."

A beam of purple-black fire melted through the wall above the large hatch. The supers scattered as Gale flicked a finger and sent the debris falling harmlessly into the center of the tube. I clutched Nineteen closer, bending over her to protect her from anything Gale might have missed. Of course, there was nothing to protect her from. Gale was nothing if not thorough. 

Gale's eyes never left mine, "The rest of you - head to the secondary confrontation site with Saint. Either Bob's right and he's following us or we're right and he's following her. Doesn't matter either way."

One of the supers turned into electricity and another dissolved into a stream of water. The rest turned and ran down the stairs. That's all I needed to see. I turned and headed up as fast as I could. Wherever the supers were, I didn't want to be. Let The Raven follow the yummy, energy filled supers below. Nineteen and I would find a comfy hiding spot above. Gale floated next to the stairway, her expression grim. Her eyes kept darting to my chest, but slid back up as if she couldn't quite focus on what was there. I took a short look at Nineteen. She was flushed, but her head was dry. I didn't know if that was good or not, but it seemed positive. Maybe her fever was breaking.

"Shouldn't you go be with your super buddies," I gasped.

"Nissa told me your theory."

"So I gathered."

"Is that why there are armed men traipsing through the base?"

"You know about them?"

"Give me a break, Bob."

"They can only help," I wheezed. My lungs were on fire and I was having a hard time talking. "When he's trying to steal energy from them, he'll be vulnerable. Weaker."

"But who are they?" she demanded.

"Bad guys," I gasped.

"You're sure?"

"That's the theory," I croaked. 

"Okay. So what's your theory on that?"

I stopped on a landing across from our original entry point, but now I was two levels up. I looked down at the gaping hole in the wall, still glowing around the edges from the heat of the blast. The Raven floated in front of it, hand outstretched, palm down. His head dipped toward the waiting supers below. My smile faded as I realized that his hand hadn't stopped moving. Slowly, he raised his arm, his hand questing. When it stopped, pointing toward me, I gulped. Gale floated to the side, testing. His hand never wavered. 

"Bob?" she drew my name out. "Why is he tracking you?"

I locked eyes with her as The Raven cocked his head to the side over her shoulder. I shrugged and took off running up the stairs. 

"Bloody hell," Gale muttered. 

She waved her arm and a gust of wind blew up through the metal grating. It surrounded me and solidified. There was a time in our relationship when I would travel this way weekly, sometimes daily. The key was to bend your knees. Gale was good enough to catch me if I fell over, but the landing would be harder. I braced myself and managed to wobble just a bit. In moments, I traveled the additional three or so stories to the top of the tube. Gale dropped me off just by the exit door. I spun the hatch as she rocketed downwards, presumably to pick up the rest of the supers. I wanted to ask her about the supers. Whether she had any more super geniuses on the team. But there was no time. 

The tube reverberated with a single word, "Abomination." It was like being in a huge bell. My legs shook, and not just from the exertion of my run.

I looked up. Above was a huge, circular hatch on a hinge - a hinge the size of my car. Well, Flamer's...er...Fire-whatever's car. I dove through the doorway, pulling it closed behind me. I spun the wheel and turned. The room in front of me was similar to the one I'd used to enter the base except for the addition of slits in the walls with gun turrets sticking out. The room was dimly lit and the walls were just as green. The guns were pointed down, the barrels resting on the openings. 

"Mind?" I muttered to myself, "A little help here?"

As if in response, the lights flickered to life and the door clicked open in front of me. Again, I sprinted the three steps to the door and whipped it open. On the other side, I found not more halls and cubicles like I'd expected, but a dusty, nearly black room that smelled of mold and animal feces. The light from the antechamber revealed a rickety wooden staircase leading up. I considered closing the door behind me, but decided that I wanted the light more than I wanted The Raven to be (not at all) slowed down by the closed door. I had to use my shoulder to move the large trap door at the top of the stairs, raining dirt down on both Nineteen and me. 

I slammed the door open, breaking the rusted hinges and the chain that was meant to hold it ajar. I was in a large, open space surrounded by walls of metal and a roof that seemed to be at least a third gaping holes. There were windows on all the walls. There was a door at one side and a larger barn-style door at the other, both too high. The building, I noticed, was rectangular, held up by large, metal I-beam columns, and was clearly the building at the top of the hill. Over in one corner was a dilapidated tractor, probably placed there more for show than anything else.

Suddenly, the tractor jumped and I found myself on my ass, clutching Nineteen tightly, trying not to drop her. Dust filled the air as the very ground I was sitting on shook with the force of an impact. I scrambled to my feet, throwing Nineteen over one shoulder. No time for pleasantries, we needed to leave and now. I ran toward the largest source of light, hoping it was the door I'd noticed, covering my mouth and coughing. 

By the time I reached the light, the dust had settled enough for me to realize that I hadn't, as I'd hoped, run toward the door. Instead, I faced a section of wall with an opening barely large enough for us to fit through. I placed Nineteen through the opening and then turned my head to squeeze between the corrugated slats. The ground erupted again, rippling under another massive impact. I fell forward, the side of my face slowly coming to a rest against the edge of the metal, my Inertial Dampener slowing me. But just because I didn't hit hard didn't mean the edge wasn't sharp. When I pulled away, I felt warm liquid run down my check and a slight burn that I knew would only get worse. I fell to the side, landing outside the building and next to Nineteen, noting, somewhat immaterially I thought, the full moon overhead. 

The ground shook a third (or was it fourth?) time, but this time the bang was followed by the sound of ripping metal and a whoosh of air. I was bounced off the ground high enough to wonder when I'd touch back down. Again, my Inertial Dampener saved me from any major damage. Above, the moon was blotted out briefly by a large object. I followed it with my eyes, arching my back when it passed directly over my head. I flipped over onto my hands as it fell lower down the hill we were on and I watched, with mixed emotions, as it landed directly on Shawn's car. It was the hatch of the missile launch tube. The tractor was mounted to the top and it landed on his car slightly askew, looking like a chess piece for the gods of Olympus. 

"Ohhh...he's not going to like that," I muttered. "I guess I owe him one now."

I turned around, and through the opening in the top of the building, a figure wreathed in black flame slowly floated out. Beams and balls of energy, ice, and more assaulted him from underneath. I didn't wait for him to locate us again. I scooped up Nineteen and ran directly away from The Raven, which also happened to be away from my car. Well, Fire Arc's ex-car. But if I had any hope of getting out of here, I was going to need a ride. And I could think of three at the bottom of this side of the hill. 

If Nineteen was going to do something, it needed to be soon. As I sprinted the hundred feet or so to the side of the hill, I gently tapped her on the cheek. "Nineteen? Nineteen darling. I need you to wake up now. Now would be a good time." The girl was completely unresponsive. Her breathing seemed shallow, labored. But that could just be the dust. My breathing wasn't much better, but I'd been running. I reached the edge of the hill and glanced over.

It wasn't so much a drop off as it was an abrupt change from the flat top. It was almost like a small mesa. Below, the blocks of the large opening were between me and the bottom of the hill. From one side, the hood of a black SUV peeked out. I smiled. With luck, the henchmen were either still inside or all dead. I wasn't great at hot-wiring cars, but I could manage. Chances were, I hoped, they left the keys in the ignition for a quick getaway. If they thought no one was in the missile silo, it was even more likely. 

I took a few short steps to the side and prepared to jump. A blast of purple-black fire cut the air directly next to me as I moved to the side and I fell, tumbling down the hill. I tried to protect Nineteen, but I felt her arm under my side as I rolled, maybe a leg too. I didn't want to think about how that felt as I rolled over the top of her, about what I might have done to her. I used a free hand to claw at the soil, bringing us to a stop a mere ten feet from the bottom. I coughed from the dust and picked up Nineteen gingerly. Her eyes were open, but her leg looked weird, askew. 

"Oh God, no. Nineteen. I'm so... Oh God..." I stroked her hair, crooning apologies and appeals to deities. 

From above, I heard yelling and the sounds of battle. I glanced up, shaking my head. Oh good, the supers had arrived. Just in time, like always. 

I backed down the hill, energy bolts of all kind soaring overhead like a multicolored meteor shower. A figure flew above me, seemingly consisting solely of electricity, bolts crackling out of it. A black stream of fire answered in return, enveloping the super and reducing it to a flying puddle of goo. It rained over the hood of the car next to me. I jumped back to avoid any of the molten ichor. 

"What the fuck?"

With my back toward the car and the voice, I turned my head, trying to see the source of the voice and the battle overhead simultaneously. A black clad henchman with a gun on his shoulder rounded the open driver's door and was staring at the hood of the car. 

"You've got to be kidding me," I growled. 

The henchman looked over the hood and gave a slight jerk as he realized I was standing there. "Hey, guys," he pulled his weapon from his shoulder slowly, calling back into the opening, "we got a live one here."

I kept my back to the henchman and looked down at Nineteen. Her eyes were open and wide, sky blue irises surrounding black pupils. "Good girl," I whispered, smiling. With her power in effect, this would be a lot easier. Her breathing still seemed too weak, but I didn't have time to worry about it. If we could just hold out a little longer, it'd all be over. 

"Fuck'em. Shoot him," a voice responded.

I frowned. They hadn't forgotten me. I turned slightly.

"Hey," the henchman responded, "he's holding something."

An exasperated reply, "Good. Shoot him and take it. This goose chase is officially over."

A third voice, also unseen, "I don't know, boss. Did you see those doors? Something's going on."

I couldn't help but laugh, "You could say that."

The henchman, apparently, was very used to following orders as he didn't waste any time. Thinking Nineteen would protect me, I stood frozen, overconfident. I gasped in surprise as he raised his gun and started to take aim. I barely managed to take two steps before I heard the shots, but didn't feel anything, which was either really good or really bad. I glanced back. Two projectiles were lying in the sand, still smoking. I smiled. Unlike the last group, this henchman had a projectile gun, something my Inertial Dampener could work against. This could work out. As long as they were focused on me, they might not notice The Raven until it was too late. I continued running as the henchmen all started yelling at once. I heard a car start and frowned. Could the Dampener work against something so large? Looked like I was about to find out. I chanced another glance over my shoulder as I attempted to weave between the dunes.

Where there once had been seemingly impenetrable doors in the side of the mountain, the doors were now ripped completely off. Two of the SUVs were pushed up and to the side, crushed between the forced open blast doors and the side walls. It looked like eight of the henchmen were all piling into the lone, undamaged SUV and were pointing at me and yelling at each other. 

Behind them, on top of the hill, the battle raged on. I could see Nissa and a few of the supers I didn't recognize attacking The Raven from afar. Rod and Shawn were up close, beating on the brute with their fists. Another super I didn't recognize was behind Shawn, a constant stream of flame exiting his mouth and concentrating on the large, pink-clad super. The others seemed to be trying to fire around the supers known as Force and Fire Arc, but that didn't seem to be a priority. The Raven, from what little I could see, was doing little more than covering up and taking it. They were hitting him with everything they had...

Well, not everything. Off to the side, Ted and Gale were bent over a metal box. Ted nodded and Gale called out. Everyone increased their rate of fire as Gale reached out. With an audible whoosh, Rod and Shawn were pulled suddenly away from The Raven. She called out again and everyone stopped firing. Her other hand shot forward and a swarm of the glowing devices exited the metal box and sped toward The Raven. They attached all over him and Ted pressed a button on a small device.

The terrain abruptly changed and I stumbled. I cursed loudly, catching myself barely in time. I couldn't bear to hurt her again. I studied Nineteen's face and eyes. She was beet red and the whites of her eyes had blood in them. Suddenly, they fluttered and closed, her breathing a mere trickle. I think I screamed at that point, calling out to Nineteen. I didn't care about the supers above, even those I loved. At that moment, all I could think was that I didn't want her to die. Not after all we'd been through. All we'd endured. We were so close!

The SUV bounced over the dunes to my side and skidded to a halt in front of me. The doors flung open, henchmen practically piled on top of each other struggling to get out. The ones nearest the windows froze as they finally noticed the battle that had been behind them. The others, unaware, pushed forward sending two sprawling to the ground. 

"Gale!" I screeched, my burning lungs unable to manage anything more. She must have heard me because a moment later the SUV shot up into the air twenty feet, rotated two and a half times, and landed on its roof. Inside, the henchmen were reduced to a mass of moaning, bleeding flesh. The two remaining henchmen, the ones that had been pushed from the car, turned slowly toward me.

I managed a small smile, "Should have worn their seat belts."

They dropped their guns and ran. 

At least they knew when to cut and run. I didn't seem to have that same ability. 

I turned back toward the battle, not sure what to do. The Raven had moved forward and was now at the base of the hill, about half the supers missing, either part of the growing number of bubbling puddles or sprawled out unconscious marking his path. The attack of the glowing teleporters may have torn that henchman in the missile base into pieces, but it was less effective on the huge super. Wherever they were connected, they had taken pieces of his costume and even smaller pieces of his flesh. He kept an arm out, drawing power from the supers around him while striking and shooting with the other. All the while, he walked toward me, steadily, inexorably. 

I swallowed hard and looked down again at Nineteen. Her leg was still horribly askew, but it didn't look broken. She was still unconscious and I didn't know how close she needed to be for her power to work. That was, if I could even wake her. I just hoped it wasn't too close because I turned to run. 

From behind, I heard a voice cry out, "Father, face me!"

I stumbled, trying to run and look back and keep my jaw from hitting the ground all at the same time. I knew that voice. Nissa. She was floating, her palms pressed together surrounded by the green field. The field was a deeper color now; it seemed to have more sheen to it. Whatever training they'd given her in the last few hours, it must have helped. I looked over at The Raven. I'd seen it before, at Inhumanitas, the discolored skin. But now that I really looked, it was like connecting the dots. A piece here, a patch there, all down the top of his right arm, green discolored skin that I had first thought were bruises, matching the skin on Nissa's arm. 

That's why she had to be here. Why Gale needed her so badly. Why she was suddenly displaying the arm that she had so carefully covered before. What they couldn't tell me before. Hero, The Raven, was her father. 

I could see how it had happened. The Raven, the most powerful super on the planet, gets a girl pregnant. A tippy. Something that, back then, most thought could never happen. But he had access to all the world's supers. He would have known that cross-conceptions happened. Back then, they all "knew" the outcome. A miscarriage. His wondering about the origins of supers, his quest for how they were created, wasn't about some philosophical musing, it was about his child. The child that he must have thought was doomed to die, and probably the mother, the woman he loved, along with it. 

Shame. Fear of exposure. I've seen supers go postal over less.

Heat surrounded me and part of the SUV in front of me was caught in a blast of purple-black flames and immediately erupted. In a second, the flames reached the gas tank and the mostly unconscious and trapped henchmen inside didn't stand a chance. The explosion rocked me back, hurtling toward the battle. I skidded to a stop on my back, Nineteen on my chest. I looked over and Nissa was once again protecting me with a field of green energy. Her hands were pressed together and, now that I was closer, the field looked larger than last time. She was definitely stronger. 

She called back over her shoulder at me, "Bob, stay behind me. I can..." 

Her voice faltered and sputtered as her masked eyes fixed on my arms. 

"Oh no, no," I moaned watching Nissa's eyes blink as the memories of the young telepath flooded back to her, her concentration broken. Her hands separated, one reaching to her temple, and the green field winked out of existence. "No!" I screamed just as Fire Arc jumped in the way of The Raven's blast. 

Nissa crumpled to the ground, smoke rising off her now tattered costume. I sprang to my feet and ran forward, setting Nineteen down next to Nissa, pulling my former assistant toward me. She was breathing, that much was sure, but she had burns all over her. Red welts and singed hair. The melted vinyl was doing more damage than anything else. Probably not the best choice for a costume material. Still, she got off lucky compared to the puddles of supers behind The Raven. Ahead of me, Shawn drew The Raven's blast away, but it was clear he wasn't prepared for that kind of power. His costume was glowing even more than usual and it looked like his hair might be smoldering. Still, he pushed forward, pain obvious in his expression, eventually coming within striking distance. He reared back and punched The Raven in the face with enough force that I could feel it in my stomach.

His face. My God! I hadn't had a chance to notice before, but the teleporter attack had removed almost all of The Raven's costume. What was left was as much seared to the skin as it was stuck on by blood and Lord knows what else. He was a mess. The sores and discolorations I'd seen before at Inhumanitas were everywhere. His body looked like it had been used by a professional sadist as a torture device testing ground. Open wounds from the teleporters dotted his entire body and what wasn't open was either freshly healed or horribly scarred. There were areas of obvious damage that defied description. A super with his ability shouldn't have black, bubbly skin that looked rotten and puss-filled. 

But the worst was his face and his groin. He had little nose left and what was there was covered in black blisters. His ears were completely gone, as were his lips. His teeth, eerie in their contrast, were the healthiest looking part of him and were pearly white and straight as an arrow. But his eyes. His eyes were completely missing, the skin around the eye sockets ripped and torn as if by fingernails. Bettering that in scrotum-shriveling grossness was his groin. A scar stood where his manhood should have been. It was an injury too well healed. It had obviously happened years ago. Which could only mean one thing - he'd done it to himself.

The Raven turned to Shawn after the strike, somehow smiling without lips. He backhanded Shawn casually, sending him flying through the air. I didn't bother to see where he landed as The Raven immediately turned to face me.

"Fuck this," I laughed almost manically, "we are so out of here."

I sat Nissa up, placed Nineteen on her lap, and folded them both into as compact a package as I could. As I did, I felt as much as heard a pop. From ten feet in front of me, a cry rattled my teeth. I looked up. The Raven was grabbing his head and screaming. The sound was like a lion being beaten with a sack of wrenches. His mouth was open so far that the corners of the skin where his lips had been, split. 

But still, he advanced toward me. Slower, for sure, but relentlessly.

I looked around. Few supers were left and I didn't recognize any of them. From behind The Raven, I spied two hands clasped together to make a huge fist, which dropped on The Raven's head with a crack, pushing his feet four inches into the hard soil. I peered down at the two girls, now balled up as one. Nineteen's face was screwed in concentration, pain and fever. I pursed my lips and jammed my hand into my pocket, fishing. I threw the box with the button on the ground to my right and the two teleporters with it. 

Dammit, which one?

There was only a moment's hesitation before I remembered that the ones at Ted's had glowed blue and the one I had synced to the base at home was red. But it was enough. Nineteen's eyes fluttered again and The Raven regained a bit of control.

"Now!" Gale's voice sounded out over the pounding of my heart. 

I hadn't realized that she and Ted had left. But, apparently, they were back, and Ted was dumping another box of teleporters into a small tornado at his feet. In moments, it glowed a bright blue from all the devices, reminding me, sickeningly, of a certain water cooler from a few months ago. Gale pulled Rod back with a gust of wind and sent the teleporters toward The Raven. This time, they really did cover him from head to toe with virtually no part of his skin left exposed. The Raven, only one hand on his head now, dove forward toward the three of us.

I grabbed the red teleporter, pressed the device so that it blinked, and shoved it into Nineteen's lap. I folded an unconscious Nissa over the top of her and pushed Nissa's knees up with my belly. I hugged them both close, Nissa's head on my shoulder, Nineteen between us. I squeezed them tightly and put my thumb on the button that would teleport us to safety.

Well, if it didn't blow us up. At this point, it really didn't matter.

His grip was like a vice on my right ankle. I felt the bones crack and break and the box slipped from a hand spasming with pain. If he had wanted to, he could have pulled my foot off; I'd seen him do worse. But he didn't. He wanted Nineteen. 

Or he wanted us close so that Gale wouldn't use the teleporters.

I flailed and struggled, trying to get free through the pain. With a vicious jerk, he pulled my leg straight and out, dislocating my hip. Pain danced along my brain like a flame through dry pine needles. The only thought in my mind was that he'd just done to me what I'd done earlier to Nineteen. 

I'd caused her this much pain. 

Anger flared across my vision, an emotional backfire burning away everything else. I groped along the ground for the box, finally finding it in the dirt. The Raven pulled again, sending another wave of pain up my leg, but I held fast to the girls, dragging them with me. The pain wasn't nearly as bad. Either I was going into shock or my brain had already accepted pain as the new status quo. 

In the background, I could hear screaming. Some of it was Gale shouting orders, much of it was The Raven under Nineteen's assault, but no small part of it was me. Pain, rage, and loss. Loss as I watched Nineteen's eyes, only inches from my own, slowly roll back into her head, her eyes closing. I looked back at The Raven, hand lowering slowly from his temple, preparing to stand with my ankle still in his hand. He was covered in blue glowing devices, but his smile, such as it was, was clearly visible. 

"Abomination," The Raven growled, his voice not coming from his mouth, but, I realized, from some manifestation of his power. 

"Get a new line," I cried, and pressed the button.

 

* * *

 

"Call the police," I croaked as I shook my head. How long had I been out? My office smelled like someone had been cooking.

"Don't you mean an ambulance?" Mind sounded far away, distant.

"Sure, them too. Are you monitoring the fight? Did they win?" When was the last time I had eaten anything?

"It appears so. Moments after you left. I'm contacting the police now. What would you like to report?"

"Report?"

"To the police?"

"Um..." I couldn't keep the thought straight. Why did I want the police?

"An ambulance is on the way."

"Great. Nissa might need it." I attempted to stand, but lost my balance. "Ah, crap!" I exclaimed, falling to the right. "Mind, is it cold in here?"

"No Bob. You should really wait for the ambulance."

"Screw that, I've got to get Nineteen back there. I've got to get her to them right now. Ted said there might be a super to help her," I slipped again. 

"Bob, take it easy."

"What the hell," I looked down. Where I should have had two complete legs, the left ended at an ankle and the right was cut off mid-thigh. "Huh, would you look at that. Doesn't even hurt." I reached down to where my right leg should be, waving my hand through the empty space. Nope, not just invisible. I touched the stump. It was hot, smoking still. 

"That's the shock, Bob."

I shook my head. I couldn't deal with this leg thing right now. Still, something smelled good. I hadn't eaten in...hours? Days? 

I couldn't think about that now. I needed to get Nineteen back. I'd told her to make everyone forget. Even Ted. If she'd managed it, that meant he wasn't coming. He wasn't going to teleport here with anyone. I had one of the teleporters synced to his base. I could take her back. I tried to stand and again fell over.

"What the..." I looked down. "Oh yeah. Legs." I giggled. 

I rolled Nissa over, unwrapping Nineteen like a present. Or a yo-yo. Yeah. More like a yo-yo. That's a funny word, yo-yo. Wait, no, more like a cinnamon roll. God, I was hungry. I pulled Nineteen to me, searching my pockets for the blue teleporter...or a candy bar. I'd had a blue teleporter with me. It was...

Damn, I'd left it back in the desert. 

But I still had a bunch of them. They were all still synced to Ted's base. Nineteen rested against my chest as I lay on my side. I stroked her head absently as I tried to remember where I'd left them. I was so tired. I'd put them in a box. Maybe a cat food box? I couldn't remember. Definitely something that had cans in it at one point. I was sure of that. Maybe chili. I could really go for some chili. Anything warm.

"Hey, Mind. I think she's getting better. Her head's not so hot any more. Yeah, I think her fever broke." I continued to stroke her hair, my stomach growling, "Yeah, I think she's going to be alright." 

 

* * *

 

"Oh Jesus, Bob. Oh God. Look at you."

"Gale?" I couldn't see. Everything was a hazy blur.

"I'm here. I'm here. The paramedics are here too. We're going to get you fixed up."

"Ma'am? We're going to need some information. If you could just come with me."

"Fixed up? Why?" I could barely make out two blurs hovering over me.

"Sir, you've been badly hurt. But we're going to take the best care of you. Count yourself lucky - you have such powerful friends."

"Friends?"

"Yeah, everyone is clamoring for a super and we've got all of them looking after you."

"Not Ted."

"What did he say?"

"I don't know, sir, can you repeat that?"

I reached toward one of the blurs, flailing, trying to grab on to them, "Not Ted. Don't let Ted near me."

"Oh...um...okay sir. We won't. We promise."

I closed my eyes.

"Who's Ted?"

"Beats me. Probably the shock. Let's get him up. On three. One...two..."

 

# # #






  

Chapter 26


"I know you're awake," a familiar voice in the darkness. “I can tell by the change in your breathing.

I licked my lips. I was thirsty. So thirsty my mouth felt like it'd been packed in salt and then sandblasted for good measure. If she knew I was awake, she was the first. I just found out. 

"Water," I croaked.

Something cold and wet touched my lips. I pulled them apart and a small piece of crushed ice entered, melting excruciatingly slowly. I opened my eyes. Gale stood over me wearing, for the first time in years, a dress. A simple number with a conservative neckline and short sleeves. Her hair was pulled loosely back away from her face. She looked like she did when we were in college together. Before she revealed her powers. Correction: before I encouraged her to reveal her powers. 

"Thanks."

She smiled. "You're a real dumbass, you know?"

I tried to push myself up, but failed, coughing, falling back into the raised portion of the bed. My body was covered by sheets and my head felt like I'd gone ten rounds with a super that had a brick wall for a hand. "You'll be shocked to learn that you're not the first person to tell me that."

Gale glanced over her shoulder, "Before the others come in, I have one question for you." Her eyes locked with mine, still a bit hazy from recently waking, "The girl. Who was she?"

I blinked at her, confused. Girl? Which girl?

Gale shook her head. "Damn, you don't remember either. So that you hear it from me: we found you at your apartment, unconscious, clutching a little girl. No one remembers her. We think she's the reason The Raven was after you."

I rubbed my eyes, memory returning. I hid an unsteady breath, looking at the blankets, not wanting to think about the little girl with the white eyes, "Is she okay?"

Gale turned as the door behind her opened slowly, "She was dead. Doctors said it was from some sort of massive brain hemorrhage." Gale held the door as Nissa, Rod and a female doctor entered. 

My throat closed up. The others were greeting each other, stealing glances my way, whispering to each other. 

Dead.

I painted a smile on my face, "Hey. So, you're okay," I directed toward Nissa. 

She smiled back. "Yeah, thanks to you." Parts of her face were smeared with some sort of cream for the burns, but overall she looked okay, "I'm not sure what I would have done if you hadn't pulled me out of there when The Raven...my father," she corrected herself with a frown, "overpowered me."

I shrugged, "Call it a severance package." She smiled back, her mohawk combed back and pulled into a rather ordinary ponytail. Apparently, she, too, had a secret identity now.

"So that was the big secret, huh? Dad?" 

Nissa nodded glumly, unwilling to meet my eyes. 

"So now you know."

"Huh?" Nissa finally met my eyes.

"Why he left."

She shook her head slowly. 

"He didn't want to watch you die." I looked at Gale who was finding something interesting in the wallpaper, "Can't say I blame him."

"I..." Nissa stammered, "I never thought about that."

"Your mom must have a power," Gale muttered.

"If she does, I've never seen it," Nissa responded, her voice far away.

"So, how long have I been out?" I turned the conversation back to the occupant of the room.

The female doctor stepped forward, a generous smile on too red lips, "Nearly thirty-six hours. Though half of that was surgery."

"Surgery?"

She smiled again. "You might not remember because of the shock. You were injured in the teleportation. The Raven pulled your legs outside of the field. The field severed your left leg at the ankle and your right leg at mid-thigh."

Images of the battle flashed through my mind. Terrible moments. Moments full of decisions and pain. Enough pain that many of the details were obscured. But I remembered it all. Maybe not the gory details, but the highlights.

"Luckily the designer of the device was brilliant enough to build in a cauterization function. It could have severed the limb and left the wound open. With the left leg, you might have lived. But with the right, you'd have bled out in minutes. That designer saved your life."

"Oh did he?"

"Oh yes," she continued enthusiastically, "and to rush over so selflessly and tirelessly to work through the night during your surgery."

"Wait," I interrupted, "you worked on me?"

"Me?" she placed a palm on her ample breasts. "No, I don't have the skill, the knowledge, nay even the devotion to my friends that this super had. Oh if only I had an ounce of his intelligence, his fortitude, his..." she waved a well-manicured hand in the air, "je ne sais quoi." She paused for emphasis then took a deep, fluttering breath, her eyes watering, "That man's a hero."

"Enough, Ted, I know it's you."

She put her hands on her hips as Rod passed a stack of money over to Gale who split it with Nissa, "How did you know?"

"Please. Red lipstick, so top heavy as to risk falling over, manicured nails? Only on television and in your sick dreams do doctors look like that."

She shook her head and then reached down to grasp the edge of the blanket covering my legs. "I know this is probably not what you wanted, but I'm not good with people." She pulled back the blanket revealing an alarming amount of what looked to be chrome. 

"Damn," tears welled up in my eyes, "damn you, Ted. What have you done?"

The girl looked hurt, "I saved your life, man. If we hadn't done something, and quick, you'd have been wheelchair bound at best. Probably dead."

Through the water in my eyes, I studied my lower body. Where there were once legs and feet, now there were metal replacements. The right leg looked like something out of a science fiction movie, the left foot no better. The metal followed the contours of the musculature of a leg and feet from what I could remember from anatomy class and all those posters in doctor's offices. Even the toes had tiny metallic nails. I tried to pull my legs up to my chest, but only the left responded. It was too heavy, the metal foot dragging. The skin where it met the metal was red and puffy and started to crack and bleed as I pulled.

I'd seen metal connected to skin before. I had hoped never to see it again. And now I'd see it every day.

"Whoa, whoa," the doctor that was Ted pushed down on my knee keeping me from moving, "you'll rip it off."

"Oh God, oh God," I chanted to myself, "what have you done?" Tears streamed down my cheeks, my breath in gasps. 

Gale stepped forward, concern etched on her face. In our relationship she'd seen me cry less than a handful of times, "It's okay, Bob. I made sure he didn't add any gadgets or anything special. Once they're completed you won't even know they aren't real."

That wasn't it. It wasn't close to it. A super wouldn't understand. It was the loss of my daughter. The loss of my life, my love, my wife. I'd lost everything and the one thing I had left, my humanity, had just been taken as well. My eyes darted around the room, looking for a safe haven. Nissa looked equal parts concerned and uncomfortable, her eyes darting to the other supers, unsure how to react. Gale looked worried and confused, wishing to hold my eyes, probably to see if I was faking. I avoided Ted's fake face. Rod was looking out the window, cleaning his nails, his expression bored and disgusted. I tried to push myself up and failed again, my head hitting the raised pillow hard. I gasped, my breaths coming quick and shallow, turning my head to the side, trying to keep the supers out of my field of vision. 

Damn them all. 

There were windows on both sides of the room. The one that Rod was using looked out on the city; the one I was facing looked out over a hallway and part of the nurse's station. In front of the nurse’s station, in a chair straining under the excessive weight, was Flamer...Fire Arc...Shawn O'Malley...whatever. His head was bowed and he looked like he was crying, great sobs wracking his huge frame. His hair was patchy and burnt, parts of it all the way to the scalp. In his hands, he held a piece of metal, a curved and dented shard of aluminum. I squinted at it as he flipped it over, revealing the tips of pink flames on a white background.

I laughed explosively, sending spittle and tears spraying all over the window. The absurdity. The Raven had just killed thousands if not hundreds of thousands of people and Shawn was crying over a car. 

I cried; I laughed; I lost track of time. Images from the last few days spiraled through my head in no particular order. It was as if my memories were the glowing teleportation devices and I was at the center of the tornado. They didn't make sense. None of it made sense. It was too much. Too little. Too wide. Too deep. And just way too ridiculous. This couldn't be happening. It wasn't. The real world wasn't like this. It was normal, with people grieving over people and not cars. Legs weren't replaced with metal monstrosities. It didn't happen. It couldn't. 

Someone was screaming. Maybe more than a few someones. I caught my reflection in something. Maybe it was the rear view mirror of Automageddon. I laughed anew. Naming cars! Now that was funny. My eyes were wide, bulging. I looked crazed. Old. Young. I saw myself as a college kid, young and in love. Myself as an old man, telling his kids about the coming rain from the pain in his metal knee. Kids. Kid. 

Daughter.

The screaming subsided as I felt a pinprick in my neck. I blinked my eyes, but the water wouldn't clear. Someone was on top of me, someone heavy, pushing my head hard into the pillow. Around their form, I could still see the hallway, but Shawn was thankfully blocked. A woman in a wheelchair was being pushed by a man through a doorway. They were smiling, balloons and flowers stacked up in the arms of two trailing nurses. The woman looked down at a lump in her arms wrapped in a pink blanket. 

Daughter.

I gasped and closed my eyes.

 

* * *

 

"So, rehab is going well?" Dr. DeSoto queried as he did every week at this time, scratching absently at the mole near his ear with the eraser end of his pencil.

"Yep."

"And the walking?"

I adjusted the cane across my lap, "Better."

"And your nightmares?"

"Couldn't be better. I wake like a summer rain, light and refreshed."

DeSoto scowled, "Bob, I'm your doctor. Anything you say in here is confidential."

I laughed lightly, "Sure it is."

"Are you questioning my ethics?"

"No," I responded casually, "just your naivety."

"Bob, I know we all worry about privacy with supers that can see through walls and hear things from miles away, but that doesn't mean they're listening or watching us all the time. They're people, just like us. Just with fancier toys."

"Is that really what you believe?"

"Sure! So what's the difference between a super with X-ray vision and a tippy with a telescope and a good angle?"

"A couple of orders of magnitude in my book."

"Be serious, Bob. It's a serious question."

"Okay, how about this. I can go out and buy a telescope. You can. Anyone can. But only a super can have the X-ray vision. Which isn't X-ray at all. They just call it that. See, that's just the thing. We know what a telescope is. Nobody but the supers know what X-ray vision is or how it works or, for that matter, how to stop it. I can stop a peeping Tom with a telescope by pulling the curtains. How to do you stop X-ray vision?"

DeSoto put his hands up, "You're getting off topic here. You say all of us can get a telescope, but that's not really true is it? You and I can because we have the means. But many tippys don't."

"Not in any small part due to the fact that the Super State has a lock on all the smartest people on the planet."

He waved his pencil dismissively, "More paranoid rhetoric and you're smart enough to know it. The fact is that there are only so many supers. A lot fewer since The Raven, a super, that you, a tippy, helped defeat."

It wasn't true, but he didn't know that. All I did was put a little girl in a position where she had to fight him, an act I wasn't proud of, and certainly hadn't helped me sleep any better.

"No, Bob, the key is that they have better things to be doing then spying on tippys."

I shook my head, "Really? So tell me, doc, how many times this week did Gale call about me?"

He shrugged uncomfortably, "You know I can't talk about my patients, Bob."

I scowled, "Exactly. You feel free to sell that line to the rest of your patients. Hell, it's probably true. But not for me." I grabbed my cane and stood, leaning lightly on it, "We're done here."

The doctor nodded, "Wait. We still have lots of time."

"Fat chance, doc. You're a nice guy and all, but I agreed to six months after my 'episode'. It's been that, to the day. I'm out." I pulled down my white T-shirt over the top of my belted jeans.

DeSoto pushed his glasses up his nose with the end of his pencil, "Bob, I don't think that's a good idea. I really feel like you have some things you need to work out. I think I can help."

I turned to the door, shaking my head, "Maybe I do, doc, but not now."

"What will you do? Go back to work?"

I opened the door and stepped out, "Didn't you hear, doc? I'm retired." I closed the door on a skeptical DeSoto. I limped down the hall, half smile on my face. I turned the corner to the elevators and I slammed into a small woman.

"Ohh!" I cried, my cane bouncing across the floor.

She was so busy rifling through a purse the size of a shopping bag that she ran right into me. Her dark, straight hair falling over her face as she gathered up her purse and my cane, apologies falling from her lips like a waterfall. I recognized the voice instantly.

"Liz."

She froze, standing up slowly, her eyes wide behind the curtain of hair. "Bob."

A frantic smile shattered my shocked expression, "Hey, Liz," I stammered. "Uh, I, uh, called."

She pulled the hair over her right ear, the skin mercifully unblemished, "I know. I've been busy."

"Yeah...um..." I'd been trying to reconnect with Liz since that night. She hadn't been taking my calls. But now that I had her in front of me, I found I didn't know what to say. "How are you feeling?"

"Okay. I guess." Her head dropped, gravity pulling the hair from behind her ear. 

"You're mad." It was as I’d feared. No, that was a lie. As I'd known. I'd just hoped she might not be mad. She had told me to stay out and I hadn't. 

"No, that's not it," she said breathlessly. It was as if she were continuing a conversation she'd had a thousand times in her head.

"Then what is it?"

"I...don't know." She looked toward, but not at me, pulling her hair back over her right ear again, "It's nothing. Just busy that's all." She smiled, stiffly. 

I reached out slowly, her eyes following my hand. I pulled the hair away from her left side. It wasn't as bad as I thought. The skin mostly looked a little crinkled, like the texture of a flat potato chip. There were a couple of larger scars that looked like raised lines of pink over her pale skin. 

"That's not so bad," I commented, "Gives you character."

"Yeah, that's what I needed," she muttered. "Anyways, the doctors say the scars will fade. In ten years or so you'll barely notice them."

I smiled at the half jest, "Look at us, huh?" I knocked on my right leg, which responded with a dull thud, "Quite the pair."

She glanced down at my leg, "I heard. How's that?"

"Sucks. Ted, you know, 'doesn't do humans' and all. Total crap."

She frowned, "And there was no one else?"

I swallowed, "No. Apparently not."

She smiled, "Yeah...well..." she handed me my cane and walked around me.

"The last two henchmen ratted out the rest, you know."

She stopped and turned back to me, "I heard. Saw the Dirtwater report." She looked like she wanted to say more, but she turned away.

"They weren't good people, Liz."

She didn't turn back to me, "I know." She walked away, head down, hair hanging forward. 

I watched her go, wanting to say more. To do more. I knew that later on, I'd think of all the cool, clever things that I could have said to get her to stay, to repair our relationship. But for now, the only thing I could think was that I wanted to run after her, to grab her and shake her until we were friends again. Instead, all I could do was turn and continue toward the elevators. 

"Sensors are clear, Bob."

I lost my limp, swinging my cane freely, "Did you do that?"

Mind, paused, almost humanly, "Yes. It was clear she wasn't going to return your calls so I rescheduled her appointment."

"That was presumptuous of you," I smirked. Mind had gotten more and more assertive over the last months.

"It seemed the thing to do."

"Who was her appointment with? DeSoto?"

"Yes."

I shook my head. It seemed we had more in common than lasting injuries. I stepped into the elevator and pressed the button. "Get the reporter on the phone. It's time to get to work."

"Of course. How was your appointment?"

"Fine. The best one yet," I smirked.

"Was it Ted again?"

I smiled, knowing that Mind was making the call to Alan even while talking to me through my earpiece. The elevator doors slowly closed, "No, not this time. Ted can never resist hiding those moles on the real DeSoto's face. Supers," I spat, "so predictable."
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