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Prologue

"The moon wanes, but not crime. They think they can hide from me. That they are safe in their alleys. In their shadows. But I see them. Oh yes, I do. That's right! Raise your hood! Block the light! But even in the dark, I know you. I know your deeds, your hearts. Blacker than the darkest night, you prey on the weak, the helpless. People huddle in their homes, behind locked doors, fearing that it won't be enough. That their metal and wood won't be able to keep you out.

"They are right.

"But you aren't up against wood and metal. You're up against me. And you'll find me harder than the immovable object, more dedicated than the irresistible force. I'll find you. I'll bring you to justice. And the city will finally be..."

"You know that was all out loud?" I called from the shadows.

The caped man nearly jumped out of his spandex-covered skin. He spun around, his hand shooting to his belt, a high-pitched scream cut off with an audible snap of his jaw. He pulled the goggles off of his eyes and located me near one of the large air exhausts at the top of Lucius Tower. He lowered his hand from his belt and adjusted his cape, covering the slight bulge of his belly.

"Citizen!" his voice was gravelly, "What can Condor do for you this black night?"

I glanced up. The moon was three-quarters full. "It isn't a black night."

His head bobbed side to side, slightly, "In comparison to day?"

I sighed, "This is your deal? You sit up here and talk to yourself?"

"No, citizen. I'm scanning the night," his tempo quickened, "seeking out evildoers. From my vantage point up here, I see..."

"But you're not a super?" I interrupted.

"Well, technically..."

"I mean, you don't have a power?"

"Well..."

"You invented all of that crap you wear?"

"Um...helped invent would be more..."

"What's the deal with your voice? Is that some sort of distorter? You sound like you're talking through the ass of a tiger."

"No!" he reached up to his throat, "This is the voice of justice!"

I laughed, "No. That's the voice of a pathetic little man playing super."

His eyes narrowed, "Condor fights for the people. Condor brings evildoers to justice."

"Condor likes to talk about himself in the third person."

"Well..."

"Probably because Condor spends too much time up on rooftops spying through the windows of showering ladies."

"Now, that's not true!"

I sighed again, "According to police reports, there have been numerous complaints."

He shifted uncomfortably, "Um...numerous?"

I nodded slowly.

"Oh. Well, I can explain..."

"Do you know who I am?"

The masked man shifted again, "Ah..." he reached down to his belt and brought out a gun.

I quickly pressed the button on my thigh that activated my Inertial Dampener before he could aim. He pressed a switch and the gun disassembled in front of my eyes and reconfigured into a pair of reading glasses. I exhaled and felt the tension drain from my shoulders as he held them over his eyes.

"No. Can't say I do. A super of some kind, I presume," he placed the glasses, again in the shape of a gun, into a pocket on his belt.

"Bob Moore? Bob Moore Investigations?"

His mouth dropped open slightly.

"Oh, I see. You've heard of me." I stepped out of the shadows and closer to the Condor.

He wore an all-brown costume that appeared to be constructed out of some sort of armor. On his chest was a solid orange image of a bird taking flight, and his belt was oversized and looked to be metal. Probably full of more devices. His mask covered everything but his mouth, and where his nose should have been was a large, yellow beak. 

"This is the deal, William Dollar," Dollar looked like I'd slapped him in the face. I shook my head. His parents had probably wanted him to make them lots of money. Instead, they'd gotten someone who'd spent it all on a costume. "I'm here for two reasons. First, do you know Dorothy Schmitt?"

He shook his head.

"How about her son, Jeremy?"

Again, negative.

"All right," I took another step, "answer me this: where is your sidekick?"

Dollar's mouth worked soundlessly for a moment. Finally, he managed to stammer, "Took the night off?"

I lowered my head, "You killed another one, didn't you?"

"Of course not! How could you say that about my foster son!"

I scowled, "And here I thought my reputation preceded me. You have no foster son. You never did. Your sidekick, whatever you're calling him, is really Jeremy Schmitt. Well, at least he was."

"That's ridiculous!"

I took two more steps, backing Condor all the way up to the building's edge. I poked a finger into the orange bird on his chest. I was right; it was some sort of rigid plating, "Don't lie to me, Bill. You think Jeremy's parents wouldn't recognize him no matter what stupid costume you put him in?"

"Um...uh..."

"I swear, one more lie and I'll go straight to the press with your identity. I happen to know that the police are looking to crack down on you demihero idiots. You'd make the perfect example to show how serious they are."

Bill gulped, his eyes wide behind his mask. Finally, he nodded.

"Okay, once again, you killed another one, didn't you?"

He nodded glumly. "Thug took a shot at me. Hatchling bravely dove in front and took the bullet for me."

"Hatchling?" I rolled my eyes. I bet it was more like Bill had used him for a shield, but that wasn't important. 

"I didn't know!" he protested. "They told me no one would know!"

"A clone. They are clones, right?"

He nodded again. "They told me they were from long dead people. No one would recognize him." He grabbed my shoulders, "I didn't mean to hurt anyone. I just wanted company."

I shrugged his hands off, my skin crawling, "I don't know what you wanted, but I hope you were just looking to sell a more wholesome image and not live out some sick fantasy." I turned and took a step away. "I'm here on behalf of Jeremy's parents. Stop it. Stop using their son."

"I swear!" he put up his hands. "It was only for stopping crime! I treated him like my own son!"

"Them."

"Huh?"

"You treated them like your own sons." 

"Um...yeah. Them."

"Stop it." I turned back to him, locking my eyes with his. "I know many things about you, Mr. Dollar. Things that could land you in prison for a very long time. If I see you with ANY underage sidekick again, I'll turn everything I know over to the police. Or the supers. Whichever amuses me more."

He nodded vigorously, "No problem, Mr. Moore. It won't happen again."

"I'm sure."

"And tell the family..."

"Oh, I'm not done, Bill. You're going to figure out a way to help out his family in a very anonymous way. First, you'll be covering my costs, which have been considerable. Then you'll figure out a way to make them financially secure for the rest of their lives without them knowing it was a payoff from you for molesting their son."

"I never..."

I put up a hand, my voice quivering with rage, "Whatever you did or didn't do, it was molestation. You took the memory of their son and waved it in front of their faces without a care for how that would make them feel. Did you ever consider the implications of your actions? Of what that could do to them?" I ended on a barely contained yell.

Dollar shrank under my verbal assault, "They told me..."

"And now we get to the meat." I paused, Condor's wide eyes on me, "Who, Mr. Dollar. Who told you?"

He swallowed and took a half-step back, his heel dangling over the edge of the building, the orange bird on his chest glinting in the moonlight, "Oh, I don't know if I should..."

"Don't think, Mr. Dollar. Thinking is what got you into this mess." I could feel the sweat beading up on my upper lip. He had to tell me. He had to! "Who? Who made the clones for you?"

Condor paused, his eyes wide. Long moments passed. I didn't let my eyes waver, though it was hard not to glance at the bird on his chest. 

Finally, his eyes dropped. "Fine. Okay. Just...fine." He dropped his head, speaking to his boots, "I don't know exactly who. I went through an intermediary. The man's name was Gideon. Gideon Sans. I'll give you his number." 

I wrote down the number on the back of my hand with his pen. Of course, it was a quill. He kept talking, making excuses. I couldn't be bothered to pay attention. Plus, he moved his arms when he spoke. It made the bird on his chest look like it was flapping its wings. Which reminded me...

"Did you know, Mr. Dollar, that supers have been directed not to harm tippys? People like you and me without powers? That we've been called off limits?"

Bill adjusted his mask, "I'd heard something about that, yeah."

"And you've been using that, haven't you? You and all your demihero buddies. Tippys dressed up as supers. As long as you don't make too much of a spectacle, they'd have to leave you alone."

He nodded slightly, his eyes tight, "I'm not sure what you're saying."

I smiled, "I'm not a super, Mr. Dollar."

"Uh..." Bill's eyes grew wide, "Listen, Mr. Moore, you've got to understand. I meant no harm."

"No harm?" My hands clenched, "How many? How many of them died for your hobby?"

"But...I mean...it wasn't like they were real," Bill pleaded.

My breath caught in my throat, "Not...real?"

"They were just clones, you know...if I hadn't paid for them..."

I interrupted, my voice low and full of ice, "That suit. You can fly in it?"

"Um..." Bill stuttered, confused by the change of topic. "No, not exactly. I can gli..."

I kicked the Condor directly in the chest, sending him floundering over the side of the building. I watched as the bird on his chest, as if in slow motion, fell back over the edge, his flailing arms causing the wings to flap. I debated looking to make sure he was alright, but decided I didn't really care. 

All those kids. All those clones. A part of me hoped I'd see the puddle of him at the bottom of the building, though I doubted I would. I fingered the keychain in my pocket absently.

I wiped my palms on my slacks and took a deep breath of night air. Up above the city, the air smelled crisp and clean. I'd been on many buildings in my life. Usually the view was spoiled by flying supers. But not tonight.

The Lucius Tower was, by far, the tallest building in the city. It loomed over all the others by many stories. Every time someone tried to build a bigger one, the owner, some sort of uber-rich super most likely, would add floors. 

To the bottom.

The building was a living history of the changes in architecture over the years. The top was built back in the forties or something. Adorned with gargoyles, spires, and all manner of things included for their aesthetic rather than functional value, it was my favorite building. But only at the top. Around thirty floors down, it started to take on some of the more modern styling of glass and steel, odd cutouts and balconies, and even a huge separation where one part of the building floated two stories above the others so that a true outdoor experience could be achieved. The bottom floors were as impressive as they were grotesque. I much preferred the feel of brick and concrete the top provided.  

I took the elevator down to the ground floor, retrieved the Multikey I had placed in an outlet, and walked out. The overridden building security would come back online long after I'd left. There would be no record of my being in the building and no evidence that anything had been tampered with. I was completely in the clear.

As always.

Alan popped open the door to the car as I approached. "Did I just see someone fly off that building?" he asked.

I sat, putting on my seatbelt, "Fly, fall...there's such a fine line."

"Fall? Did he jump?"

"Jump, push..."

"Another of your fine lines?" Alan laughed. "But seriously, you didn't really push someone off that building, did you?"

"No." Technically, I'd kicked him. "Plus, it was that Condor guy."

"Can't he fly or something?"

"Or something...I hope." I smiled.

Alan turned a critical eye on me, and I turned away to watch the streetlights pass, my thumb on the keychain in my pocket. Nineteen. She was so close. 

 

* * *




  

Chapter 1

I barely caught my head before it hit the ledger on my desk. I squeezed my eyes, trying to force them to focus.

"Wake up, Bob. You're nodding off again," the female voice rang in my ear.


I sighed, the long line of numbers on the paper in front of me running together. My desk was a mess of ledgers, books, adding machines, and various office equipment. Around me, I could hear others working and talking, the din of it once again lulling me back to sleep. I took a deep breath and leaned back in my seat. The pale blue lights humming above glowed just a little too dim for my liking. The entire place felt like a cave. The lighting too soft, the ceiling too low, and the smell a mixture of aftershave and mold. 

Months. I'd been pretending to be an accountant for months. It was like some sort of torture. I pulled out the sheet of paper from under the ledger and put down another hash mark. One for each time I'd nodded off. The page was nearly full of little lines - four vertical crossed with a fifth. Hundreds of little groups. I'd have counted them, but that would've felt too much like work. I didn't want to think about the other pages of lines I had tucked into my desk drawer.

"Did you catch the game last night? It was a doozy!"

I slowly spun my chair toward the man standing in my cubicle opening. What was his name again? Something like Michael? Paul? Damn it! I'd been working with him for months and I still couldn't remember. Kevin? Bruce? It was something like that. I'd have labeled him "baseball guy", but that would've described nearly everyone in the department. 

Accountants and baseball. Like peanut butter and chocolate. Except instead of tasting wonderful with milk, they bored the common man to tears.

I pushed my horn-rimmed glasses up my nose, my well-practiced, nasally voice whistling through my teeth, "No. Had an early night last night."

"I could tell you the score. Give you the highlights. You could at least try to make friends with these people."

I shook my head, rubbing my ear. Mind's voice warbled as I moved the earpiece around.

A woman in a floral print dress slid into view next to baseball guy. Crap. I couldn't remember her name either. Something like Melody or Gillian. I recognized her as one of the few workers with access to the computers in the private window offices along the wall. Windows that were jealously guarded by those who were important enough to warrant them.

"It was an early one." She lifted her coffee to her lips, "Watched it with my son over dinner. The Ravens..." she paused, frowning. It was bad form to use the old name of the team, "Blackbirds, I mean, really crushed them. Four to one. Quite the nail-biter." She snorted a laugh at her own joke.

"Oh," I responded, gritting my teeth. To the rest of these people, The Raven was just another super that had gone on a homicidal killing spree. But the name was much more personal for me. I had been there. I'd seen his disfigured face. I'd felt the grip of his hand on my ankle. The Raven had immense power. He had killed a good percentage of the population of super heroes (and villains, for that matter) on "the Day", the opening ceremonies of the Tournament of Supers, an Olympics-style event. After that, he'd traveled the globe exterminating more and more supers. 

Sure, he'd also massacred a large number of the world's leaders (including the President) and tens of thousands of tippys, but for most people, that was far removed from their daily life. It wasn't uncommon for leaders to be held ransom or targeted by supers. Part of the job, a lot of tippys thought. It had been a popular decision to change the name of the local baseball team after that. 

Well, maybe not as popular as it was political, as many still used the Ravens in private conversations. I rubbed at my right leg. 

"Anyways, Robson," the man continued, "we wanted to talk to you about the Bruce account."

I blinked away the memory of The Raven. So baseball guy's name wasn't Bruce. That was the account. Oh, well.

"Yes, sir? And please, call me Bob."

The woman set her coffee on the cubicle wall, "Well, Bob, we found a few errors." She glanced at the man next to her, obviously leaving off the word "again", "And we were a little...concerned."

"Oh? Sorry. I'll be happy to fix them."

The man put his hand up, "No need. We've taken care of them. It's just..." the man traded glances with the woman, "this isn't the first time."

"See if they'll let you take them home. I can help you with them."

My lips tightened at Mind's interruption. I was going to do that, but she just couldn't help herself, "I understand, sir. If I could just be allowed to take some of my work home, I'd be happy to double check it all before I submit it. On my own time; no charge to the company."

The woman shook her head, "We've discussed this before. EnviroKop policy is that nothing leaves the premises."

"Of course. But if an exception could be made, I can guarantee that all of these errors would be avoided."

The man shifted his weight, "I don't see how. If you can't do the work correctly here, how are you going to do it any better at home?"

"Because I'd be doing it for you. I'm a supercomputer. I could finish your work in minutes if I could just access it. The fact they still use pen and paper is infuriating!"

I sighed again, considering making a preemptive hash mark as my eyes drooped. This wasn't the first time I'd been spoken to about my mistakes. I didn't know how they did it. Accountants. My eyes crossed after about fifteen minutes of the work. 

They kept talking and I kept nodding. Eventually they left. I turned back to my ledger, my eyes already growing heavy.

"If you could read the numbers off to me, I could tell you the answers."

I muttered under my breath, "Shhh." I listened, trying to hear if any of the writing around me slowed or stopped. I didn't want another complaint about me "talking to myself" again.

"Or use the code. The code was working."

The code was me tapping the desk with my pencil. Between a combination of taps, coughs, and various other noises, I could tell Mind what was on the page in front of me. Of course, it'd only taken a week before I'd gotten three complaints from those around me. 

"No."

"Bob, we have to do something. They aren't going to let you keep making mistakes. Between that and your refusal to make friends, I'm surprised you've lasted this long."

I pressed at my ear, adjusting the small device conveying Mind's voice, trying not to raise my own, "Your fault."

"Sure, blame me. EnviroKop was supposed to be easy. But they are a private security firm. It makes sense that their computer system has been a bit harder to penetrate. We could just hack it, but then they'd know. Having you on-site means that we can retrieve the Multikey when we are done syphoning off the data we need."

"Too long."

"Did you say something?"

I half stood, glancing over my cubicle wall at my neighbor, "No. Sorry."

He smiled and sat back down.

"Plus," Mind continued as if nothing had happened, "it took you nearly a month to get into the computer mainframe room. You can't blame me for that."

I scowled and turned back to the numbers in front of me. They blurred. I squeezed my eyes shut and willed them to focus.

Mind was bored; that much was clear. She used to control all the data and automated defenses of the Bulwark. The Bulwark was Earth's greatest and best known defensive super team. They not only tackled the toughest villains and threats to the planet, but they also ruled the Super State: the borderless country, which all (and only) supers were encouraged to join. 

Mind, like the supers, was targeted by The Raven. She'd escaped into a computer terminal in my office where she’d decided to hide. She'd wanted to continue working with the Bulwark and the supers, but she'd only left behind a basic program. One that she felt would be enough for their needs, but not so complicated that she couldn't control it. At first, it had been fine, but recently, they'd scrapped Mind’s basic program for something new. 

She hadn't been happy with that. 

I blinked my eyes and turned back to my work. I didn't want to look at the clock and know just how much longer I had before I could leave. I glanced down at my hash-marked paper and sighed. 

 

* * *

 

The sun was low in the sky as I walked back to my rented apartment. It was near EnviroKop, making my commute easy, but more importantly, it gave my cover story of a single, mid-thirties man a bit of credence. That and the fact that I was a single, mid-thirties man. They didn't have to know that I was also a PI with my own, heavily fortified apartment, complete with the world's most annoying supercomputer. 

I turned as a cab honked at a pedestrian. It wasn't long ago that the sounds of rush hour traffic would have been overshadowed by the supers flying overhead and running past at near supersonic speeds. But that had changed. 

I fingered the keychain in my pocket. 

"Stop fidgeting."

"Shut up," I murmured. "Just because you can 'hear' my movements doesn't mean you know what I'm doing."

"Oh, really? Don't you think that keychain is a bit on the nose?"

I scowled and took out the keys and looked at the number on the chain. 19. I glanced around to make sure that no one was within earshot before responding.

"Smart ass. No, I don't. It isn't like anyone else but me can remember her."

"And me."

"You don't remember her. I told you about her."

"Not true. I saw her. I remember."

"Big deal. Her power worked on actual brains. Not artificial ones." A little girl with the tight blonde curls and all white eyes floated through my mind. 

"That hurts, Bob. I was a super once. Before I melded with a computer."


"You don't know that. You can't remember. Not after The Raven."

Mind ignored the dig, "Plus, we don't know that you are the only tippy. There is still a question whether the S&M club owner remembers."

I ground my teeth and flipped the small, Q-tip shaped tool attached to my keychain into my hand. I needed a break. With a practiced motion, I pretended to scratch at my ear and used the tool to remove the earpiece. I could have just turned it off, but I wanted to annoy Mind. She hated when I just removed it and didn't turn it off. Something about wasting batteries.

Tay. "Master" Tay was a club owner and the one who had commissioned the clones of a young and exceptionally powerful super. That much I was sure of. Tay had found the original girl somehow, and had gotten enough of her for some super scientist to grow copies. And more copies. And more. Tay would convince the girls that he was the only one who could protect them. And they'd protect him in return with their telepathic powers.

He'd said there was a Twenty. That he had another clone on the way. It was a single sentence. A throwaway line. He might have been lying. But I couldn't let myself believe that. I wouldn't.

If anyone other than me could remember Nineteen, it was him. I had attempted to visit him in prison to try and extract any information about the super that had made the clones for him, but he'd refused to see me. I could have pulled some strings, but that would have raised red flags. I'd eventually given up. Decided to investigate on my own.

When I entered my apartment, I threw my briefcase on the threadbare couch, kicked off my oversized shoes, and headed directly to the kitchen, my heels clicking on the tile floor though my thin socks. I pulled open the refrigerator door, extracted the pizza box, and cursed as I opened it. 

Empty. Why the hell did I put it back in the fridge if it was empty? That was the sort of thing that used to drive Gale crazy. 

Opening the cabinet, I pulled out the two contents: a glass and a bottle of scotch. I poured myself a finger and a half and swallowed it in one gulp.

The apartment was white and rust colored - white walls and rust colored everything else, including the carpet. The ad had promised that it would be furnished. That had proven to be optimistic. It had a couch, a black and white TV, and a bed. Over the last two months, I had alternated between the couch and the bed, unsure which had the fewest bugs and loose springs. I would have tried out the floor if I hadn't suspected that the carpet was dyed to cover blood stains. 

I picked up the phone and spun the dial seven familiar times. A moment later, a scratchy voice answered. He sounded scared. I smiled. 

The shower was coldish. Turned all the way to hot, the water could almost be called tepid. I had gotten used to it. I put the same clothes back on after giving them a good sniff. Musty but not too bad. They'd do for another day. 

I refilled my drink in the kitchen and then walked back to my bedroom. Across from my bed was the only addition I'd made to the space: a small, seemingly insignificant dartboard. I took the three darts in my hand and stuck them in the double, then triple 19. The last dart I stuck in the center. With a whir, the sides of the dartboard opened. Wiry arms extended from the openings, each holding groups of folded scraps of paper, pictures, business cards, and more. Using string, electrical tape, and frankly, scraps of my own clothes, the mechanical arms returned each of the items to their places on the walls. After all these months, two of the walls were nearly covered. The process took nearly a full minute before the arms retracted back into the dartboard.

I placed my finger on a number on the dartboard.

19.

To anyone else, it would be a random selection. Taken in conjunction with the keychain, maybe a lucky number. I traced a line with my finger. A picture of a black bird. A raven. Nineteen, with her telepathic powers, had been one of the only supers on the planet who could slow him down. I'd taken her right to him. Not to help with the fight, but because that was where all the supers were. And she was dying. No one other than a super could've helped her.

She hadn't made it. But I'd promised myself that I'd save her. If I couldn't save her, I'd save one of her "sisters". Nineteen. A clone. 

I continued down a different line. 

I scowled at the image of a sleazy club owner I'd cut from a magazine. I'd handwritten "Tay" underneath. From that image, the lines exploded out like rays of sunshine, or one of those pictures of saints. Each one leading to a person or business that Mind or I had uncovered. Each investigated. Searched. Vetted. We'd delved into the lives of so many people, so many corporations. I'd leaned on, bribed, and even threatened scores of them. So many, I couldn't begin to remember all their faces. Too many. 

And not enough.

I walked down the lines, remembering the leads, the excitement. There had been so many times where I had been sure. ManiKan. I was sure of them. The name alone. Turned out they really were a nail care product company. Though the stuff they did to cats in that place should've gotten them a special place in hell. I passed Glomich, a pharmaceutical company. That had led to Baffer, a super that claimed to have unlocked the secret of life, which turned out to be a weird vampire blood fetish. There were more. Branches of lines that had ultimately led nowhere. 

Finally, I reached the Condor. That tippy playing super had been my best bet. It'd been under my nose, and I'd ignored it. A case that a mother had brought to me long ago. I'd turned it down. I never used to like doing kid cases. Reminded me too much of my daughter. But one afternoon, after the constant nagging from Mind, I was finally cleaning up my files and found the case. It had changed everything. 

Gideon Sans. 

The man was an enigma. Mind and Alan both could find very little on him. Only that he was connected to a few companies, most of which were shell corporations. The only one that had a real, physical address was EnviroKop. 

I sat on the bed, staring at the wall, letting the pattern blur in my mind. I was missing something. But I had spent so many hours in front of this wall. I just couldn't see it. All I could see was her face. 

Nineteen.

I paced back to the living room/kitchen area. If I got much closer to my briefcase, I'd risk hearing Mind screaming at me from my earpiece. She - I knew "she" was really an "it", but with that voice, I couldn't help but think of her as a her - would probably be demanding I plug the earpiece in. 

There was a knock at the door. 

I smiled. Dinner.

I opened the door to a boy who looked like he was probably on his high school football team looking down on me.

"You're new."

The boy shifted, uncertain. "Hey, uh...it's $15.34."

I nodded slowly. 

The pizza boy set the pizza sleeve on the ground next to him, the box in his hand. I just stared at him.

"Um...you can pay by check if you want."

"I know."

I let the silence continue, seeking out his eyes and trying not to blink. The boy slowly became more and more uncomfortable, shifting his weight from foot to foot.

"If this is a bad time..."

I shook my head, "Nope. Now's good."

Again, I fell silent and unmoving. I let a small smile flash across my lips. 

The boy stepped toward me, his chest puffed out, "Now, I heard about you. I heard you can be a real hard ass. But don't try that shit with me, man. I'm not afraid of you."

I lifted an eyebrow, "Really? Hmm. Okay." I paused, "Make me."

The boy's eyes narrowed and he set the pizza on the sleeve on the ground. He turned back to me, his eyes wild and cheeks red. He jerked toward me, one arm cocked back. 

I reached down and pressed the switch on my leg that activated my Inertial Dampener, an invisible field that absorbed the kinetic energy of any projectile that entered it. It had stopped bullets. This boy's punch had no chance. As expected, the pizza boy froze long before anything resembling a punch flew.

At last, he exhaled explosively, "Fine! If I throw in some breadsticks, will you just let me go?"

"Now you're talking," I reached into my pocket for my wallet. "$15.34 did you say? Here's $17. Keep it."

"Oh, thanks a lot, man," the boy couldn't hide his disappointment.

"Before you go, how much did you lose?"

"Twenty."

I tsk'ed in retort, "You didn't have a chance. Tell them to send the hot girl again. At least she was interesting."

The boy picked up the sleeve and pulled out the breadsticks he had hidden in the back, "Just tell me this...why? Why do you call us just to give us such a hard time?"

I shrugged in return, "Consider it life training. If you can't stand up to me, what are you going to do against a super?"

I turned and slammed the door in his face.

 

* * *

 

"That was completely unnecessary."

I had barely put the earpiece back in before she started in on me. I pushed the chunk of breadstick into my cheek, "You say that every time."

"It is true every time."

"Let me eat in peace."

Mind's feminine voice echoed in my head, my nightly headache from staring at small numbers creeping toward my eyes, "Speaking of eating, don't you think you've had enough?"

"What?" I objected, "This is only my third piece."

"Would you like me to tell you all the stuff that is in that? What it is doing to your heart? Your blood pressure?"

"No, I don't. Now shut up."

"For every bite, you need to run for fifteen minutes to burn it off."

I took an extra-large bite.

Mind sighed, "Fine. But we need to talk."

"Yeah?"

"Alan has been leaving messages for you."

I laughed, "Of course he has. He's dying to get the information on this place."

"You should call him. Maybe meet with him."

I shook my head, "Not a chance. We agreed that I was going to stay undercover until I was sure it was safe to meet."

"I could direct you. Hide you."

"No, Mind. It's too dangerous."

"Are you doubting me?"

"Not at all. But you don't control everything. What happens if someone from EnviroKop decides to go out at the same time? Or they are driving by and see me with Alan. His face is famous. Dirk Dirtwater - famous reporter slash writer. He's been on books, on TV, hell, his face is in the paper next to one of his stories at least once a month."

"I understand that. But don't you think you've been cooped up in this apartment long enough?"

"No." 

Mind didn't respond at first. This wasn't the first time we'd had this discussion.

"What about Liz?"

I threw my hands up, "What about her?" I stopped, thinking, "Why, did she call?"

Mind paused before answering, "No...one of her people called to remind you about the meeting...but I'm sure if you..."

I put a hand up, "I've called her enough. She says she's busy running TOP? Busy working with all those pathetic tippys looking for handouts because some super put a ding in their car...well, I guess she's too busy for me."

"That's not fair Bob, and you know it. She was hurt too."

I reached down and stroked my leg, the metal cold under my slacks. I tried to swallow back the memory but couldn't. The Raven, more powerful than any other super, crawling toward me. I'd tried to move fast, to get the girls into a small enough ball so that the teleportation field would cover us three. But before I could press the button, a vice-like grip on my ankle, followed by an irresistible pull. I had no choice; I had to activate the teleporter. Nineteen and Nissa, my ex-assistant, had made it through. I had as well - at least most of me. Later, a super genius friend had replaced most of my right leg and my left foot with metal versions. It'd taken weeks of physical therapy before I'd learned to stand. Much more to run. It hadn't helped that the feet were two sizes smaller than before. I'd taken to stuffing my shoes.

Liz hadn't been part of the battle, but her office had been burned down while she was in it. She'd rebuilt it, but she couldn't rebuild the scarring on her face. 

"We were all hurt. That's no excuse."

"And yet, here you are, alone, in an apartment."

I stood, angry, "Listen, you. I'm doing something. I'm going to find her. I'm going to..." I couldn't finish.

Mind paused for a long time as I stormed around the apartment, cooling off.

Finally, she broke the silence, "The Multikey finally gained control of their communications."

The Multikey was a sort of all-purpose computer access device. All I had to do was plug it in near a computer and Mind would find a way to access it and take it over. If I plugged it into the actual computer, it would happen fairly quickly. Often though, I had to settle for a power outlet nearby. 

With EnviroKop, I'd gotten lucky. I'd found one of their computer rooms and plugged it directly in. That'd been over a month ago.

"It's about time."

"Their system is far more complex than I anticipated."

"You mentioned that."

"No," Mind corrected, "I said that I thought the system was more complex. Now I know."

"Whatever. Just tell me I can get the Multikey and get out. I don't think I can take another day there."

"You could take it now. It has downloaded a lot of data. But if you stay a bit longer, I can establish a secure link and we can get access to everything and have it transmitted over the phone lines."

I shook my head, "But you already had control of the cameras and all the security measures."

"Not all," she corrected, "those were housed in the console where you plugged in the Multikey. The data was stored elsewhere."

"So, what does this mean, exactly?"

"I don't know. I need to be careful that I'm not detected. This is our last lead."

I wiped my mouth, "Damn it." I picked at a piece of peperoni, rolling it over with the tip of my finger. "You suck as a supercomputer. Can't you be more specific?"

"That hurts, Bob. I'm doing the best I can."

I continued pacing, fuming. Eventually, I realized she'd stopped talking, "Listen. At some point you are just going to spit it out, right? I mean, how much of this crap do I have to listen to before you get to the point?"

"That's the pizza talking."

"What?" I demanded, placing the half-full box of pizza into the refrigerator.

"It's got your blood sugar elevated."

"I'll show you elevated..."

"More irrational behavior. Mood swings. Classic symptoms."

"Shut up," I growled through gritted teeth.

"I can wait. Tell me when you are feeling rational."

I bit back a retort and moved to the counter to refill my scotch.

"Alcohol is full of sugar, you know."

I didn't respond, filling my glass almost to the rim. I didn't usually like this much in a glass, but I couldn't help myself. Mind didn't have the benefits of the cameras we had installed around my real home and office, but she could tell a lot from the sounds. She would know how much I'd poured, probably to the milliliter. 

I brought the glass carefully to my lips, leaning over, making sure not to spill anything on my clothes. I sipped enough off the top to make the glass transportable without fear of spillage. 

"Ah," I sighed, "that's better."

"So, are you ready for me to continue?"

I walked back to my bedroom and my wall of research, "If by 'continue' you mean 'get to the point'."

"Fine. I've directed the Multikey to download as much as it can. But it doesn't have much local storage. That means it either has to pick and choose, or it has to compress."

"Oh my God. Seriously? The point?"

"The point is: I don't know, but longer is better. If I had full access, I could retrieve the data right now."

"And why don't we have full access, exactly?"

Mind's voice slowed, as if she were speaking to a child, "As I've said before, I could force my way in, but it would mean letting them know there was an incursion."

"And we can't do that because they'll suspect it is you."

"Perhaps. Likely not, but why take the chance? The terms of our arrangement are simple: you provide me a safe place to reside, and I help you."

"And we keep each other's secrets."

"Exactly."

I sat on the edge of my bed, staring at all the lines on my walls, "We're close, Mind. I can feel it."

"You've said that before."

"This time it is different."

"You've also said that."

"No, I haven't."

Mind started playing back my own voice through my ear piece. I had said it, or some variation of it. 

"Whatever," I grumbled. "It's different this time."

"Of course, Bob."

 

* * *

 

 




  

 Chapter 2

I had barely made it through the door of the EnviroKop building before two burly guards in blue blazers intercepted me and brought me to an office I'd never seen.

"Mr. Robson, take a seat, please."

The grey-suited man behind the desk was tall, thin, and had the look of someone who had lost quite a bit of weight. He flopped into his chair as if he had expected it to be higher. He glanced down at it angrily before turning his gaze toward me. 

"We've been watching you closely, Mr. Robson. I think you are aware of that." His jowls quivered as he spoke, his brown toupee looking like it might fall off his emaciated frame. The suit looked expensive and tailored, but might have been made for someone else as it hung off him like a hand-me-down from an older, larger brother.

I took the seat offered, the only other in the room. It was plush-looking, but I shifted a few times trying, unsuccessfully, to find a comfortable position. Obviously, it was chosen for looks more than comfort...or maybe being uncomfortable was the whole point.

"I'm not sure what you mean," I responded nasally, pushing my black-rimmed glasses up my nose. "What is this all about? And please," I added, "call me Bob."

"And you can call me Mr. Well." Samuel Well, head of security for EnviroKop, if the plaque on his desk was to be believed, paused for a moment as he sat, then added, "Wait, your name is Bob Robson?"

I looked at him blankly, "Yes."

When I didn't elaborate, Samuel Well leaned back in his chair, his deep-set eyes boring into me. Behind him was a wall of TV tubes showing different views of the interior and exterior of the building. His desk was aluminum and faux wood, and looked to me like a reject from an old middle school. The grey room itself was nearly bare, with more empty space than books on the shelves, no pictures of friends or family, not even a framed diploma or shooting award on the walls. The combination of the grey suit and grey walls gave the illusion that Well was part of the room. His dark blue tie with Windsor knot was an upside down exclamation point, reminding me of the lack of windows in the room. I couldn't help but focus on his face, however. It just seemed...wrong somehow. 

I pulled my gaze away and let my eyes roll around the space, taking in the few details. Fluorescent lighting, scuff marks on the floor, discolored patches on the walls and floor, outlining where furniture had long been placed but recently moved. The room must have been recently repurposed. I would have thought that the head of security would get a better office than one that still smelled of mold, cleaning agents, and...something else. Sour. 

"You seem unimpressed."

I turned back to Well. "Hmm?" I again pushed my glasses up my nose. "Oh, no," my practiced voice whistled through my nose, "sorry, sir. I've never been to this floor before. I'm pretty busy, though."

"You've been called into a surprise meeting with the head of security and you act like we're about to have a cup of coffee and talk about the game."

"Oh," I laughed with a snort, "I'm not one for sports."

His eyes narrowed, "Who are you, Mr. Robson?"

My eyes narrowed in return and I almost lost my practiced voice, "I'm not sure I know what you mean."

Well looked considerably more comfortable in his high-backed, leather chair. He steepled his fingers in front of his nose as he leaned forward, "Come now, Mr. Smith, we know Robson is not your real name."

I forced a chuckle, "Mr. Well, I don't know who put you up to this, but..."

"Bob," Mind's voice sounded in my head, "this guy isn't on the official employee records. Whoever he is, he's new or some sort of plant. I'm searching my database for any matches. Can you give me a description? There aren't any cameras in the room."

I shook my head slightly, covering it as a shiver. 

"Okay," Well interrupted. "Let's talk a bit about you, Bob. You started here, what? About three months ago, correct?"

I looked up and off to the left, pretending to rack my memory, "Three months and...five days, I think."

"Whatever. What's important is..."

"No," I interrupted, "six days."

"Bob, I think this guy is a super."

I shrugged slightly, unconcerned.

"He might be a hired gun. Bob, you should consider making a run for it. Grab the Multikey and go. We'll have to make do with the data we got."

"Or was it five? I called in sick one day. Are you counting that? That should count, I would think."

Well slammed his hand down on his desk, his pallid face showing only the slightest coloring at the tips of his cheekbones and in the middle of his forehead. "It doesn't matter," he rasped through clenched teeth. He slumped back into his seat, his mouth already forming the next words. 

I didn't let them get past his lips, "Oh, Mr. Well," I stated with forced passion, "it does matter." I pushed my glasses up again, "Down in accounting, we have a motto, 'Accuracy, Precision, Integrity'. Numbers mean everything. If we don't ensure that the numbers line up, that our calculations are correct, this whole company could go under!" I leaned forward, trying to exude passion for a subject I cared nothing about. "Did you hear about the OmniCure debacle?"

Confusion momentarily wiped the annoyance off Well's face. I could see indecision flicker across his forehead. I suddenly realized what made him look so odd. He didn't have eyebrows. I exhaled, somehow relieved that I had figured it out. He swallowed, his eyes dipping as he put a finger to his cheek and looked away, "Of course..."

I smiled slightly, "All it took was one misplaced decimal."

Well looked back at me. 

"Just ONE," I held up a finger, "and that company, once the largest private security firm in the tri-state area, went under."

"Bob, what are you doing? I don't have enough info on this guy for an identification."

"Of course," Well coughed, "accounting is important. That's not under debate here."

"I should certainly hope not," I countered, shifting in my seat and wincing in annoyance, "just one bad egg in the accounting department can do irreparable harm to any business, much less EnviroKop."

"Of course...it's just that..."

I continued as if he hadn't spoken, "EnviroKop is one of the largest private security firms in the country, Mr. Well, I'm sure I don't need to remind you. We provide everything from home security systems for middle class homes to large venue planning and oversight. We've installed systems in everything from mom and pop bagel shops to the homes of governors and senators. If our company were to go under...well, I'd hate to think what would happen."

Well was patting one hand at the air as if it could slow my rant down. "That's part of the point here..."

"I should certainly hope so, Mr. Well. Head of security or no, I have a very important job. And if you felt the need to pull me away...well...I hope it was for good cause."

"Now, if you'll just let me..."

"Because I'm working on a very important account right now. Sure, it isn't a big money client, but for them, it's their life."

"I understand, Bob, but what we're...you're...here to discuss is not your client."

"Are you satisfied yet?"

I nodded, covering the movement with a cough, "I didn't think so. So, who do you want to know about?"

Well's brows furrowed, "Huh?"

"I assume you want information on one of my coworkers. Is it Sanders?"

"No..." Well thought for a moment. "Why? Do you suspect him of something?"

"Her."

"What?"

"Her, Mr. Well. Not all accountants are men, you know," I pushed my glasses up my face.

"Something is happening. I think they are clearing the building. If you get out now, you should have no problems getting the Multikey in the confusion. I can lock the door behind you."

"Of course. Her. Do you have suspicions?"

I turned back to Well. I hadn't seen him press a hidden button, but perhaps he hadn't needed to. The guy didn't know the first thing about the company, or the security business for that matter. There was no Sanders in accounting, male or female. There was no OmniCure debacle or, as far as I knew, a company even named OmniCure. Samuel Well might've simply been ludicrously focused on his job and covering the fact that he didn't know these things, but I didn't think so. 

I started to feed "facts" to Well about the fictional Sanders. I dropped in names of clients EnviroKop didn't have, services it didn't provide, and even mentioned the name of an invented manager. He copied it all down dutifully on a legal pad he produced from his desk. 

As I went on, my claims and accusations became more and more outrageous. Even a person with a passing knowledge of the company should have recognized them as fiction. I watched as Well started getting more and more anxious. His eyes glanced with increased frequency to his watch, he started to ask if "that was all" more often, and sweat began to bead up on his sallow, heavily-lined, and eyebrow-less forehead. I decided to get this over with. 

"And lastly," Well looked at me, a relieved smile on his thin lips, "I believe that Anderson is an alien."

Well blinked his fleshy eyelids three times, "Um...alien?"

I leaned forward, nodding slowly, "Yes. I'm almost sure."

"Like, an illegal alien?"

"Are there legal kinds?" Well exhaled softly in relief. I continued, "I mean, I don't know what sort of passport you'd need to come from another planet. Surely, someone would have mentioned extraterrestrial contact, you know?"

Well closed his eyes briefly, his eyelids quivering. 

"Bob, you are way out on a limb here. They must suspect you, might even suspect that I've breached their system. Stop messing around and get out."

"I have to know," I half whispered.

"Excuse me?"

"He probably doesn't know anything about who hired him. Just get out."

Well was looking at me, hoping I would say something that would convince him I hadn't just wasted the last twenty minutes of his life. I couldn't help myself.

"It's Anderson, isn't it? You suspect him as well. You know," I grabbed the edge of his crappy, aluminum desk and gazed into his eyes conspiratorially, "he doesn't use the bathroom. Ever."

"What?"

"I know, weird, right? But I know what you're thinking. He's just one of those germ guys, right? Runs home on his lunch break? But that's not it. I've followed him."

Well's head fell. He slowly looked over the three pages of hurriedly scribbled notes on the legal pad in front of him. He tore the pages off and crumpled them into a ball. He glanced around each side of his desk and then under it. Finally he set it on the corner.

"You don't have a trash can?" I asked, narrowing my eyes. "That's a little weird." I made a show of looking around the office. "In fact, I don't remember you around the office. I've worked here for three months and this is the first I've seen of you? And you are the head of security? Doesn't the head of a department rate at least a window?" I put my hand to my mouth in mock horror, "Oh God! You're one of them, aren't you?" I squeaked. I put a hand up in front of me, swallowing nervously, "What are you going to do to me?"

Mr. Well's thin, pale lips pursed so tightly that I couldn't see them anymore, "Enough," he growled. "Robson...or whatever your name is... " He spun his chair and touched a control on the wall of monitors. The images all changed simultaneously. Well stood and pointed to the leftmost tube on the top. "This is you," the image started to move, "trying to enter a restricted area." 

As he spoke, my less-than-dashing figure walked up to the door and opened it. A person in a lab coat was on the other side and shooed me out. For this particular job, I'd had to wear a cheap suit and tie, a bit oversized and ill fitted, but it didn't hide the increasing expanse of my belly. In recent months, I'd put on a couple of pounds, a fact that I had been actively ignoring despite Mind's constant reminders. Now that I could see myself - a candid image without the normal sucking in of the gut that I did reflexively whenever I passed in front of a reflective surface or camera - all my rationalizations and explanations crumbled. I was fat.

"Damn," I chuffed, "I look like shit." My voice momentarily lost the nasally quality I'd perfected over the last couple of months. 

"An understandable mistake," Well continued, "but here you are again," the image on the second monitor went into motion, "and again," the third image joined. "Each time, you try to enter a restricted area and are quickly discovered and escorted out. We've researched you, talked to your coworkers. They describe you as absent-minded. Friendly enough, but standoffish and a bit of a buffoon. The perfect cover for someone trying to steal secrets. But," he pressed another hidden control, and all the monitors shifted to create one large image of a door, "here, you succeeded." My pudgy figure opened the door and, after a moment, closed it behind me. My profile revealed considerably more chins than I had expected to see. "You don't come out for five minutes, Mr. Robson." Well turned back to me, "What did you do during those five minutes?"

I smiled, "So, um, you're saying you're not an alien?"

Well slammed his hand down on his desk a second time, "Cut the crap, already!" Well opened a drawer near the top of his desk and pulled out a thick file. He placed his wrinkled hand on top of the file. It was odd how his skin looked so much older than he sounded. Maybe his super power was aging? I made a mental note not to let him touch me, though, generally speaking, it was a pretty good idea to stay out of arm's reach of supers anyhow. 

"It's all here," he strummed his fingers across the top, "your work was riddled with errors. For all your earlier pontification," he'd obviously heard the word from someone else recently as it came out a bit mushy, "about numbers, you certainly don't seem to be very good with them. In fact," he opened the file and made a show of glancing at the top sheet, "it says here you were scheduled for termination," he smiled at the word. "Regardless, they almost believed you. Almost. But you were a little too clever for your own good."

"Was I?" I growled under my breath.

Mr. Well reached down and opened a drawer near the bottom. It clanged and rang like one of my father's toolbox drawers. A small smile flittered across his lips as he riffled through the drawer noisily. Well's smile widened, revealing dimples that pockmarked his cheeks. "Because whatever you did during those five minutes...whatever it was, gave you some sort of control over the system. The day after you entered that room, you called in sick. That might just be a coincidence except for one thing. You are never caught on camera again."

"Oh, yeah?" it was my turn to purse my lips.

"Oops." Mind's voice was as meek as I'd ever heard it.

 "Yeah. Now, Mr. Robson, let's start again." Well cocked his head to the side, cracking his neck loudly. He took a deep, cleansing breath. "I have only one question..."

"Sorry, Bob. I guess I was a bit too thorough."

"Ya think?" I mumbled under my breath.

"Do you want to do this the easy way, or the hard way?"

I shifted in my seat and took off my glasses. I cleaned them with my tie, listening to Well dig around in that drawer. Was he looking for a gun? Some sort of death ray? I tapped the spot on my right thigh that triggered my Inertial Dampener. 

Hopefully, whatever he was looking for in that drawer would shoot something with mass.

"Um...there isn't a chance for a bathroom break?" I glanced up.

Well's appearance had changed. The right side of his face was covered in welts like he'd been attacked by bees, except without the angry, red marks. Just the swelling. His toupee threatened to slide off his head, the skin underneath pushing the hairpiece askew.

"Whoa, man, what's the deal with your face?" I asked, my voice completely lacking the nasally quality.

Well brought his right hand up and placed it on the desk. His arm had nearly doubled in size, the seams of his jacket straining. The back of his hand had the same bumpy mien as his face. He strummed his fingers, the sound faintly metallic. 

"Bob, what is that sound?"

"You want to take a bathroom break? Have at it. The doors are locked, the building cleared. It's just you and me."

"Why are your fingers making that sound?"

"That's his fingers? Before, that sound was him?"

"Did you pull something out of the desk?"

"Cross-referencing."

"Don't worry about my fingers," Well cracked his neck to the other side, "worry about whether or not you'll ever leave this room alive."

I placed my glasses slowly down on the desk. The game was over. He had made his final move, but it was too soon. I still had the advantage. This super, whoever he was, thought he had me cornered. But I had one thing going for me that he wouldn't expect.

I wasn't a super, and I wasn't afraid of him.

I stood. "So, the door is locked. The building cleared. And I suppose you've taken other precautions?"

Well licked at an uneven Cheshire smile, the right half swollen and rutted like his hand, "You noted the lack of windows. This wasn't a storeroom or closet; it was a holding cell. The walls are a super-dense alloy, as is the door. There is a field covering the walls that not even a Level 5 super could teleport through. The room is hermetically sealed, shielded from all known types of super vision, energy blasts and just about everything else." His smile widened, "And you? Your voice has changed!" 

"Damn it! Samuel Well? S. Well. Swell. He's a super for hire."

I rolled my eyes. Supers. They couldn't help trying to be clever. Emphasis on the "trying".


"Small-time mercenary before the Day. Now he gets big money from what I can tell. Smart, ruthless. He can absorb material. Uses it to increase his strength, defense, and speed. Can expel it from his body forcefully. Best stay away from him. Force him to shoot at you if it comes to it. Your Dampener should be enough. But if he gets hold of you...well, I wouldn't recommend it. Depending on what he absorbs, he can be quite strong. I'm working on the field."

I walked toward the door, putting the recommended distance between the super known as Swell and me. "This door? I don't remember it being that thick."

"Whatever your deal is, Robson, you aren't leaving this room. The door is locked, and the wall slid closed behind that door when you shut it."

"I'm on that, too."

He leaned forward, his oversized right hand covering his left, "But you're welcome to try."

"Not yet. The field was easy; the door is a little trickier."

I placed a hand on the door, "No, I believe you." I licked my lips, looking around the room as if searching for an escape, "Ok, Mr. Well...or should I call you Swell?"

His eyes widened, followed quickly by a pleased smile, "You've heard of me."

"I make it my business to know things."

"Real name: Shane Wauter, but I wouldn't recommend..."

"So, Shane..." 

"Damn it, Bob!"

Swell's uneven smile froze at the sound of his real name, his eyes as large as golf balls. 

I continued, "what's your price?"

Wauter closed his eyes slowly and leaned back into his chair. His hands clawed at the desk, the right leaving long, quarter-inch gouges down the top. Mind was right; this was a guy to keep at arm's length. Or further, if possible. When he reopened his eyes, they were level and clear, the iris of the right chrome-colored. "My price?" he responded coolly.

I shrugged, leaning back on the door, "Of course. It's obvious you don't work here. You're hired help," I nodded toward the desktop, "muscle, if you will. Therefore, you must have a price. Name it. If it is reasonable, the people that hired me will be glad to pay it."

Wauter smirked sadly at me, "You don't know how many people have made that same offer over the years. And don't think I don't appreciate it. But I've learned from bitter experience that you don't last long in this business if you double-cross your employer whenever some mark makes you a better offer. My reputation is worth more than that. As is my life."

I nodded, "I understand. But then, what's next? I'm obviously not going to tell you what you want to know. At least, not willingly. So, what? Torture? If you've been doing this as long as you say, you know how unreliable coerced information is. Cause enough pain and people will tell you anything to make it stop."

"True. That's what I told them."

"So..."

"Well, in their words, 'It can't hurt to try'." He shrugged almost apologetically, "I told them to buy you off."

"And they didn't think I'd take it." I finished. "Shane...you're an idiot," I spat. "They want to know how I avoided their cameras, what information I took, and who I work for. They also don't want me to leave this room alive. What makes you think you'll be in any different boat? If I tell you, what motivation do they have to keep you alive?"

Wauter bristled, "I'm a professional. They know..."

"That they can trust you? You're joking right? You're tissue paper to them. A soiled napkin to be thrown away when they are done with it. You're a fool."

"Damn it, Bob! Why do you have to push their buttons like this?"

"I'm a fool?" Wauter shouted. "You've proved that you have more information than even they guessed. And now that you've proven how...resourceful...you are, well, I find myself highly motivated to figure out how. I'm betting that how you got my name is worth a lot more than this job. So, Mr. Robson, let's start again." 

"See, I told you to leave." 

I frowned in response.

Wauter curled his right hand into a fist, sounding like a robotic Bruce Lee cracking his knuckles before a big fight. He shifted his shoulders, and I could see the metal, or whatever it was, flow across his face and shoulders under his jacket. With a last twitch, the subcutaneous material equalized, and he slowly stood. His height had increased at least an inch or two from when he let me into his office. Aside from the lumpiness of his skin, Wauter looked healthier than he had before. His skin had lost much of the pallor and he seemed to glow with his new power. Both of his irises now reflected like polished metal.

"I don't even want to think about how you sucked all that in with your hand."

He shrugged, "It used to hurt. When I first started. Now...well, I kinda like it."

"I bet." I shifted my position on the door so that I was covering the knob. I placed my hand slowly behind my back, "I have to ask: how do you even find something like that out? What? Did you absorb a cat or something?"

He stretched his hand over his head, the sleeves of his jacket straining under the pressure, "We all just thought I had some sort of skin condition. Turns out I had been absorbing sand and rocks through my feet and hands. One pretty-boy gave me a hard time. I sandblasted him into the hospital." He laughed quietly, his eyes far away, "Now he's the one with the bad complexion."

I tried the knob softly. 

Wauter lowered his hand, one finger extended toward me. "I told you: locked." The tip of his finger turned silver. Before I could really register what was happening, something small shot out of his finger and wedged itself into the wall a foot to the side of my head.

I turned quickly. From what I could see, it was small, round, and shiny. About a quarter inch in diameter. A ball bearing?

"Nifty trick," I could feel the door behind me vibrate. I moved back in front of the doorknob to see if Mind had been successful. "So what, you suck it in and shoot it out? Nice party trick."

He lowered his hand, shaking it slightly. "It's more than a trick, Robson. I get stronger, faster...all determined by what I absorb. No one is really sure how it works. But it really doesn't matter, does it? All that matters to you is how many holes I'm going to have to put in you to get you to talk. So," he raised his hand again and each of the four fingertips carried my reflection, "about the cameras..."

The door was still locked.

"Sorry, Bob, that door is manual. Just a normal deadbolt though. You should be able to kick through it with your leg. Two or three hits should do it. Maybe one good one if you put your belly behind it."

I scowled. She never passed an opportunity. I glanced up at Wauter. It was time to take things to the next level. "Would you believe I just figured out where they were and how to avoid them?"

Wauter shook his head, "They thought you'd say that. No, they know it was something else. They don't think you're a super though. So, spill before I lose my patience. How'd you do it?"

I opened my mouth as if to answer, shook my head apologetically and then closed it again, "Sorry, Wauter. I guess you'll just have to shoot me."

Wauter's face fell, his expression changing from confusion at my reaction to recognition at my using his last name, to resolute. That last expression contained a smile that made me shiver. "As you wish." A single, silver ball rushed toward me faster than I could follow with my eyes. It froze an inch or so from my left shoulder, hovering in the air momentarily before falling to the ground noisily.

I smiled, "Oops." Three more chrome bearings hurled toward me with similar results. My smile widened as Wauter’s face flushed with anger, "Yeah, that's really not going to work."

"No!" he growled. "They were sure. You're not a super!"

I looked at the nails on my right hand, "Never said I was."

A barrage of ball bearings clanged to the floor around me, a few embedded in the door and wall from poorly aimed shots. I glanced up. Wauter was steaming. His face had returned to the saggy mien of before, but his arms were huge, his jacket and shirt in tatters around the rutted skin. He reached down and tossed the desk into the sidewall. It compressed into an unrecognizable lump a quarter its original size. Fragments of the chair I had been sitting in joined it a few moments later.

"Bob, I'm not sure he can punch fast enough to activate your Inertial Dampener."

When Mind helped me install an updated version of the Inertial Dampener into my leg just a few months ago, she had tried to lower the threshold of activation as much as was safe. Not too much though, as we didn't want it keeping out everything, including air, and I didn't want it to activate too readily. It was nice to be able to turn it on when I thought I might need it without tipping people off.

I stepped away from the door, placing my feet wide, ready to move. I could feel the sweat already beading up on my forehead and running down my back. I didn't want to test Mind's theory, but I wasn't sure I could dodge...

Suddenly I was staring at the closed fist of Shane Wauter. 

"I guess that answers that question."

"Whoa. You're pretty quick for a big guy."

Luckily, Wauter was impatient and immediately pulled his fist back. If he had waited a few more moments, the Dampener would have released and he could have just reached out and throttled me. He clasped his two hands together over his head, and I dove to the side. 

Not waiting to see the hands descend was the right choice. Wauter smashed through the empty air where I'd been standing and into the door. He pulled back and the door came with his hands. His eyes snapped fully open and his jaw dropped. Where he expected to see an impenetrable wall, he saw an empty hallway. 

I changed direction, rolled out the now missing door and quickly stood. I turned and faced Wauter. Shrugging, I smirked, "It's been a pleasure, Shane, but if you wouldn't mind giving my regards to your employers." I took a step back and waved as Mind slammed the wall back in place, trapping Swell inside the cell.

"They are going to be so disappointed in him," I laughed.

"You should hurry. We can't be sure he's the only one."

I turned and walked toward the stairway briskly, "You worry too much."

"And don't forget the Multikey."

"Shut up."

 

* * *




  

Chapter 3

"How did it go, PI?"

"About how I expected, Reporter."

Alan Wagner was sweating more than I. His deep black skin glistened in the midday sun, worry only now fading from the corners of his striking, green eyes. His angular face and winning smile were still easily recognizable under his baseball cap and pulled up collar. He maneuvered the minivan around the corner and farther away from the empty building I had calmly walked out of just a few moments before.

Well, not completely empty. Somewhere in the bowels of the building, a super named Swell was trying to beat his way out of an inescapable room. I grinned.

I turned and gazed out the back window, unable to see much through the maze of dangling child distractions. Alan's wife had given birth to a bouncing baby boy, their second, just a few months ago, and their vehicle was a mess of plastic that vibrated, crackled, or played music. The floor was littered with the aftermath of crackers, cookies, and other various foods, mostly attempts to keep his elder son, Sarh, happy. Alan's eyes had the rings and wild look of a man on too little sleep. Sleep deprivation hadn't, I'd noted, been able to keep the excitement out of his voice when he talked of his sons, or completely wipe the smile off his face. 

The city rolled by mostly unnoticed as Alan turned toward my office. "Got called into some fake head of security guy's office. Tried to shake me down for info."

"Whoa," Alan whistled, "unlucky? Did you get the info?"

"Yeah," I patted my pocket though the Multikey was really hidden in a secret compartment in my ankle, "right here. I'll have to use the terminal back at the office to print it out. Hopefully it is everything you need."

"Yeah." Alan's voice was far away.

We had met soon after the Day and had immediately found a lot of common ground. While I couldn't tell him everything, he was the closest thing I'd had to a new friend in years. Since my rehabilitation, I'd been helping him out on some of his cases, mostly the undercover stuff. 

Damn, not cases: stories. Alan was always correcting me. 

Alan's face, as pretty as it was, was way too famous from all his book jackets and television appearances to try to pass as anyone else. He had a device to change his appearance, but with his wife pregnant and then the new baby, he hadn't wanted to be away from home for the extended periods undercover work demanded.

Suited me just fine. I didn't mind the work. It was fun, a distraction from my other personal investigations, and I often got to mess with supers. While I didn't really need the money - I'd made plenty back when I was still private investigating full time - Alan insisted on paying me. He was generous, no matter how much I objected, and it allowed us to keep our personal and professional lives separate. 

I'd actually brought him the EnviroKop case. Figured I could use his contacts to get in. It had worked. Sure, I'd manipulated him...used him. But he got something out of it too. It wasn't like I could tell him about Nineteen.

"Two things: Your assistant is MIA again."

"Damn it," I muttered under my breath. "What is with that guy?"

"Guy?" Alan laughed, "You're sure?"

I shrugged, "He applied as a dude. I can't think of him as anything else."

Alan's smile deadened slightly, "Whatever. Well, I know this because Liz called."

I pursed my lips. Liz. One of my oldest friends...really, the only one I'd kept in contact with over the years. After I'd found out about the fire and her injuries, I'd decided, against her wishes, to uncover what had happened. Turned out it was the henchmen of a super villain named Siddeon. Siddeon, like many other supers, had been killed by The Raven. When I figured out whom it was, and that they had likely raided Liz's offices for information on where to get super technology, I'd decided to take a little bit of retribution. She hadn't approved, but had forgiven me. 

Mostly.

Plus, those henchmen had helped distract The Raven, allowing me to escape. And some of them even survived.

"What did she want?"

"Remind you about the meeting tonight."

"Shit." I had forgotten. And Mind had even mentioned it last night. In yet another attempt to mend our tense relationship, I'd agreed to attend a community meeting of some kind. I'd said "yes" without really knowing what I was agreeing to. At the time, I hadn't known I'd be undercover at the time. I suppose I had to go now that I didn't have a cover to protect.

"Have fun."

"What," I objected. "You're not going with me?"

Alan nodded, his eyebrows raised, "You're joking, right? I don't see how this isn't going to blow up. You at a community meeting surrounded by supers? Being undercover, I thought you'd be able to get out of it, but now...well, no thanks. "

"Oh."

"Bob, Alan is right. I cannot locate Leon. I tried his apartment. No answer. I don't have a record of him leaving though."

I coughed into my hand. 

Alan laughed, "I like you, PI, but I don't want to be anywhere near you with that many supers around. You've got too many enemies."

"Yeah."

Liz. Damn. It was like beating my head against a wall. It wasn't like there was anything wrong, per se, it was just...different. It's like when Gale and I would fight toward the end of our marriage. It felt like there was an invisible field between us. Something I couldn't quite touch, but that still managed to keep us apart. With Liz, I still had a chance to break through. To make amends. With Gale...well, that ended long ago.

I rolled down the window, letting the wind push some of the sweat off my brow. As I always did, I quickly scanned the pedestrians, looking for blonde curls. Not finding any, I blinked the wind from my eyes. It was a beautiful spring day. It had rained last night and the air smelled sweet and fresh. The sky was a deep blue and there was nary a cloud in sight. I took a deep breath and held it, feeling the last of the adrenalin fading from my near miss with Swell.

So, now to go back to the office, print out what Alan needed, and kick my assistant out of bed...again. Maybe some dinner with Alan and Suzi, play with the kids a bunch, have a few drinks, and off to the meeting with Liz. Then a few days off while Alan finished his report and Mind analyzed the data and, hopefully, found something else for me to do. Maybe I could meet with Liz and finally get past...

"Oh, for the love of..." 

Alan rarely cursed in any way, so the exclamation immediately drew my attention. Alan was leaning into the steering wheel and looking slightly up. I stuck my head out of the window and did the same. Above us, the sky was shimmering like a mirage. Slowly, like a camera coming into focus, what looked to be the bottom of a huge, silver dinner plate took shape. Shining all over it were illuminated advertisements for various products. The plate took up most of the sky and, from our vantage point, only allowed a small sliver of the midday sun around its sides.

"Goddammit," I muttered.

The Super City was the newest creation of the Super State. Years ago, after a sort of super civil war, the supers had been granted their own "borderless" nation. Supers from all over the world could join and have either dual citizenship or completely renounce their country of birth. Either way, one of the conditions of membership was that they couldn't use their powers in a nation versus nation war. Since membership in the Super State came with, even at the lowest levels, a stipend large enough for a middle class family of four to live on, most supers didn't dare break the rules.

After the Day, the Super State hierarchy decided that they needed to show the world that The Raven hadn't broken their spirits. That they would recover from his devastating attack. A sign...a symbol...a monument. This took the form of someplace they could all meet since The Raven had pretty much destroyed all the major super bases and the Bulwark's secret satellite headquarters. But it couldn't just be a normal base. Something in a volcano or under the ocean. No, it had to be bigger than that. Much bigger.

Thus, the Super City was born. A floating monstrosity as large as the largest terrestrial city, the Super City floated high above other cities, using technology that any government on Earth would kill to get their hands on. The City, mostly flat on the bottom that we could see, but angling up on the sides, would teleport from location to location. Invariably, it was spotted where the weather was the nicest, though there were days when it went unreported. The SC Report was a new column in most newspapers, telling where the Super City had been the previous day. It was a double-edged sword for the locations; having the Super City floating above you meant you had one of the nicest climates on the planet, but it also meant you had that vista marred by a floating city.

Slowly, the Super City ascended, once again revealing the sun. The City stopped when it was about twice the relative size of the moon. Depending on the time of year and your location, you might be "lucky" enough to experience an S-Clipse. I knew there would be whole groups of people, right now, frantically making calls and calculations to figure out where would be the best place to experience it and when. I shook my head, spitting out the window.

"Hey!" Alan protested, "I just washed this thing." 

I kicked an empty paper coffee cup at my feet, "You missed a spot."

He smiled, glancing in his rear-view mirror, "Sure, spit inside, no problem."

I laughed.

 

* * *

 

The paper slowly spooled off the integrated printer of the terminal hidden in the closet behind my desk. The terminal was a holdover from my marriage. Gale, now the leader of the Super State and the Bulwark, had "left" it with me. It had been connected to the Super State's information system, which used to be controlled by Mind. Most just thought it was a computer - high tech by tippy standards, hopelessly archaic by super standards. 

"Processing the data now."

Mind was in "stealth" mode. When at home, she could use a system of targeted speakers that would direct sound toward me without others in the room able to hear it. At least without some sort of power. Something about the way it worked made it sound like her voice was coming from inside my head. Not a pleasant experience, and I had demanded that she only use it when absolutely necessary. I nodded toward the corner of the room I often referenced when speaking to her.

Alan sat next to the terminal, ripping the pages off as they spooled, and tearing off the tractor feed edges. He was sipping his celebratory brandy as I walked back into the room, my cheap business suit replaced by a pair of cargo shorts and one of my new, white T-shirts. Alan pointed to a glass of scotch on the corner of my desk and scowled at my shirt. 

I glanced down. The new logo, "Supers Suck" was in what I liked to call baseball script. Bob Moore Investigations was just below it.

"What?"

Alan shook his head at my exposed metal leg as much as my shirt, "You're not seriously going to wear those out?"

I shrugged, "I've got to. I bought, like, a hundred of them."

The moment the last page printed, Alan was on his feet and ready to go. This case had been his baby - well, other than his actual baby - for the last three months. I supposed that, in some way, justified how I had led him into it. 

"Honestly, Bob, you freak people out when you walk around in shorts."

"Huh?" I finished pouring myself another few fingers of scotch and turned to face Alan, papers under his arm, standing in my office doorway.

"Why didn't you let Tinkerer finish them? I'm sure he's dying to."

Ted Vente, the super known as "Tinkerer", was the super genius that built the teleportation device that had taken my right leg and left foot, but he had technically saved my life by replacing my legs. Like Liz, a distance had grown between Ted and me. Though, in Ted's case, I was the generator of the distance.

"People should know. You don't see supers walking around with mechanical limbs, right? Only tippys end up looking like this."

"And you don't think that's because they have their fake limbs made to look like real ones?"

It was an old argument. I shrugged it off. Alan thought I was being crude. I thought of it more as a walking testament to how tippys shouldn’t be running around wishing to be a super. My leg was the reality. Taking a test and being declared "super" so that you could live off the stipend from the Super State? That was the fantasy. And a dangerous one to my mind. 

Why couldn't tippys see that having a power didn't make you superior?

Alan straightened his papers, "You want to stop by for dinner?"

"Sure. You name that kid yet?"

"Nope."

"Still think Bob is a great name."

Alan laughed. "So you've mentioned. You going to check up on your assistant?" 

I sighed. Assistants. They were a necessary evil. With Mind around, I didn't really need one. But part of our agreement was to keep her presence secret. She could impersonate just about anyone over the phone, but I needed, upon occasion, to have a face for people to see. If nothing else, it diverted suspicion from Mind, who generally acted as a fairly sophisticated security system when people were around, "I suppose I should."

Alan nodded, "You want me to come with you? I could use the time to look over the papers."

I smiled. Alan was always angling to drive my car. A convertible with a big engine? It was a far cry from the family van he drove.

"Sure. You drive. Let's stop by the apartment first. I need to pick up a few things before they figure out I'm not longer living there and they throw it all out into the street."

Alan's teeth flashed, "Sure. If you want. Let me just hit the head before we go." 

The door had hardly finished whispering shut before Mind switched out of stealth mode and went into what I lovingly referred to as "bitch mode".

"Isn't it a bit early for scotch?"

"Oh, it's so good to have you out of my head."

"I'm serious, Bob."

"It's celebratory. It's a tradition."

"It's 10 a.m.."

"So? Alan had one, too."

"Yes. Alan had one. You're on your third."

I glanced down at my glass. Had I had that many? It didn't matter, "Whatever."

"Be serious, Bob. You don't see a problem with this?"

I waved dismissively at her corner, "The day I let a talking alarm clock tell me I've had too much to drink is the day I check myself into the loony bin."

"My instruments can adequately measure your alcohol intake to the..."

"And my arm can adequately pull your kill switch if I need to!" I interrupted.

"Please, Bob. I'm being serious here."

"As am I. I didn't have that switch installed just for looks, you know."

"Fine. Are you going to work on "the project"?"

I sighed. She wasn't going to leave me alone unless I said yes, "Okay. I'll work on it."

"Great!"

"After I find my worthless assistant."

If a disembodied voice created by a computer through thousands of tiny speakers around my office and apartment could grind its teeth, I was sure that's the sound I would have heard. Alan and I joked all the way to the car, my mood always better when he was around. My smile didn't wane until I exited the parking garage and saw a number of people across the street, looking up. I followed their gaze and saw that I'd been honored to have one of the best spots for a view of the S-Clipse. Above me, the sun was completely blocked out by the Super City floating overhead. The onlookers snapped pictures and talked excitedly. 

"Damn it," I muttered, gunning my engine and speeding downtown.

 

* * *

 

I had been banging on the door for the last five minutes. My hand was starting to pulsate, and I had to keep using different parts of it to keep the pain manageable. When a neighbor tentatively poked his balding head out of his door, he waved and smiled when he saw me. I waved back. He turned, speaking. Probably telling his wife it was just me. Again.

The door cracked open, held firm by the security chain. An eye, oversized and yellow, framed by orange fur, slid past at about waist height. The small slit of a pupil stealing a momentary glance at me before moving out of view. The aroma that wafted from the small opening was...interesting. Well, interesting if you like barns.

"Jesus," I muttered, then louder "what happened?"

The voice was muffled and muted, and slurred as though through a mouth full of cotton, "Go away, Bob. I can't come in today."

A quick chuckle shivered up my belly, "Yeah, I can see. Let me in."

The eye came back, focused on my chin, "I don't wanna."

My eyebrows dropped, my lips hard, "I didn't ask you if you want to."

The figure behind the door moved slightly, the eye now pointed down, "Come on, Bob..."

I gritted my teeth, "Don't make me kick it down."

The eye shot back to my face, wide. It glanced down at my leg and then slowly closed. The door shut slowly and opened again, the chain removed.

I'd been in the apartment a number of times, mostly to kick my assistant out of bed. It was never what I'd have called a clean place. Not dirty or anything, just messy. Untidy. 

That had changed.

There wasn't a square foot of floor or furniture that wasn't ripped, scratched, or shredded. There was food and milk all over the floor of the kitchenette, and the small living room was covered in debris as if those mobsters you see on television had gone through it looking for their lost cash or drugs or whatever. The animal smell was worse inside, but now combined with the scent of fish and sour milk. It wasn't a pleasant smell, but I recognized it. 

I turned. My new assistant's appearance, always a bit of a surprise in the mornings, was as different as I'd ever seen . Crouched behind the door, he was covered, head to toe, in orange and brown fur. His eyes had nearly doubled in size, his ears were pointed and tufted, and long claws tipped every finger and toe. While his general shape was still human in that his ears were still in the same place, his teeth were now all pointed and needle sharp. He lifted one arm to his mouth and started licking it.

"Wow. Tough night?"

He stopped licking, staring at the arm like he wondered how it had gotten there, "Woke up last night 'round midnight, itching. Got a new neighbor yesterday."

I smiled, "And they have cats?"

His left ear twitched, "Ya think?"

"Well, get it worked out. I need you back at the office. I finished up the job today."

Leon had only started working with me a few weeks ago. I'd needed a new assistant after the last had cut out when I'd called her at three a.m. to bring me a few things from the office to the rental near EnviroKop. They all knew the deal: be available or leave. The last one had only lasted a month. Leon's chances didn't look much better. He was young, probably in his early twenties. I hadn't given him much hope of lasting when I'd hired him. But he insisted, begged even. I'd relented, against my better judgment.

When Leon had applied for the job, he had looked like someone cut out of a fashion magazine. Tall, dark, and handsome, he was muscular and well-proportioned, but carried himself like someone embarrassed of his appearance. I'd soon learned why.

He was also a super that went by the impossible to use properly in a sentence name of "It". He was a shapechanger. Unlike most shapechangers, Leon couldn't control his power. Well, he could, if he concentrated long enough, but it was hard for him. And he couldn't stop himself from taking on the features of those around him. If he went out on the town for a night with a group of girls, he'd look like an amalgamation of all of them by the end of the night. If he hung around the office too much, he'd start to look like me. And, apparently, if his neighbor had cats, he'd turn into a Cat Man. 

"Oh," Leon responded, "cool. I thought you were gonna hang 'round for a few more days?"

"Yeah, well, they had different ideas."

Leon started licking his arm again and then rubbing the wet spot over his ear. I glanced around the apartment again. He'd done a lot of damage in here since midnight. I felt a bit bad for Leon. Other supers were shooting lightning bolts, tossing buildings, and flying. And here he was, stuck looking like a cat.

But then again, he had chosen the super name of It. So maybe he had it coming.

"How long before you can come in?"

Leon stopped his primping, "I don't know. I'm trying. It's hard. This transformation happened pretty quick. They must have a shit-ton of cats."

I moved toward the door, "This is decidedly not my problem. I need you in the office. Next time, call. But I can tell you what I'll say - throw on a trench coat and come in. In fact," I grabbed the knob, "you should do that now. The trench coat. Put one on, with a hat, and run down to the park. You'll be looking human enough in no time."

"A coat? With this fur? I'll roast!"

"Again, not my problem. Frankly, I don't see why you just don't go out anyhow. It isn't like people haven't seen weird looking supers in the past. Plus, with all the costumed demiheroes dressing up like man-sized animals..."

The phone rang. Leon jumped about four feet straight up and grabbed onto the wall. He slowly slid down, his claws leaving long, vertical gashes in the drywall. I stifled a laugh. 

"Damn," he muttered. "I'm never getting my security deposit back." He bounded over to the phone on all fours, each leap leaving more small scratches in the floor. "Hello?" He held out the phone. "It's for you. Alan, I think."

I frowned. Alan was down in the car. "Hello?"

"You turned off your earpiece."

I shook my head. Mind. She was impersonating Alan. "I didn't think we had anything else to talk about."

"You know I like to stay in contact with you," she chided in Alan's voice. "But I called because something strange is going on."

"You're going to have to be more specific."

"Those S-Clipsers? One of them was far more interested in you than the Super City. They wore a hat and large glasses, so I wasn't able to make an identification. Also, the same car has passed by the building three times. Once they went into the garage and parked near the door for about thirty minutes. No one came out or approached the door. After that, they left."

"I'm not hearing who it was."

"The windows were all mirrored."

I frowned. "Did you run the plates?"

"Gee, Bob, why didn't I think of that?" Mind had Alan's sarcastic voice down. It was a little disturbing. "The plates were off a VW Bug."

"It's always excuses with you. EnviroKop?"

"Maybe. Or maybe Swell figured out who you are. That Inertial Dampener is pretty unique. Maybe if you had tried to pass it off as a power..."

I shook my head. I never wanted to be mistaken for a super, "Make of the car?"

"Black, seven-series BMW. It looked modified. Other than the windows, I mean. Perhaps armored, though it is hard to tell. Could be they had it stuffed full of guns."

"That doesn't sound like the car of a mercenary."

"Agreed, but he might have friends."

I nodded. This was not a good development. I didn't need some vengeful super looking for a chance to take a shot at me. Now that I was done with EnviroKop, I had to find my next lead on Nineteen, plus I had the meeting tonight and, likely, dinner at Alan's. If he reacted to me spitting on his car, I didn't want to think how he'd react to some super using it as a landing pad or projectile to throw at my head.

"Okay. Keep your eyes peeled. Also, did you figure out who was running EnviroKop?"

"No. It isn't in the records. At least not explicitly. Maybe Alan will figure it out."

"We can hope." I exhaled.

"Watch your back."

I smiled, "I always do." I hung up.

"Is everything Level 5?" Leon's pointed ears were rotating, his shoulders tense.

"Yeah. Just get into the office. Now. I need someone on the phones."

"Okay." Leon took a few steps to the side on all fours, looking at me from the corners of his oversized, yellow eyes, "Bob?"

I paused at the door, "Yes?"

"Can I get a ride?"

I chortled, "You're really pushing it today, Leon. But, so we are clear, you don't show up again and you're fired."

Leon looked crestfallen, "Okay."

I turned to leave Leon's apartment, my mind on the black BMW. "You haven't noticed anything weird have you?"

Leon smiled, "You're going to have to be more specific, boss."

"Anyone following you?"

Leon's ears pricked up, "No. Why, what did Alan say?"

I swallowed. Alan was down in the car. If Leon mentioned to Alan about the call, he'd know something was up. I needed to cover for Mind. "That wasn't Alan. A...different friend. Contact. Whatever. Said they thought I was being followed."

Leon's eyes grew wide, "Followed? By who?"

"Whom." I corrected. "I'm not sure. Someone in a black BMW."

Suddenly, Leon sprang past me, slamming into my shoulder before landing on the wall, his nails digging into the plaster.

"I'm sorry, Bob."

"What the hell, Leon?"

He crawled down from the wall, revealing twenty short gashes. In three of them, Leon's fingernails/claws had broken off and were wedged at the end. Leon's eyes were down, ears were back, and he was looking at anything but me. 

"The elevator bell rang."

"That's no excuse. Don't get jumpy on me. Getting followed is part of the job." 

I had to wait for Leon to grab a coat and wrestle it on. With his claws…well, it didn't look easy. Finally, he was ready to go. I turned, and reached out to the doorknob. As I did, I heard a small creak. I froze, trading glances with Leon. After the talk of the black BMW, I felt on edge as well, though I'd never admit it to my assistant. Under my hand, the doorknob started to rotate slowly. I stepped back, waving Leon to do the same. Whoever it was, they were quiet. 

"Boss, you don't think..."

I waved off Leon's whisper. It couldn't be, could it? Could I have been followed to Leon's? A surge of hope washed over me. Maybe I had been successful! Maybe within the data was the key to the cloners! Behind me, something crashed to the ground. I spun, Leon's ears flat against his head, a lamp broken on the ground.

"Sorry, Bob." 

I turned back to the door. The knob snapped back in place and I could just make out footsteps receding down the hall. If that was one of the cloners...

"Come on!" I half shouted.

I sprinted toward the door, my right leg springing me forward and slightly off balance, a shot of pain from where it connected to my thigh arcing up my hip. I slammed into the door awkwardly, pain shooting down from my shoulder to meet the pain coming from my leg. 

"Damn you, Ted," I muttered.

I pulled at the door and Leon scampered through under my arm. I quickly followed and caught up to Leon and passed him, his galloping decidedly hindered by his lack of proper cat physiology. His claws, the ones that were left, tore at the carpet, leaving small fragments of shredded thread in his wake. 

Finally, adjusting the strength I put behind each stride of my right leg, I quickly rounded the corner. The elevator door was closed, though there was no indicator on or above the door to read which floor it was on.

"Did you hear the bell again?" I pounded the call button.

Leon came around the corner, "No. I didn't..."

In the distance, around the corner on the far side of the elevator, a door was slammed open. In front of me, the bell rang and the elevator doors started to open. Empty.

Feeling my chest starting to tighten after only the short sprint, I turned to Leon, "The stairs. Quickly." He galloped past awkwardly. I called after, "Up or down?" I held open the door. 

"What?" Leon called back.

"Tell me if they went up or down."

"Oh." I heard Leon pull the door open. A second later, "Down!"

I jumped into the elevator and hit the bottom button leading to the parking garage where I'd left Alan in the car. "Follow!" I called through the closing door, "Make sure they don't double back. I'll meet you in the parking..." I didn't think he could hear the last few words. Hopefully he got the gist.

I shook my head, despairing that I was counting on Leon to figure something out. 

The ride was excruciatingly slow. The cool, air conditioned breeze froze the sweat that kept jumping off my forehead and out of my hair. I slammed the button a few times, praying that no one else would...

The elevator groaned to a stop. A couple of women in conservative office attire broke off their conversation in mid-sentence, their smiles fading as they took in my disheveled and chrome-legged visage. I managed a small, apologetic smile, paired with a small wave. They glanced back at each other for a second. One of them opened her mouth as if to make an excuse when the doors started to close again. 

I jabbed the bottom button repeatedly, wishing the doors would hurry, "Sorry, ladies. This 'open door' button seems to be broken." I didn't manage to catch what I'm sure were looks of relief as the doors closed. 

When I finally reached the parking garage, I pushed through the doors when they were wide enough to let my belly through. Leon was standing in front of a door in the far corner, looking around wildly. I spread my arms wide. He did the same, shaking his head. 

"Damn it!" I yelled, hopping slightly and throwing my arms down. 

Leon rocked back on his haunches, his eyes wide and focused on the other side of the garage near the entrance and exit. I turned. Did I see a figure? I couldn't say. I looked back and Leon was already moving, loping toward the garage exit at his best speed. I put my head down and pumped my legs as hard as I could, meeting him at the opening despite his head start and closer proximity. 

I heard the squealing of rubber being left on asphalt as I rounded the bar that keeps cars from entering without taking a ticket, my head whipping back and forth. There was no sign of any dark mark on the black tarmac. They could have gone in either...

"There!" Leon called out.

Cars everywhere. Which was it? None appeared to be going faster than any of the others. 

Damn it.

"How do you know?" I puffed, my breath coming hard and thin. I felt like I had a lead weight on my chest. 

"The smell. Burning rubber. It's coming from there." Leon pointed at what I had to admit were fresh-looking marks.

"Huh," was all I could manage. I doubled over, consciously slowing my breathing. After a few moments I added, "Did you get a look?"

He shook his head, "No. Not a good one. Pretty sure it was a dude though."

"Yeah?" I turned back toward the garage. "How?"

"Aftershave."

Not exactly definitive, but better than nothing. I stole a glance at Leon. He was a bit of a flake, but maybe he did have uses. It wasn't like I needed an assistant every day.

"You know, Leon? I think I like you better as a cat. Come on, Fluffy."

Leon rolled his eyes as he followed me back into the garage, "Meow."

 

* * *

 

 




  

Chapter 4

After confirming that he hadn't seen anything amiss, Alan pulled out of the parking garage, revving the engine. I smiled, ignoring Leon in the backseat. I tried not to think of the damage his claws were doing to my upholstery. I'd considered shoving him in the trunk, but I was pretty sure that would be some sort of grounds for a workplace lawsuit. 

Though, he was a super. Might've been that I could've gotten away with it.

I took out my flask and took a sip, considering the possibilities.

"So, about dinner tonight," I offered the flask to Alan. He refused, "What's on the..."

"You're being followed!" Mind's voice blared into my ear. After the chase, I'd turned the earpiece back on.

I turned quickly, scanning behind us for any sign of a car. Sure enough, off to the side, a black sedan was parked just behind a brown van on a very deserted street. 

"Up ahead as well. I count at least three different cars. They are crisscrossing your path, keeping you in their sights."

"Shit."

Behind me, the sound of tearing upholstery preceded Leon's head poking between the seats. "What is it, boss?"

Alan was staring at me, his eyes searching. 

Damn. Alan was a smart cookie. I'd stopped in the middle of a sentence. Would he figure out that Mind had interrupted? Could he? Sure he could, but it'd be a big leap of logic. But I wouldn't put it past him. I had to cover.

"Something's not right." I spun in my seat a few more times. "Leon, watch that car parked on the left back there. Behind the van. See if it pulls out." I continued scanning our surroundings as Alan's knuckles whitened on the steering wheel and Leon watched the car parked behind us. 

"There!" Leon whispered, as if they could hear us. "They pulled out just as we turned the corner."

"Damn. Okay, new plan. Time to take the long way."

Alan nodded, "Okay. But are you sure? My place is nearby and there are a number of public areas." 

I shook my head, "You place is filled with a wife and two kids. Plus, you know, I have the security system."

Alan grimaced, "But it is so much farther. Do you think they know we know? Should we make a run for it?"

"Oh, I don't..."

"Yes. Run. I'll direct you. They are converging on your location now."

"Yes. Run. Now."

Alan gunned the engine and Leon fell back into the seat, more sounds of tearing making me wince. I kept relaying Mind's directions. We circled back on ourselves a number of times and went the wrong way down a few one way streets, but we managed to stay clear. Alan pulled up to the garage and I quickly inserted my gate key. The gate rose slowly, but finally we were inside. 

I looked over at Alan. His face was beaded with sweat, though his smile was huge, "Man, that was something!"

"Nice driving, Reporter."

"Nice car, PI. I love this thing! Though, I have to say, I thought you were going to get us killed there a few times."

"Get inside. They are almost here."

I tried not to let the news break my expression or talking rhythm, but Alan's eyes narrowed slightly. 

I smiled, "Killed? Me? That's the way I take every time I go to your house. This calls for a drink."

"Drink? Oh, I don't know, one's my limit before lunch. I should be getting back..."

"Come on, Reporter." I pulled the dartboard out of the trunk and tucked it under my arm, "Plus, you don't want to go right back out there right now. Give them a chance to give up."

Alan glanced at his watch, then shrugged. "Okay. But I'm going to check in. At least tell Suzi to lock everything down." He followed me around his parked van towards my door, "It's times like this I wish I had one of those security systems."

We both pulled up short as we nearly ran into a suspended form.

"What the hell, boss?" Leon whispered.

Leon's question faded as he caught sight of Swell hovering an inch or so off the ground just outside my door. Swell managed to get a few muffled cries for help through his frozen lips, but they were mostly unintelligible. He was caught in one of Mind's beams. She had them in every room of the house, plus quite a few in the garage near the only entrance to my office. This was only the second time I'd seen her use it. The beam was invisible, but it held the person in a sort of energy cocoon. They couldn't move, but could still hear, talk (somewhat), and see. Mind assured me that it would hold just about any super on the planet sans, maybe, The Raven. Swell's eyes were wide and angry, and he was obviously struggling to get free. His skin was a reverse pincushion of metal spikes. The spikes protruded from every square inch except from around his black briefs and matching mid-calf boots. He wore a black eyemask that affixed to his face using some sort of adhesive. He'd left the toupee behind, and it was clear that Swell was hairless all over. The spikes on his head were at least twice as long as all the others.

A slow smile spread across my lips as I ducked around the suspended super. Mind did like to surprise me sometimes. This was a good one.

I patted Leon on the shoulder, "Don't worry about him. He's just having a bad day." Leon nodded, following me around the super.

"Who is this?" Alan's eyes were wide.

"Remember the super from EnviroKop? This is him." I shook my head, "Not sure how he found me so fast though."

"What's his name?" Alan whispered.

"He calls himself Swell."

"Doesn't seem so swell to me. Looks positively uncomfortable. And he's been like that for how long?"

"Not long, I'd guess. We haven't been gone that long."

Alan watched as I went through the motions of opening my door. Mind could do it, but with an audience, I had to put on a show of the security system scanning me. 

"How long you going to leave him this way?"

I shrugged, "I don't know. A couple...of days. Maybe. Depends"

Alan whistled, "No wonder people are following you."

"Hurry, Bob."

"Come on, I need a drink."

Alan nodded and waved a goodbye to the struggling Swell and followed Leon and me up the stairs. Mind's baritone "company" voice, as always, announced Alan's presence and his clearance. In Alan's case it was "friend", which gave him access to nearly everything in the house. No one else had that clearance, though Liz certainly would have if she'd ever visited. 

Leon headed straight to the bathroom, likely to check his hair situation. I tossed the dartboard on the couch in the front room near Leon's desk and pushed open the double doors to my office.

"They're here."

Alan reached out, "I want to call Suzi."

I handed him the phone as I sat behind my desk and watched as Mind shuffled through the feed of the cameras we had placed in the garage. I listened as Alan explained what had happened on the way home and asked Suzi to check the locks and to call the police if she saw anything suspicious. 

I sat down and poured a finger of scotch. As much as I hated to admit it, Mind was right. It was early and I really didn't need any more to drink. I glanced over at the screen on the intercom, which showed three cars, the black sedans and the brown van from before, pulling into the garage. They must have used some sort of master pass key to get through the gate. 

Whoever these guys were, they were professionals. I saw three large guys in suits with bulges under their arms step out of the cars. They scanned the garage and took up defensive positions. A fourth man, larger than the rest, stepped out of one of the cars. He walked up to Swell, still suspended, his eyes wide. The man put his hand out until he came in contact with the field. He pulled his hand back and then said something into his watch. Out of the back of the brown van, a small man with some sort of large, handheld device exited. He approached Swell and ran the device up and down the super. After checking the device's readout, he turned to the large guard and they talked for a bit. 

After a few moments, the large guard nodded and the small man approached the panel, holding the device in front of him. The large guard said something else into his watch and the back door of the farthest sedan opened. A grey-haired man, impeccably dressed, stepped out, fixing his tie. I put my finger on the intercom button, anticipating Mind's announcement of a visitor. 

"System offline."

Alan's eyes grew wide and I nearly jumped out of my seat. Offline? That's impossible! Even my "kill" switch only disconnected her from my apartment systems. She was still operational. She'd never let anyone or anything...

All the doors in the apartment opened simultaneously as the monitor went dark. In front of me, Alan was pressing the button on top of the phone, the connection obviously terminated. The door to my office was the only one that wasn't on the system, and it was already open. Alan looked around for a weapon, the handset of the phone forgotten in his hand. I didn't have any. Even before Mind, I never found much use for them. Plus, what would I use against someone who could disconnect Mind so easily? Leon exited the now open hallway, his cat eyes wide.

"Boss?"

The loud steps on the stairs seemed to fall in time with the beats of my heart. Alan stood and moved next to my desk. Leon did the same, except that he crouched down on all fours. I downed the finger of scotch and ran a hand through my hair. A few moments later, the large guard entered. He walked forward, one hand inside his coat. He glanced down the hallway to my living area and poked his head in my office, quickly taking in the contents, pausing on each of us and the locations of our hands. He put his watch to his lips again.

"Clear."

The guard stepped back toward the door, eyes finally on us. His face was a blank mask. He relaxed into a posture that was comfortable enough that he could hold for hours, but still gave him the ability to free whatever was under his jacket without hesitation. The ball was in our court. 

A professional? Oh yeah. 

I licked dry lips as I heard more steps on the stairs. I stole a glance at Alan, standing next to my desk. I hoped I looked less scared than he did because he looked terrified. I grabbed my glass, but decided against pouring any more. I set it back down with an unintentionally loud crack. Leon's ears flattened as he turned to me. I shrugged an apology.

Finally, the well-dressed man entered, his salt and pepper hair parted on the side and perfectly feathered back. My mouth dropped open as I finally realized who he was. 

Alan gasped, "Mr. President?"

The leader of the country threw a thumb over his shoulder and said, with a slight southern accent, "Did y'all know you had a super down there? He sure did look put out." 

The President smiled, Alan and I in stunned silence, Leon crouching down, trying to look as inconspicuous as possible. "Boy, you three gave us quite a run, I'll tell you. That was some driving. And y'all call me Vice President, please. I know I’m technically the President, but until I'm officially elected, I'd prefer if you use my old title."

I stood in dumbfounded silence. The President, make that Vice President, was in my office. The leader of the country. In my office. And he'd shut down Mind! Behind him, the rest of the suited men filed in, taking positions at every door and at his shoulder. The smaller man with the device didn't enter.

"Uh...hi." I managed. "The super, he, um..."

The Vice President put up a hand, "No need to explain. I know all about you and the work you folks do. And that's why I'm here."

I blinked, trying to process what was going on, "Okay."

"May I sit?"

I nodded.

He sat, struggling at first with the reinforced chair that was bolted to the ground. When he finally got settled, he looked over at Leon. My assistant's ears were plastered to his head. The Vice President smirked and then looked up at me and smiled warmly, "Another hazard of the business, I suppose. Uncomfortable seating?"

I sat down, nodding mutely. What did he want? The Vice President? Here?

"Mr. Moore, do you mind if I call you Bob?"

I nodded.

"Good. I'm going to get right to the point. Now, Bob, what I got on my hands is a bit of a prickly situation."

Clones? Could it be clones? Were they the ones behind it? I blinked the thought away.

Alan seemed to shiver and slowly sat down on the edge of my desk. I'd never seen him so shaken. 

I nodded to the Vice President, "Okay. So, that's why you followed me, broke into my apartment, sent in what look to be mafia types, and strolled in here like it is just another day at the office?"

I winced at my sarcasm. I was talking to the Vice President. I had to remember that.

"Son, I'm going to have to apologize for that. We wanted to meet you outside...somewhere neutral. Where they could control everything. But when you caught wind of us, my security team wanted to abort. Well, I wasn't having any of that so we had to come to you. After The Raven, they've been a bit crazy about security. This new gizmo of theirs was designed to override any security system so that they can be sure I'll be safe." The Vice President looked around the office, "Seems to have worked pretty well."

I frowned, "I'll say. So what is it you want?"

"You know about the Super City, of course. Well, what you may not know is that every country on Earth has sent representatives up there." The Vice President pointed at the ceiling. "Never been there myself. Security won't let me be anywhere around a bunch of supers anymore after the Day." He shrugged, "I don't see the point of it, myself. If these supers want to get me, being tucked away in some bunker somewhere sure as hell ain't gonna keep them off me." He noticed my empty glass on the table next to the decanter. "You mind pouring me one of those?"

"Mr. Vice President..." one of the guards chided.

"Now, Billy, I don't want to hear it. What she doesn't know won't hurt her. I'm the leader of the damn country, aren't I? I can have a blasted drink if I damn well please. No matter the time of day." 

The argument sounded old. Like they had it often. The guard's expression never changed, taking his duty to remind the Vice President not to drink just as seriously as protecting his person. I grabbed a glass and poured a couple of fingers into it from my decanter.

The Vice President took a sip, relishing it. "Nice." He smiled. "Now, I've heard a lot about you, Bob. Had my best people digging up everything we could about you."

I exhaled. What could he know? Surely more than the general public. But would he know more than the supers? Could he? 

"I'm sure."

"And one thing I like about you is your spirit. You've got spunk, boy. And I like that. I need that."

"Need it?"

"See, we got us a situation...up there."

My mouth dropped open slightly. I could guess where this was going and I didn't like it.

"You're probably old enough to remember the League of Nations. Pretty much fell out of use after the Accords were signed. Now, the LN has been re-formed in the Super City. And, I have to tell you, it's a real mess up there. All these nations fighting over every little thing." He sat back, his drink under his bottom lip, "Makes me sick, it does. Having to fight over the scraps at the supers' table."

I nodded, refilling my own glass without thinking. "So, what does that have to do with me? I'm really not one for negotiations."

The Vice President laughed, "Oh, I know that. Doesn't take much digging to know you and supers generally don't mix. No, my problem is both more complicated and simpler than that."

The shock of having such an important person in my office was starting to wear off, "I've got to tell you, if you are thinking of asking me to go up to the Super City, you've really got the wrong guy."

"That's exactly what I'm going to ask. But before you say no, let me tell you what's been going on. Like I said, the LN, the League of Nations, has been re-established in the Super City. They've been in operation for months. Meetings and negotiations. I get reports. Just more bullshit politics as far as I'm concerned." He leaned in, "Listen, Bob, you have to understand. I never wanted this job. Patrick - he was always the politician. He knew how to woo the crowd and keep the voters on his side. He knew how to play the special interest groups against each other while making it look like he wasn't involved. He was the President, not me."

"And then The Raven."

"Yeah. He went to the Tournament of Supers as a special dignitary. No one thought anything would happen there. Could with all those supers. But then The Raven showed up and blew the place to hell. We lost a good man that Day. A lot of good men." The Vice President paused, remembering. "But now his job falls in my lap and I've got to tell you, I don't like it one bit. I'm a doer, Bob, not a politician. Patrick always said that if we ever went to war, I'd pretty much be making all the decisions. He'd let me be the gruff front for his softer ways. But now I've got to do both.

"So, don't think I don't understand your reluctance. Hell, I'd feel the same way in your shoes. But we've got a real problem and I think you may be the only person to help."

I winced at the phrase. I wiggled my metal toes against the stuffing in my shoes. "Okay," I sighed. "What's the deal?"

"So, a few months ago, the LN is reformed. We, along with everyone else, sent a group. Got'em set up and everything seemed fine. And then, two weeks ago, our ambassador turns up missing. No one knows a thing. So, last week, I appoint a new guy. He doesn't last a day. Totally vanished."

"Wow, you are really selling this job."

"That's just the thing. The supers, they say they've got no evidence of anything. Their best people on it and everything. And who knows? They could be right. These two could have just gone off."

"But you don't think so."

"No, I don't. Of course I don’t. Where would they go? And why?"

"Someone could have bought them off. Made them leave. What were they working on?"

The Vice President smiled, "You see! I was right! You are just the man for the job. Now, I asked specifically to be kept out of the loop until all the details were finalized, but from what I've learned, there was a big deal in the works with Turkey and Argentina. Something to do with mining. And this deal, whatever it was, would hurt Australia."

"And that's a good thing?"

"Damn right it is! Those bastards practically have a lock on most of the Super State's trade. We do alright, but not nearly as good as the Aussies."

"Uh...why?"

"Well, if you knew anything about Australian geography, you'd know that the vast majority of their population lives near the coasts. The middle of it is nothing but desert. With a surface area nearly the same size as the continental US, that's a huge amount of land with nothing but kangaroos and wallabies."

"I'm not following you."

"What the supers need more than anything is resources. They've got a borderless nation. That's great for them because they can pull supers from any country and not worry. But they've got no natural resources. If they want something, you know, to build their gizmos like that new fancy, floating city of theirs, they've got to buy it. And the Aussies, well, I figure they're going to turn that country of theirs into a donut the way they're mining the hell out of it."

I sat back. I didn't know much about Australia, but what the Vice President was saying made a lot of sense. If they could mine without worrying about disturbing local populations, it'd be a huge advantage. 

"So, it could be a tippy thing. The Aussies could have found out about your plan and are working to thwart it."

"Or it could be any number of other people or supers. Hell, they could have just been in the wrong place at the wrong time. That ain't exactly the safest place to be, that City of theirs. And that's why I need you."

I put a hand up, "Let me see if I read you correctly, Mr. Vice President. Two of your ambassadors have disappeared and you want me to take their position..."

He chuckled, "No, I certainly don't want you to be our ambassador."

"So, what do you want from me?"

"I just want you to stand in for a while and figure out who took them. Get them back if possible, but if nothing else, get us enough information to keep our next ambassador safe."

"He wants you to be a target," Alan interjected.

The Vice President turned to him, "Dirk Dirtwater. I'd been told you two had started working together. My wife loves you."

I smirked at Alan's by-line name. Alan used the name Dirk Dirtwater professionally. Of course, I knew that, but I was so used to calling him Alan I'd forgotten.

"Thanks, Mr. Vice President." Alan answered, hesitantly.

"Now, son, I have to tell you, if anything that I've said here winds up in that paper of yours, you'll be lucky if all that happens is you get audited for the last ten years."

"I figured as much, sir."

"Glad we understand each other." The Vice President finished his scotch and placed the glass down on my desk, "But Dirk here is right. I do want you to be a target. From what I hear, you do that anyhow. And you always come out on top. This time, just do it for your country."

I shook my head, thinking, "I can't believe anyone would think this was a good idea."

"Well, son, your wife was the one who suggested you."

My head snapped back, "Gale? Gale suggested me?"

He nodded, "In passing, yes. But it got me thinking. And the more I thought about it, the more sense you made."

My eyes narrowed. The Super City? I couldn't think of any place I'd rather be less. Surrounded by supers, many of whom had good reason to hate me, I'd be a target for a lot more people than just those who had come after the other ambassadors. But Gale suggested me. Gale was thinking about me. The dread I'd felt about seeing her again evaporated. She'd been called, of course, but I figured that was just out of pity after losing my leg. What if it wasn't? She was thinking of me. Thinking. Of me.

I shook my head, "I don't know, Mr. Vice President..."

"Well, you don't have to answer now. Just think about it. I don't know that I'll be able to find anyone as qualified as you to send up there."

"I'm not sure 'staying alive' is such a great qualification."

"Son, you met The Raven face to face twice and walked away. Who else can say that?"

I smiled out of one corner of my mouth as the Vice President stood.

"Now, I'm going to leave this with you." He procured a card from his pocket. It had nothing but a long number on it. "You just dial that if you change your mind and someone will call you right back."

I glanced down. It was much longer than a normal phone number.

"You think about it. Now, I could offer you money, tell you about what the job will pay, but I'm told you don't much care about that. But remember this, son: I'd owe you one."

I glanced down at the card again.

"That's got to be worth something, even to you."

"You, sir? Or the office."

The Vice President turned back to me, shaking his head, "You do think fast, don't you? If I said both, would that be enough to sway your vote?"

I flipped the card between my fingers. A favor. From the leader of the country. "I'll think about it, sir."

He smiled, "That's all I ask."

With that, the Vice President and his guards left the apartment. When the security system announced that it was reinitializing, Alan and I exhaled. I pressed the button on the intercom and the view from the security panel downstairs came up on the screen. Empty. The garage was vacant, save for the suspended super.

"That was surreal."

I glanced over at Alan, his eyes were wide. I motioned to the chair and Alan collapsed in it. He looked down at his glass and finally took a sip.

"It's a bad idea, right? Taking that job?"

"You're kidding, right? Horrible." Alan took another sip, "'Two people have gone missing; can you be a target for us?' How would he think you'd even consider it?"

I nodded. It was crazy. Still...I was intrigued. A favor owed from the VP. If I got close enough to the cloners...that could make all the difference. Plus, what was going on up there? Could I do it? Could I walk into the home of the supers and walk out again? I'd survived The Raven. I'd survived so many encounters with supers, I couldn't count them all. Plus, Gale mentioned me. She was thinking about me. And now with Mind on my side...

"So, you figure they were the ones following us?"

"That would have been a great question to ask him. I must be off my game. That'd be my guess though."

Alan laughed, "I've never seen you so uneasy."

I turned to him, "Me? I thought you were going to trip over your jaw. The great Dirk Dirtwater, struck mute by a politician."

Alan laughed again and picked up the phone. After a moment, he set it down, "Phones are still out. I guess I should be going. You going to call Gale about Swell?"

I scowled. She'd been thinking about me enough to mention me to the VP. I hadn't spoken to her in months and now I was going to call her for a favor? Still, I had to have someone pick up Swell. "Yeah. After I get a chance to talk with him."

Alan shook his head, "You play a dangerous game, Bob."

I glanced at the monitor, Swell's eyes were closed, "It's only dangerous if you don't win." 

Alan waved his goodbye and exited. I sat back in my chair, my glass of scotch untouched. I should have sipped it at least. How often would I get to have a drink with the Vice President?

Slowly, from the front of my desk, a pair of ears emerged, followed by a head. Leon's eyes were wide, "Boss?"

I laughed, remembering my forgotten assistant, "You still here? Take the rest of the day off. I need to think."

Leon scampered out of the office and I watched him on the monitor giving Swell a wide berth. I didn't want to approach Swell without Mind so I didn't have much to do. I paced my office a few times, trying to come to a decision. Did I want to go to the Super City? Did I want to throw myself into that hornet's nest?

Hell no.

It was idiocy. I didn't stay alive this long by being stupid. I just needed to come up with a reason not to go. I couldn't go back to the Vice President and say, "Cause I don't wanna." I needed more. Not after what he'd offered. 

Mind could come up with something. 

I sighed, my eyes falling on my dartboard on the couch. Picking it up slowly, I walked back to my bedroom. Removing a picture from the wall, I placed the dartboard on the free nail. I watched as the tiny arms did their work. 

 

* * *

 

 




  

Chapter 5

Mind didn't respond for the rest of the day or all that night. I didn't exactly wait up for her, but I did try a few times. I checked the doors and the other systems and everything worked, but all I could get out of her was the normal, baritone male voice she used for visitors. Luckily, or unluckily depending on your point of view, she was working again the next morning.

At six a.m..

"I swear, Mind, we have to work on your alarm functions. This is not a reasonable time to wake up."

"I thought you'd be worried. I thought you'd want to know."

I sat up in bed, holding my head, "You know, it's funny how you always find a reason to wake me up after I stay up late, thinking."

"You mean drinking."

"I drink when I think."

"You drink whenever you can. You don't seem to need an excuse."

I rubbed my hair, trying to clear my head. She was worse than a wife sometimes. I stood, stretching. My mouth felt like the Sahara had blown in during the night. I headed to the bathroom for a glass of water and a shower.

"So, what was the deal yesterday? A tippy shut you down?"

"No. Not exactly. I recognized the Vice President as soon as he exited the car. When the technician scanned the security panel, he injected a program."

"You got an injection? What does that mean?"

"He placed a program in my system to override me to make sure the Vice President would be safe. It's something new. Like nothing I've experienced before."

"Is it still running? I'm freaking naked in here."

"Don't worry, they removed it when they left."

"So what were you doing all night? Sulking because you got your computerized butt kicked?"

Mind's voice lowered in irritation, "Of course I could have just blocked the program...it wasn't that impressive...but that would have given me away. The point of me being here, Bob, is to keep me safe. To keep me hidden. Very few systems could eradicate that program. So I had to let them in."

"That doesn't explain why you were down all night."

"I made a backup of the program. I then created a virtual environment where I could run and test it. The next time they try to use something like that, I'll have a lot more options."

I dried my hair as I rifled through my drawers, "That sounds...complicated. What's the weather like?"

"Shorts will be fine. Might want to take a jacket if you are planning on staying out after dark."

"So, you'll have more options. What does that mean exactly?"

"I'll be able to keep more of my systems running without the program knowing. Plus, I used it to reverse-engineer some of their defenses."

"Okay," I pulled a black T-shirt over my head. It was another of the custom shirts I had made. This one with a red and white "Supers Suck" logo. Gale hated them. "That doesn't make much sense."

"Think about it. When you build an intrusion program, how would you design it? "

"You're joking, right? I'm supposed to be able to answer that?"

"Fine," Mind sounded irritated, "if you wanted to learn how to break into someone's home, whose home would you practice on?"

I paused, thinking, "Mine, I suppose."

"Exactly. How they built their intrusion program told me a lot about their own defenses. So I've made some changes to the Multikey and sent out updates to my own monitoring program. If you could ever get close enough to a government computer, we'd be much better prepared."

I sighed. Things were just getting more and more complicated. "Well, at least we know who was following me."

"We do?"

"Yeah, the VP."

"You know the cars he arrived in weren't BMWs."

I cocked my head, thinking. I hadn't noticed the make of car. Why hadn't I noticed? "They weren't?"

"Fords."

I closed my eyes. How the hell did I miss that? Had I become too reliant on Mind? Was I slipping? "Damn. But, the BMWs that were following me earlier could have been government, right? The Vice President could have just shown up in Fords."

"Theoretically."

"But you don't think so?"

"No. Do you?"

I shook my head. Damn it. I had no answers to anything. EnviroKop caught on to me early. Swell located me without a problem. I had cars following me, which may or may not have been government issued, a cloner to track down, and an offer to get killed for my country. 

Which reminded me, I had a super downstairs that was sure to be in the perfect mood to talk.

"There was a BMW parked downstairs earlier."

I turned, "Wait, what?"

"When you came home, it was parked out front."

"And you didn't mention this before now?" I demanded.

"We were a little busy. Being followed, super downstairs, a few other things if I remember correctly. And then I got shut down."

I shook my head, "Damn it. Who was in it?"

"I couldn't see. They pulled up from the far side of a delivery van and parked in one of my few blind spots. They had a window half down, but I couldn't get a look inside."

"You've got to be kidding me." I sat on the corner of my bed, looking at the bits of paper the dartboard had put up on the walls. "Swell? Was it his?"

"If it was, someone moved it during the night. Again, they pulled out with a vehicle between them and the cameras."

"It must have been his. Must have."

"I don't think so, Bob. I didn't see him get out of it at any point."

"Teleporter maybe. Who knows."

"And I've got more bad news."

"Oh, great. I was feeling a little too jolly." I stepped out of my bedroom, the door sliding open and closed with a near silent hiss. I moved quickly to the kitchen, grabbed some bacon and a few eggs, and started to throw together a quick breakfast.

"You know, if you left the yolks out of the omelet, you'd see a significant caloric reduction."

"They taste weird without yolks."

"So, leave one in. You don't need three. Plus, a few vegetables would help fill you up without adding many calories."

"Bacon isn't a vegetable?"

"Bob. I'm serious. You need to start taking care of yourself."

I looked over the kitchen counter to the disaster that was my living room. Covered with electronic components, boxes open and overflowing with electronic doodads, and more than a few dismantled off-the-shelf items like vacuum cleaners, it looked like a junkyard for old radios. 

"I thought that was what 'the project' was all about?"

"No, I just want some hands. I'm not trying to build another you."

"That's good news."

"But if I did, he'd know bacon wasn't a vegetable."

"But would he be as charming?"

"He'd be mute. So, yes, quite a bit more charming, I'd imagine."

I grabbed the pan off the stove and started eating my bacon omelet directly from it. "Ha ha. You said it gets worse?"

"You got five calls last night. All from Liz."

I jumped up. "Dammit! I forgot all about the meeting."

The intercom rang.

"And she's here."

"Dammit, why didn't you give me any warning?" I cried. 

"I thought you'd want to know about the car. We only have so much time, Bob."

"But we have time to talk about omelet construction?"

The intercom rang again.

"Bob, what do you want me to do?"

"Let her in, of course."

I exited my kitchen, wiping my mouth on the back of my hand, and waited for Liz in the small waiting room just outside my office. It'd been a long time since I'd seen Liz, even longer since she'd been here. The last time was before Mind had installed herself.

A baritone, computerized voice echoed through my apartment, "Liz Novac. Delineate access please."

"Friend," I responded.

"Friend access approved."

"Friend, huh?"

Liz Novac and I had been friends since primary school. She used to be an accountant until it turned out her boss was a super villain. Now she ran TOP - Tippy Outreach Program - to help tippys get compensation from the Super State for damages. 

"Of course."

"And what does that get me?" Liz's hair was cropped short at the back, but hung long at the front. She pushed it over her right ear, letting the left side cover her face.

I smiled trying to soften Liz's stony glare, "Anything you want."

Mind's baritone "company" voice interrupted, "Access to all areas not designated as private or restricted. Access to grounds without owner present. Full defensive protection."

"Thank you," I muttered.

"Does 'friend' access give me a time machine?"

I put my hands up, "Listen Liz, about last night, I can explain."

"Explain? Bob, I was counting on you. I needed you and you let me down. Again."

"Come on, Liz. That's not fair. I meant to show. There was just..."

Liz's hands were in fists, "There is always an excuse with you, Bob. This issue with the supers and demiheroes...it's important. People are getting hurt out there. I needed you to be there to..."

I could feel my cheeks flush, "To what, Liz? These demiheroes, these tippys posing as supers, what did you think I'd do? Tell them to stop? They're vigilantes, sure, but the tippys are more than willing to put up with them because the supers are gone. Even when the demiheroes shake them down for protection money, when they catch them peeking in their windows, even with all the other allegations out there, they don't complain. All they want are the supers back. 

"They bitch and moan about the Super City, but they don't mean it. The supers could park that thing above their kids' school on a handful of bamboo poles and they wouldn't complain. As long as the supers came back."

"Bob, you aren't being fair." Liz pulled her hair back again, "They are just afraid. That's why I wanted you there. Because you aren't."

"Afraid? I'm too mad to be afraid. But I'm just as mad at all these tippys running around complaining with their hands out. It's pathetic, is what it is! An embarrassment. We should be better than that. Tippys shouldn't be so...I don't know. Pathetic. You know what? Screw them. Screw the lot of them."

My anger spent, I dropped my head.

Liz and I stood there in silence for a few moments.

"I don't know you any more, Bob," Liz whispered.

"Liz..." I didn't know what to say. 

I walked toward her, putting up my hand slowly. Liz didn't back away. With a finger, I pulled hair away from the left side of her face. Her scars from the fire weren't that bad. A few larger ones crisscrossed her left cheek, but for the most part, her skin just looked rough. But the way she was constantly hiding them behind her hair made it impossible for me to regret what I'd done to the henchmen responsible.

She stopped, took a deep breath and closed her eyes. When she opened them, they were wet, "Forget it," escaped from between barely moving lips.

"But..." I stammered.

Liz spun on her heel and stomped toward the waiting stairwell. I tried to call her back, but she ignored me.


"Fuck." I shook my head. I couldn't talk to Liz without messing up. 

I took a deep breath. I sat down and put my head in my hands, trying to put the conversation behind me.

"Bob. What do you want me to do with Swell?"

It'd been a while. I couldn't tell how long. But Mind had probably been monitoring my heart rate or something. Her question was perfectly timed. I exhaled the last of my tension as a slow smile warmed my cheeks. I was going to enjoy this.

My front door slid open to reveal Swell and Leon. Leon looked decidedly more human than the day before. He was studying the immobile super. Below Swell was a puddle of liquid that smelled mustier than the rest of the garage. I tried to hide my smile as Swell glared at me.

"Morning, Bob."

"Morning."

"So...who is this guy again?"

I smiled, "It, meet Swell. Swell, It. You two should get together and pick super names that don't totally suck."

"Hey!" Leon cried out. 

Swell couldn't do much more than mutter angrily. Leon looked concerned at the bespiked super.

I laughed, nodding toward Leon without looking at him, "I won't be needing you today."

Leon's eyebrows went up, "But, boss, I just took the bus all the way over here."

"Sorry. I'd have called, but the phones have been out."

"Still. After yesterday, I figured you'd want me in."

"Good that you did. Shows you're taking the job seriously. Now take the day off. With pay."

Leon nodded glumly and walked toward the exit. Jerkily, but upright, I noticed. I waited until Leon had completely cleared the parking garage before I turned and squared up to the waiting super.

I couldn't hide my smile. "Well, well, Mr. Wauter. We meet again."

His eyes radiated the rage his mouth could only faintly vocalize.

"Now, now, don't stress yourself. I see you figured out who I am. That's a fairly good piece of work given how quickly you showed up here. I assume, based on your appearance, that you just wanted to hug it out?"

His eyes bulged as, I assumed, he struggled against the beam.

"You sure are a persistent fellow. You've been in there well near twenty-four hours and you've still got fight left in you? Impressive." I turned away from him, "For a super."

"Bob, I can weaken the beam enough for him to talk, but I'm not sure if he'll be able to escape or not. I should be able to keep him from shooting any of those spikes at you."

I took a short breath and exhaled sharply, "Okay, Shane, I'm going to reduce the power to the field that is holding you. If you try anything, I'll turn it up high enough to crush you."

"I can really do that, you know."

I stepped toward the stainless steel plate that doubled as a control panel for my front door. It was featureless, but most assumed that it was some sort of high tech device. The fact was, aside from a scanner, it was just a cover for the old, pre-Mind, system control. I made a show of pressing on it with various fingers.

"You son-of-a-bitch, I'll fucking kill you."

"Now, let's watch our language, Shane." I turned, staring. "I'm sorry, are the front of your briefs embroidered with your super name?"

Swell just glowered at me, mutely. 

I covered my mouth with my hand, laughing, "Shane, there are two ways for this to end: either you tell me what I want to know or you can stay here until I get bored. And believe me, that could take weeks. Do you understand?"

Wauter's eyes radiated rage, "I get it."

"So, how did you find me?"

"I have friends too," he spat. "When I told them about what happened, they knew it was you. That...thing you have. Tinkerer made it for you, right?" Shane's smile was catty.

My eyes narrowed, "So, you think you know something, huh? Did a little research and now you've 'got' me?" As if on cue, Mind started reading me every fact she had on the super known as Swell. After the first five minutes, the super seemed to shrink in his own skin. By the time I started in on some of the more lurid details, he looked like he'd chew his own leg off to get away. 

Nothing rattled a super like a lack of privacy. They all thought their little eyemasks and capes gave them anonymity. When that assumption was upset, it threw everything they thought they knew into question. That look. The look like at any moment the sky might turn plaid or that cows might start walking upright, carrying guns, and asking for their milk back. That look made all the danger of my job worth it. 

"Would you like me to continue?"

Swell's bloodless eyes widened. 

"I didn't think so. Now, I want you to remember this moment. Remember this feeling. Because if you ever come at me again, I'll start mailing off letters to all your friends and family. Not to mention the Super State. I'm sure my ex-wife would love to know what you've been doing with some of your underage fans."

He nodded, resigned.

"Tell me about EnviorKop. Did they send you?"

To my surprise, he actually laughed. "No. I even offered. But when they found out you got away, they fired me. I'd gotten half up front, so I couldn't blame them. But I didn’t understand why they didn't want me to track you down."

"But you went after me anyway."

"Well, I couldn't have you walking around, right? I needed to get the job done for my reputation." 

"Hence the prickly exterior."

He shrugged as best he could. 

I understood. Get the information, figure out how I got so much information on him, and kill me. It wasn't like I could blame him; he was a super, after all. But I couldn't have him coming after me again.

"Not that it matters anymore. They were packing up as soon as they found out you were gone."

"What?" I cried.

"Checking... He's right. My connection to EnviroKop has been severed. I don't know how, but I can't get in anymore."

"Screw that!" I growled, running toward my car.

 

* * *

 

When I returned, I raced up the stairs past Swell, and stormed into my office. EnviroKop was no more. Not only had the sign already been taken off the building, but the entire building, including the holding pen where I first met Swell, was deserted. Only the compressed carpet outlines surrounded by lines of dust showed that there had ever been anyone inside of that office. It even smelled like someone had wiped the place down with antiseptic. Whoever was behind the move was thorough.

Mind scolded, "You were followed, by the way. Another BMW. You'd have known that if you hadn't turned off your earpiece."

"Not now!" I half shouted, collapsing into my office chair. What was I going to do? How would I find the people behind the clones and also, most likely, behind EnivroKop? Hell, for all I knew, they were the ones following me. 

"I have a suggestion."

I grunted my willingness to listen.

"The information is out there, Bob. It is. I have a target list of at least a dozen systems that may give you what you want. All are highly placed and highly guarded. It won't be easy. A bit easier now after the Vice President's visit, but no cakewalk."

The Multikey. But so much tippy information was still done manually. Collecting dust in filing cabinets. The supers had started introducing computers and more and more businesses and people were starting to use them, but there was no central connection point. 

The last place she'd told me was "heavily guarded" was a military base. It'd taken three months of planning and acquiring passes, uniforms, and codewords to get in. With a dozen like that? We could be talking years.

I let my head drop. She wasn't fooling me. I knew what she really wanted, "What about the Super City?"

"Ah, the Vice President's job."

"You heard all that? I thought you were offline?"

"I'm never fully offline. But yes, that would be an excellent place to look for additional information. Especially now that EnviroKop is gone."

"You want me to go to the Super City. You've wanted that for a long time. You can't stand that they replaced you."

"They need me. They always have. Whatever system they have up there has got to be inferior to me. I'll take control and just make sure they are safe."

I laughed, "It's killing you, isn't it? Being disconnected from the supers?"

"Ridiculous. But there is also the payment the Vice President mentioned to consider."

I bit my lip, I needed time to think. "Let me deal with the Swell thing first. I can't have him hanging out in front of my office forever. He's already starting to smell."

My front door hissed open and I stomped up to Shane Wauter. Half my brain was still thinking about EnviroKop and I was in no mood for discussion. "Okay Shane, I'm at a bit of an impasse here. On one hand, I don't want to kill you - I just don't need the headache. On the other, I can't have you jumping out from behind a dumpster every chance you get." I tapped my fingers on my chin. "What to do."

Shane growled, "Just get it over with."

"Hmmm?"

"Kill me, already."

"Nah," I smiled, "I've got a better idea. This is what I'm going to do. I'm going to call my wife. Ex-wife," I corrected. "I'm going to give her enough proof to convict you in the Super Court of an offense that will land you in Compartment."

Swell's face drained, his eyes wide.

"For...oh, I don't know. A year?"

"A year? In Compartment! I'll..." Wauter struggled against the field.

"Careful!" I chided, my finger in front of my nose. "Think of it as a growth opportunity. You'll spend that year doing...well, things I can't imagine. But I know you're going to be thinking about revenge. You'll want to come back here and 'get' me. But I promise you, you'll fail again, and the next time it won't be a year. It'll be two, or five. Or maybe I'll send you in for a couple of months and right before your parole, whoops! Look at that! A mysterious package with more evidence. It's back in Compartment for another couple of months. Every time you think you're about to get out, I send you back. Until I get bored." I took a step forward, my eyes boring into Shane's metallic ones, the field close enough that I could feel it on my nose. "Do I look like a man who is easily bored?"

Shane Wauter, Swell, gulped, his eyes red rimmed with hate. I smiled. He was thinking he'd get around my defenses. That he'd find a way to get me. But he wouldn't. I stretched my arms behind my back, yawning. I needed a shower after running out to EnviroKop. Shane could wait. I'd call Gale later. 

I smiled. Maybe much later. 

I glanced back at the super, once again fully restrained. Perhaps I could figure out a way to hang him on the wall for a few hours. An original Bob Moore: Super in Angry Repose. I laughed as the door hissed open. 

I walked back up to my office and had Mind dim all the lights. I brought out my decanter and a glass and set them on my desk. It was early, but I needed to think. I sat in silence for a good half an hour, weighing the pros and cons, nothing but the sound of the liquid pouring as company. But really, I'd already made up my mind. There was only one option.

"Mind, get the Vice President. Looks like I'm going to be the next ambassador."

 

 

* * *

 

 

 

 

 

 




  

Chapter 6

The shuttle I was in resembled, from the inside, a large passenger van with carpet on the walls and no windows. There were five rows of seats in the center of the shuttle, two seats in each row, with aisles flanking the sides and at the front near the pilot's cabin. The seats had armrests and swiveled. Disconcertingly, there were no seatbelts.

 We'd been waiting on our last passenger for some time. I was seated at the back with my attaché next to me. Portly and bald, Chris Smalls was looking through the newspaper, reading, I noted with a smile, a piece written by Alan. Just before I'd left, Leon had called, saying he was going to be late. I didn't question him as to why. The last time I'd seen him, he'd made a pretty good recovery from the cat incident, though he hadn't been able to get rid of the ears. Still a bit furry around the face and with slightly enlarged canines, he almost looked human again. The shuttle pilot said he'd wait as long as he could, but if Leon didn't show, he'd have to take the next transport, which didn't leave until tomorrow.

The Vice President had been adamant that I could bring whomever I wanted as my staff as long as it wasn't Alan. He couldn't chance, so he said, any sort of controversy. And Alan had nearly as many enemies in the Super City as I did. I'd added Leon at the last minute on Mind's insistence. He wasn't needed at the office, and Mind thought I could use the help. I didn't see how. I guess they must have phones up there too.

The door slid open on the side of the shuttle, and a short man in a polo shirt and khakis hopped in. His sandy hair was mussed from the wind and I saw what looked to be a spot of mustard on his collar. He had a long, thin indentation on his forehead running above his left eyebrow and across, stopping somewhere above his hairline. He smiled timidly, his lips tight above his pointed chin. I'd have bet he'd need a good week to grow a beard. If he could even manage one.

"Sorry, folks." His voice cracked and he cleared his throat. He sat in the first row and a large man in blue and white spandex entered after him and sat by his side. The super shifted in his seat, the metal groaning in protest.

"Geesh, Crush. Just...go! Ride on the roof or something!" The small man started pushing on the shoulder of the oversized super, "Seriously, what's going to happen in here? Just, get out!"

The large super grunted and scanned the interior of the shuttle. I waved, but Chris didn't so much as look up from his paper in return for Crush's scowl. Crush looked at the smaller man and nodded. The shuttle bobbed as he exited. The door shut and a moment later, the entire shuttle started shaking. 

"Is he really going to ride on the roof?" I mumbled.

"Oh, hey," the blonde man put a hand through his hair, "I don't know. Probably. Oaf."

"What's his deal?"

The man's hair adamantly refused to lie down. The more he fought with it, the worse it looked. I couldn't help but smile at his efforts. 

He swiveled his chair around and smiled at me, "Crush? Sentry. It's like a bodyguard. They insist on them. Anyone with any sort of important position that they deem to be too powerless to protect themselves gets one."

"Really? And by 'they' you mean..."

"The Bulwark. The Super State leaders. Whatever they are calling themselves these days."

I laughed, "They do like to change their names, don't they."

"Who can keep them straight?" The man touched a spot on the wall that I thought was just some sort of stain on the carpet, and a shelf folded out. "Would you like a drink?"

"I assume that's a rhetorical question."

"Poison?"

"Scotch."

Chris waved the offer of a drink away and the small man pulled out a small microphone from the wall and spoke into it quickly. A second later, two scotches materialized on the shelf. He walked mine back to me before he returned to his seat for his own. I raised my glass in thanks before I took a sip. A very smooth single malt.

"Nice. I'm Bob by the way."

"Doe," the man waved from the front of the cabin.

"Doe, huh? Just Doe?"

"Yeah. Just Doe."

I looked the man over. He was positively plain. Other than the indentation on his forehead, there was nothing remarkable about him at all. His khakis and polo shirt looked off-the-shelf, his sneakers were well worn and slightly dirty, and his eyes were the sort of dusty brown found on just about every tippy on the planet.

"What are you looking at, Bob?"

I smiled, "Sorry, just trying to figure you out. With a single name, I'd have pegged you for a super, but you don't look like one."

The man sighed, almost regrettably, "I know. I get that a lot." He pointed to his head, "See the dent? I woke up at the scene of a Raven attack with a huge gash and a fractured skull and no memory of how it happened. I can't remember anything from my past at all. But I can figure things out now. Like how to build stuff."

"Memory loss? Amnesia? Seriously?"

"Yeah, I know. Trite, right? But it is what it is."

"So you're a super genius."

He sipped his drink, scowling at it. "It would seem so."

"But that's not how people get powers. That's comic book stuff. You are either born a super, or not. You don't get powers by being bitten by radioactive hamsters, falling into toxic waste, or getting struck by lightning while using a metal chopstick."

He shrugged, placing the drink back on the shelf, "I know. Believe me, I know." He stood and motioned to the chair in front of me, "Do you mind?"

I shook my head and he approached, flopping down in the chair and swiveling it back and forth absently as he spoke. 

"Where was I? Oh yes, my powers. I've done everything I can to find out where I came from, anything about my past, but so far I've come up dry."

"Hmm..." I sipped my scotch as his glass and scotch disappeared.

He sat back, his arms crossed, "So, Bob, what's your deal? Your first trip to the Super City?"

"Yeah. Looks like I'm to fill in for the US Ambassador until they find someone better."

"Or qualified," Chris muttered next to me. 

I ignored him. "Seems we've been having problems keeping track of them."

"Wait. Are you Bob Moore? The Bob Moore?" Doe was practically bouncing in his seat. 

"Um...I'm a Bob Moore..."

"You used to be married to Gale? Until the thing with your daughter?"

I cringed, but managed to hide it behind a tight smile, "Yep. That's me."

"Oh, golly! Bob Moore! I've heard so much about you!"

I found myself sweating, "Oh, really? I wouldn't guess..."

"I've actually thought of stopping by your office, but I couldn't figure out what to say. You're one of the only tippys to survive The Raven. Just like me."

"Well, I didn't get away with just a scar and a new super power."

"No, yeah, I heard about that. The leg. Can I see it?"

"Um...sure." I pulled up my pant leg and showed him the metal underneath. 

He whistled, "Wow. That's interesting work. Tinkerer did that, right?"

"Yeah." I tried to keep the anger out of my voice.

"Tinkerer...man, that guy is one of the best," there was a faraway sound to his voice. He sighed and then continued, "Too bad Doc Arts wasn't still around, though. He probably could have fixed you up. "

I swallowed. Doc Arts was the doctor who promised that my daughter, the product of a super and tippy, would survive the birthing process. She hadn't, and neither had my marriage. Later, I watched as one of his inventions, a swarm of tiny, confetti-looking, flying microbots had consumed him. 

Well, watched might not be the right word. It was more like I'd tricked him into telling them to attack him. And then took my time figuring out how to stop them.

"Yeah. Too bad." I needed to change the subject. I hadn't thought of Doc Arts much in the last months and I didn't want to start again. I had to focus on Nineteen. I was so close. If I didn't find the information on the Super City, I would at least have a favor from the VP in my back pocket. I rubbed the door to the compartment in my leg that contained my earpiece and the Multikey. Mind had insisted I hide them inside my leg so that they'd be harder to detect if they decided to scan me.

The shuttle jerked once, drawing Doe's attention to the front of the vehicle. Across my lap, a belt appeared and secured my waist tightly, but comfortably. 

Doe turned back to me and smiled, "Looks like we're taking off." 

A moment later, the walls and floor of the van shimmered and slowly started to fade. After about thirty seconds, I could see through the floor and the walls like I was looking through a reflection of myself in a window. If I wanted to, I could see the walls and floor, but mostly I could see the city moving away from the bottom of the shuttle at an alarming speed. 

"Whoa," I gasped.

"Yeah, impressive, huh? I placed cameras all around the outside of the shuttle so that we could project the outside in here. The carpet fibers are actually little TV tubes."

Next to me, Chris whimpered, his eyes closed. Doe followed my gaze.

"Not a fan," I smiled.

"Yeah, not everyone likes it. But I suppose flying around with Gale probably made you immune to such things."

At her name, my heart skipped a beat. She'd been thinking of me, "I haven't flown with Gale in a long time."

"Yeah. Sorry, I don't mean to pry. But when you don't have a past, you tend of latch on to the stories of other people."

I nodded, happy for the opportunity to change the subject, "So, you built this shuttle?"

"Yeah, it's one of mine. It's how I got my bump up to Level 2."

"So, what were you doing down in the city?"

He rolled his eyes, "Recruiting." He shook his head, "I went down with Saint and Fire Arc. They did a couple of rounds with the tippy groups and I went looking for supers that haven't relocated to the Super City yet."

"Really?" I raised my eyebrow, "Why? Why would you care?"

He shrugged, "I don't really know. Gale and the others seem to think it is important to have the supers all in one place. You know, after The Raven and all."

I shook my head, "But having the supers all in one place is what made The Raven's attack so successful. If the Tournament of Supers hadn't taken place, drawing most of the world's most powerful supers, he'd have had to seek them out one by one. So many more would have lived."

"I know. But they don't think something like that can happen again. And they want to maximize the influence the supers have, now that there aren't so many of them."

I supposed it made a kind of sense. But why? Why all in one place?

"But I think the real reason is much more practical."

"Really? What?"

"Sex."

I choked on my drink, "Come again?" I sputtered.

He winked conspiratorially, "Easiest way to get more supers is to put them in the same place and let them fight. All that spandex and violence? It's practically an aphrodisiac to a super. And supers are much more likely to have super children than tippys." Doe nodded at the wall, "Here it comes."

I turned and saw, in the distance, the Super City. I'd seen pictures and videos of it on TV, but in person, it was so much more impressive. While the bottom resembled a featureless stainless steel dinner plate, the top really was a floating city. The edge was ringed with large homes, mini-mansions really, side by side. They were packed in so tightly, there didn't seem to be any space between. Behind were what looked to be skyscrapers of various shapes and sizes. Unlike the skyscrapers on the ground, these were of designs that weren't even remotely possible with conventional building materials. Dozens if not hundreds of stories tall, they rotated, they undulated, they shifted shape as I watched. Colors merged and changed in the blink of an eye. Some looked to be hewn from solid rock, others barely more than wireframe representations of actual buildings. I spied one that folded in on itself, winking momentarily out of existence, before reappearing a second later. A few minutes later, the process repeated. 

"I've asked the pilot to take us around once so you can get a good look at it."

I hadn't noticed Doe making the call. I turned and saw that Chris was just as flabbergasted as I. I turned back to the view. We were circling the City a bit higher now. I noticed not one, but two bubbles of energy. The first encompassed the entire city from top to bottom in a huge, blue, pointed oval, giving the entire city a sort of egg shape. From the ground, I had never noticed the shield covering the bottom, but it was clearly visible from this distance. Within the blue bubble, a second, red bubble arose from the center of the city and shone brighter. This one was a true half-sphere and only extended about a third of the way up to the pointed top of the blue bubble. Still, it was higher than most of the skyscrapers. 

"What's the deal with the fields?" I nodded at the Super City.

Doe smiled, "The bigger, exterior field is for protection. It keeps the air pressure inside constant while keeping out unauthorized visitors."

"And missiles, I suppose," I muttered.

"Of course. No conventional weapon can enter. No known super-designed weapon either. We're constantly updating."

"And the red one?"

He sighed and shook his head, "That's Proving Ground."

"Huh?"

"You'll see. It's sort of a super playground."

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a flash of movement. Almost before I could turn my head, a super flew past. 

Doe cursed, "Damn fliers. They know they aren't supposed to buzz incoming aircraft."

The super continued on toward the city and passed through the field.

"I thought you said that field kept everything out."

"Once you are in the system, it remembers you. You're scanned as you approach and as long as you aren't carrying any contraband, it lets you in."

I turned back to the sight of the Super City. As the buildings got closer, I noted that the mini-mansions lining the outside were all identical and fairly standard. They could have been in any gated community.

"They are all the same."

Doe looked over my shoulder, "Oh, the Level 5 housing. Yeah, we had to do that."

When a super was accepted into the ranks of the Super State citizenry, they were granted Level 1 status. This gave them access to some of the Super State resources and a stipend that would support a middle-class family. Level 5's were the crème de la crème of the Super State. They ran the government and were often members of the Earth defense force named the Bulwark, which was led by my ex-wife. The one that had mentioned me to the Vice President. I exhaled slowly.

"Why? I would have figured they would want something a bit more..."

"Obnoxious?" 

I laughed, "Yeah, actually."

Doe joined in on the laughter, "Gee, you should have seen some of the designs. You think those skyscrapers are ostentatious?"

"That's not the word I'd use, no."

"Well, these were ten times worse. If not more. They were horrible. And then they started fighting about who should have a larger front yard, a pool, heck, even room size and roof material. It was a disaster. So Gale decreed that all housing would be standardized across all citizen levels. The Level 5's get the big houses with the view. Everyone else lives in one of the skyscrapers."

"Ah. I guess that makes sense."

"Not really," he muttered. "We have about ten times more Level 5 houses than we have Level 5 citizens."

"So," Chris' gruff voice cracked from non-use, "you seem to know a lot about the Super City."

Doe smiled, "Well I should. I designed it."

My mouth fell open. "You?" I swallowed and looked back out the window at the City that Doe built. "Wow."

Doe shook his head, "I hate telling people. It's like I gave birth to the thing. People don't know how stuff like this works. I get some idea and it's like an itch in my brain. So I have to sit down and start writing. Half the time, I don't even know what I'm designing. I just know that I need a line here or a measurement there. And it is just so tedious. Just drawing without knowing what I'm doing for hours on end. Sometimes I can't sleep for days. Believe me, Bob, it isn't all that impressive. I can tell you how the whole City works, but I can't tell you how I know."

I shook my head, "Wow, that's weird."

"You know the funny thing? I picked up an advanced physics textbook one time. I was on a campus on a recruitment trip. This kid was doing his homework and I asked to borrow it. I could tell you every answer for all the end of chapter tests, but I couldn't tell you how I knew. I read parts of it and, believe me, it was just as Greek to me as it was to that kid."

"So, you don't control it?"

He sighed and put a thumbnail in between his teeth, "I can direct it, sort of. If I want to design something specific, like this shuttle for instance, I sit down with a piece of paper and a pencil and I concentrate. When the itch comes, I start to write. About a quarter of the time I get something remotely close to what I wanted. Mostly, though, I don't."

"So, what? You end up with a toaster when you wanted a motorcycle?"

"More like I end up with a deathray instead of a hospital." He shook his head sadly, "I don't get that. The weapons that pop out of my head. I've thrown so many of those designs away."

"Thrown them away? I'd think the Bulwark would want them."

He chuckled, "I'm sure they would, but I'll tell you the same thing I told them: they've got plenty of living weapons, they don't need me making them more. I don't know what my past was like, but I'm not an ironmonger. At least not anymore."

I nodded, thinking. It must have been hard for him, not knowing his past. All those questions. And then to have a power that you can't properly control giving you disturbing hints. 

"And you've never remembered anything from your past? Nothing from before that day?"

Doe sat back in his seat, "Maybe. I don't know. When you dream, Bob, are there clues to your past?"

I dreamed of clones and murderous supers. Not so much a clue as a nightmare. "I never thought about it."

"Well, I dream. And I see things. Are they things my mind has made up or are they real places and real people I can no longer remember? I just don't know. I talk to people all the time. Anyone who will listen. Sure, part of that is for the job, but there is a part of me that hopes that something someone will say will bring it all back. Or not even all of it. A piece. A fragment. Heck, at this point I'd take my initials. Living with a name like Doe is a cruel joke."

"You didn't pick it?"

He rolled his eyes, "Technically, I agreed to it. I had to come up with something and I was still groggy. Plus, you know supers and their names. They think it is so important to be clever. And I was damned if I was going to let one of them name me Manny Memory or some nonsense."

I laughed. We were approaching the blue field. The city was looming larger and I could no longer see the ground around the edges of it. The smaller, red shield was now clearer, and I could see that it easily took up two-thirds of the surface area of the Super City. The buildings lined around it like it was a huge, red egg yolk.

Inside the red field, I could see explosions and smoke. On the top of the field, birds were sitting. Or supers. It was hard to tell. Inside, I'd see a figure hit the side and slide down, like out of some old cartoon. At street level, there were four tunnels leading into the red field. Three were heavily guarded and one was coated in ice.

Before I could ask, Doe interrupted, "Now, if I were you, I'd close my eyes for this next bit." 

I glanced over at Doe and saw him squeezing his eyes tight. Over his shoulder, the blue field looked to be only inches from the front of the shuttle. I watched as it quickly passed through the ship, over Doe, and approached me. It hit my legs first and I felt a sort of tingling. From my side of the field, my legs appeared to be a few millimeters to the left. Similar to that optical illusion when you stick something into a glass of water. When the field hit my eyes, it was like I was seeing two places at once. Like those old red and blue 3D movies, but without the glasses. It passed my eyes and my vision cleared. But then it must have hit my ears and suddenly, I completely lost my sense of balance. If I hadn't been strapped to the chair, I'd have fallen out. My stomach immediately reacted and I had to fight not to vomit. I found myself listing to the side, my mind telling me that I was sitting up straight even though gravity was saying something different. 

I glanced at Chris and saw him with a hand over his mouth. Before I could ask, Doe had a bag out for each of us. I waved mine away, but Chris made good use of his. I tried to ignore the sound.

"That was...uncomfortable." Slowly, my sense of balance returned, and I was able to sit upright again.

"Yeah," Doe smiled weakly, his face pale, "if I wasn't so busy talking, I'd have remembered to warn you about that. The field creates a bit of distortion as you pass through. If you close your eyes, it helps. A little." Doe stopped talking, a finger up in the air, his eyes over my shoulder. I watched as his skin quite literally took on a green pallor.

"Are you going to be okay?" I turned and noticed that the view behind me was distorted. I realized that the super, Crush, who apparently had decided to ride on the roof, hadn't been able to keep down his lunch either. I turned back to Doe and started to reach toward him to put a hand on his shoulder. Before I could, he turned and retched into the bag he had offered me moments ago. I swallowed and closed my eyes, trying to think about anything but the sounds and smells around me. 

"Water," Doe croaked into the microphone. Two glasses of water appeared on the shelf. He handed one to Chris and then took one for himself. Again, he spoke into the mic, this time demanding empty glasses, "I hate that damn field. I swear, there has got to be a way to fix it."

I laughed, "I think you'd be the one to know."

He shook his head, his face still pale, "Don't think I haven't tried. Again, sorry for the short warning." He and Chris rinsed out their mouths with the water and replaced the glasses on the tray. Chris waved his thanks, closing his eyes.

"Didn't seem to do you much good anyhow," I smiled. "I nodded toward the quickly approaching building, "So, which of those mansions is yours?"

Doe laughed, "None, actually. I'm Level 3."

My eyes were saucers, "What? You're kidding! You designed all this and they didn't immediately promote you to Level 5?"

He shrugged, "Nope." He paused, "Yeah, I've heard the same from others. I don't know what is holding me back, but I can guess. The little glitches like that field are probably part of it. But honestly, I don't know if they trust me. With the lack of past and all...I just think they're being cautious."

"Well, that'd be a first."

"It's not that big of a deal. I'm too busy to really notice where I live anyhow."

I nodded. It didn't seem fair. I'd have bet it wasn't what Doe suspected. I'd have bet it was because he didn't look the part of a super. They were probably worried that if they let in someone who looked like a tippy, they'd get all manner of tippys applying and re-applying for citizenship. Now that I thought about it, that's probably why I hadn't heard of this guy. Most of the time, when some super built something amazing, they'd splash his face all over the TV. But not Doe. Too average. 

Typical super mentality. 

 

* * *

 




  

Chapter 7

The Embassy for the United States had a single entrance with a double door. There was a small waiting room with a desk, which sat in front of a hallway lined with a number of different doors. From what I could tell, most of the rooms had never been used. They smelled of new carpet and weren't even used for storage. My office was at the end of the hall and had a wall of windows that looked over the rest of the Super City from what was a fairly dizzying height. At least fifty stories up. Probably higher. 

My chair could have come from the set of a fifties science fiction movie - all rounded, white plastic, and blood red cushions. The desk was constructed out of the same plastic and didn't have a single corner on it. It had the shape of a flattened arc without any drawers or storage. The walls were bare and were constructed out of glossy, white bricks of some sort. The carpet was a plush, white affair with huge, black triangles around a large, red spot that was centered just in front of my desk. On one wall was a low, minimalistic couch with white, leather cushions flanked by a small chrome and glass table. The only other piece of furniture was a chrome coat stand near the door. My dartboard, the only thing I'd brought from the surface aside from clothes, was on the couch. I needed to figure out a way to hang it.

"Well, I couldn't hate it more," I muttered. 

The shuttle had dropped us off on the roof, and Doe passed us off to a spandex-clad aide that was waiting. He spent the entire time in the elevator pulling his tights out of his ass. I thought about telling him about the double-sided tape trick, but figured he'd learn somehow. With all the technology around, I couldn't see why the supers hadn't figured the whole costume thing out already. There were trashy magazines at the checkout stands in every market that did nothing but print pictures of supers with parts of them exposed by damage or just flopping out because low necklines and hand-to-hand combat don't really go well together. I tried not to think about it.

I sighed and sat down in my chair. Despite its appearance, it was quite comfortable. I pushed back into it and felt it give. Even better. I couldn't help but smile. I might have to look into...

I jumped up. The chair moved! Moved? I stared at it, my heart racing. The cushions, deformed by my weight, moved back into their normal position. In moments, it was like I'd never sat on it. I put my hand on the cushion. With the slightest pressure, it oozed around my hand, supporting it at every point. I pulled my hand back and the cushion returned to its previous state. It felt weird. Like a gel more than fabric. 

"Yeah, that chair thing is weird." Chris' gruff voice wafted in from the doorway. "I see you don't have any guest chairs either."

"You sit in yours?" Chris' office was just to the side of mine.

"Yeah. After a minute, it stops moving. Once you get past the, 'oh my God, it's grabbing my ass' stage, it isn't bad."

I cocked an eyebrow, glaring at my chair. Finally, without another option, I sat. Chris was right. After the initial adjustment, it just felt like a normal chair. "So," I nodded at my attaché, "where are you supposed to sit?"

Chris stepped toward my desk, shrugging his shoulders. As if on cue, one of the black triangles in the carpet started to rise off the ground and formed into a flowing chair. Chris sat on it, adjusted, pulled at the back to make himself a bit more upright, and shrugged again.

"It seems to do what you want. I mean, I can adjust it."

I shook my head, "This place is freaking me out. Did you see that view?" I thumbed over my shoulder.

"I'm trying not to. My stomach still hasn't recovered from that field."

"Right. You want something? I'm sure they must have drinks or something around here somewhere."

As I said it, one of the walls opened, revealing a well-stocked bar. A slow smile spread over my lips.

Chris rolled his eyes, "Maybe you spoke too soon. Any place that provides alcohol on demand should be okay in your eyes, right?"

"Shut up. You want a brandy?"

"Ugh, no. Water." Chris turned as I passed, "Scratch that. Milk. Anything to get this taste out of my mouth."

I walked toward the bar as I heard a knock on the door, "Anyone home?"

I glanced at the door. Doe was standing there, two square, metal devices in his hands. They were about the size of a credit card, but they had a cable coming off each corner. Behind him was the hulking shadow of his sentry, Crush. Doe waved him back.

"Sorry to interrupt." He looked around, "Isn't there anyone here to show you how all this stuff works?"

I shrugged; Chris shook his head.

"Golly. Okay." Doe walked in as I poured a milk for Chris and a finger of scotch for me. I didn't want to push it on my still unsteady stomach. "Each office has its own, dedicated system. It is all touch or voice activated. Chris, you must have stepped on the red dot to activate the chair. Someone must have mentioned a drink or being thirsty for the bar to open." Doe walked over to the desk and placed the metal rectangles down. "When you sit," he sat, squishing his bottom into the chair and grimacing, "it activates the desk." A small light at the lower, left-hand edge illuminated. Doe touched it and suddenly the half of the desk closest to him was lit up with controls. "It's all pretty self-explanatory, really. I meant it to be foolproof."

"Don't underestimate Bob," Chris muttered. I shoved his milk into his hand.

"So, what, there are cameras? Recording equipment?"

"Oh, God no. Nothing in the Super City is recorded. At least, nothing outside of Proving Ground. It's law. And at an embassy? Well, gee, you could imagine the scandal!"

I nodded, "It isn't that I don't believe you..."

Doe looked at me, his eyes hard, "Bob, I swear, I take this stuff seriously. If you think someone is spying...well, I'll check it myself. Whatever it takes to make you comfortable."

My eyes tightened as he spoke. I didn't see any telltale signs of deception. Finally, I nodded, once.

Relief flooded his face, "Anyhow, yeah. Pretty self-explanatory. The chairs...ugh, what can I say? I don't like them, but they are all the rage. They are not mine, but..."

"Badmouthing my chairs again, Doe?"

The man at the door took up nearly every square inch. He was wearing nothing but military-style cargo pants, combat boots, and a headband that looked like it was hastily made from a torn-off T-shirt soaked in blood and mud. The man's chest and arms were rippling with muscles, the outline of which was exaggerated by the dust, grime, and blood of what appeared to be a recent battle or war. Glistening with sweat, he had a belt constructed out of bullets and held the most oversized gun in the history of men with small penises. 

Chris jumped out of his chair and retreated toward the window. The chair slowly melted back into the carpet.

"Jesus, Tinkerer," I grumbled. "What, did you trip and fall into a war movie on the way over?"

The man placed a fist on one hip, the gun slung over his shoulder, a smile flashing across his war-torn face, "Bob? What the hell, man. I didn't know you were coming here!"

Chris shot me a curiously frightened glance, his bald pate glistening with sweat. I nodded that it would be okay and he stopped retreating. His eyes returned to the oversized man in the doorway warily.

"Yeah, well, it was sort of a last minute thing. The Vice President asked me last week."

"Wow! The Tveep huh?"

I paused, "Tveep?"

"Tippy Vice President?"

I shook my head, "What is it with you supers that you can't just say things? You're constantly shortening them to stuff no one recognizes. I mean 'Tveep'? That's not even easy to say."

Doe interrupted, "I see there is no need for introductions. Tinkerer, I was about to set them up with their USBs."

Ted's mouth hardened, "That's my job, Mo."

Doe smiled, running a hand through his unruly hair, "It's Doe."

"Right, Doe."

"And, let me say, Bob showed me his leg. That's a piece of work you did there."

"Yes it was."

"If you wouldn't mind, I have a few questions about how you..."

"I do mind." Ted stared down the smaller man. 

I watched as Doe grew more and more uncomfortable under the intensity of Ted's gaze. Finally, Doe grabbed the metal squares off the desk and walked quickly over to Ted. 

He extended the hand holding the devices, "I'll leave it to you then."

Ted snatched them out of his hand and the smaller man fled the room.

"That was rude," I scolded.

Ted's smile returned as he watched Doe flee, "Screw that guy, Bob. I don't trust him."

My head snapped back, "What? Why?"

Ted walked over, Chris moving out of his way and giving him a wide berth, "Guy shows up out of nowhere and suddenly he's the Bulwark's golden boy? Plus," he nodded at me knowingly, "he always recognizes me. Always! I don't trust it."

I sat back down and Ted waited for his seat to rise out of the carpet. 

"Hey, I always recognize you too. Don't get my carpet dirty," I chided. 

 Ted waved a hand at me, "Ah, don't worry. All the dirt is illusionary. And you're different, you know me." I took a closer look at Ted and noticed that what I thought were bullets around his waist were really various tools - most of which I didn't recognize. He tossed the gun to the side and it disappeared before it hit the ground. "So, you're the next ambassador. Seems like you guys are going through them these days."

"That's what I hear. What do you know?"

Ted shrugged, "Nothing. They come, they go...who can keep track?"

"Someone is. They are going missing."

"Missing? This is the first I'm hearing of it."

I shrugged, "The Vice President said they'd had their best people check it out. That there was no evidence."

Ted frowned, "No evidence? Like with Doc Arts?"

The breath caught in my throat. He was right. It sounded just like the Doc Arts case. Doc Arts had come to me with missing patients when no one had believed him. It ended up being his cyborg assistant commanding his microbots based on off-hand comments Arts had been making. But Ted was right! The similarities were eerie and I hadn't made the connection. What was wrong with me? I rubbed the spot on my leg that housed the earpiece. I wanted desperately to put it in to get Mind's take, but I hadn't had enough time to myself. 

"But, what did you mean 'their best people'? I'm part of their best people!" Ted was sitting upright, his illusionary muscles rippling.

"Settle down, Tinkerer. That's just what the Vice President said."

"You know," Ted growled, "that's just like them to cut me out. First they let Mo design the SC, then they won't promote me to Level 5, and now they are cutting me out of important investigations! That's bullshit, man! Bullshit!"

Ted was pounding on my desk, his face getting redder by the moment. I often wondered how his Personal Persona Projector did that. It must have read his physical reactions and translated them onto the illusion. 

I put out my hands, "Now, settle down, Tinkerer. Let's not get worked up."

"No, man," Ted slammed back into the chair, which caught him, rocked back, and then slowly moved him forward into his original position. Ted's arms were crossed, his hands passing slightly through his bulging biceps. "This is crap. I took down The Raven. I built Compartment. I've done everything they've asked. And all because of the human thing, I'm stuck at Level 4."

"Human thing?"

Ted rolled his eyes, "They want me to be able to work with living tissue. You know I don't do humans. It's not my thing. And I don't need to! You're living proof of that."

I clenched my hands, my eyes tight and fixed on my leg, "Yes."

Ted continued to grumble, now more to himself than to us. Chris moved closer to me, his eyes wary. I waited. I knew Ted. His anger would blow over in a few minutes. Usually. But there was always a way to help.

"You want a drink?" Once again the bar opened at my words. I could get used to that. A room that reacted to me without telling me I was fat? I'd have to talk to Mind about creating a silent mode. A tiny smile flickered across the corner of my mouth at the thought of her reaction.

Ted looked up, remembering where he was, "Yeah, sure." He nodded at Chris, "Who's this guy?"

"Chris."

Chris didn't move.

Ted squinted, "You know a Chris?"

I smiled, "Yep." 

Ted tilted his head, looking Chris over, "I never heard of a Chris before."

My smile widened, "Well, you can't say that anymore. Chris, Tinkerer. Tinkerer, Chris. 

Ted paused and then shrugged. He stood, his hand extended, "Nice to meet you."

Chris took his hand cautiously, "Nice to meet you."

Ted smiled, "Let me get the drinks." He crossed to the bar, "Chris, you want something?" 

"No thanks." Chris held up his half full milk, "I'm still good."

I looked at my glass. It was nearing dinner time, and I was feeling pretty hungry. This was probably the last place on...or in this case above...Earth I should be buzzed. "I'm okay too. Knock yourself out."

After a few minutes of clanking bottles and blended ice, Ted returned with a drink in a martini glass. The liquid was blue, the rim of the glass was lined with what I hoped was either salt or sugar and not something illicit, and an orange slice floated in the center. A yellow mist wafted out of the glass and over his hand. Chris stole a glance at me, his mouth threatening to break into a smile. I winked at him. 

"What?" I managed not to smile, "No umbrella?"

Ted looked at his drink, "Why? You got one?"

I shook my head. I heard a small sound escape Chris that he covered with a cough. Ted placed the drink on my desk after a sip and picked up the rectangular devices, "Now, I don't know what Mo told you so far, but let's start from the beginning. These are USBs. Universal Status Beacons. These are mine. Basically, they transmit your stats to everyone else wearing them. They set your security status, provide communication, and offer a bit of protection. Now," Ted picked up one of the devices, "Chris, do me a favor and come here." Chris walked over and Ted pulled up Chris' sleeve and put the USB on his forearm. Suddenly, the four cables extending from the corners came to life and wrapped around his arm. Chris cried out and pulled his arm back, trying to pull the USB off. It wouldn't budge. 

I found myself on my feet, "What the hell, Tinkerer!"

Ted was laughing and pointing at Chris, "Oh, you should see your face. Classic tippy! Man, that is priceless!" When Ted's laughter subsided, he explained, "See, it's sort of like a wristwatch. Except a lot more." Ted put out his hand, asking for Chris' arm again. Chris hesitated, but eventually complied. "Just put your thumb here," Ted directed Chris' thumb to the top of the device. It started to glow a bright white and then settled down into something a bit duller. I couldn't make it out exactly, but I could tell there were controls. Ted pointed to the device, "This button makes a call. Just talk into it and say the name of whoever you want to talk to. If it is a super," Ted shot a look at me, "you need to use their super name for the system to recognize it. Otherwise, first and last name will do. Other than that, works just like a phone. This other button is for distress. Press it, and you'll have more supers than you can shake a stick at on site in seconds. Usually."

"Usually?" I interrupted.

Ted sipped his drink and shrugged, "Yeah. Depends on where you are. In Proving Ground...well, don't go there. But if you did, they'd be on hand. If you are in one of these buildings or in the cellar, it depends on where the supers are."

"Cellar?"

Ted moved toward me, the second device in his hand, "Yeah. Some call them the catacombs, but I just call it the cellar. It's where the engines are supposed to be. Plus all the other stuff that runs the City."

Ted grabbed my arm and pulled up my sleeve. "Supposed to be?" The latching on process wasn't painful, but it certainly was dramatic. I could see why Chris reacted the way he had.

Ted flopped back down on the chair as I started playing with my new USB, "Yeah, that's just the thing." Ted eyed Chris then looked at me, "He trustworthy?"

I winked, "He's my attaché. Of course he is."

Ted glared at Chris again before shrugging, "You want to know my problem with Doe? It's this damn City."

I looked around, "Really? Seems like it'd be right up your alley."

Ted shook his head, "No, I like it fine. It's just...it flies, you know?"

"Yeah," I nodded, "I'm aware."

"But how?"

I paused, waiting for him to continue. When he didn't I added, "Are you asking me?"

Ted threw his hands up, "At this point, I'm asking everyone. No one knows. Only Mo knows. And he ain't telling. For all his, 'Tinkerer, you're so brilliant' shit, he won't even give me a hint as to how this place is floating."

I shook my head, "I just figured it was anti-gravity or something."

Ted shrugged, "If it is, I can't figure out how. And you know me, Bob. I'm pretty good with this stuff."

I did know Ted and he was pretty good. But he'd always had a very inflated opinion of his abilities and his importance. Knowing Ted, if he couldn't figure it out, he'd conclude it must be a conspiracy. But I'd used Ted's conspiracies against him before. No reason I couldn't do it now. 

"So what are you saying?"

Ted leaned forward, his head in his hands, "I'm saying it shouldn't work. It shouldn't fly. I've been searching for the propulsion method. Been all over the cellar. Nothing. There's nothing down there that would make this place fly. I just can't figure it." Ted took another huge sip from his drink.

I stole a glance at Chris who was looking at me quizzically, "Tell you what, Tinkerer," I began, "if you want, I'll look into it for you."

Ted's head slowly rose. His smile was huge and his eyes searched my face, "Would you? Oh, Bob, that would be great."

I glanced down at my new USB, "What did you say about security and these things?"

Ted started talking faster, "Yeah, yeah, they are encoded with your clearance. That way you don't accidentally walk into the wrong place and get vaporized."

I sighed, "Oh well, I'll do the best I can then."

Ted's brows furrowed, "Huh? What do you mean?"

"Well, I can't very well do a thorough search if I'm limited to specific places." I stood and smiled, "But I'll do my best."

Ted looked around like there might be someone watching. He called out, "Tint. Opaque." The windows went black. He stood and waved us around the desk, "Okay, I'm not supposed to do this, but..." He grabbed a tool off his belt and started adjusting our USBs. "This will give you full access. Even to Level 5 stuff. But," he made eye contact with both of us, "seriously, be careful. Some places around here are real dangerous to tippys."

I nodded seriously, rolling my eyes at Chris when Ted wasn't looking.

Ted continued, "You'll notice that your USBs glow white. They may also create a white glow around you. That means that someone nearby is using an offensive power. It lets them know not to target you and provides a fairly decent force field. Won't stop everything or every power, but should keep you safe. Now, with the modifications I've made you can do this." Ted pressed two spots on the side of the USB on Chris' arm and the light changed color from red to orange to green and on through the spectrum. "The ones you want to worry about are white - your natural color - red and green. If you see red, you need to run. If I were a tippy, I'd start banging on that distress button at the same time. Reds are supers that are actively in or looking for a fight. You get no protection with that one. You'll mostly just find that in Proving Ground. Now, greens are healers. Even if you aren't hurt, if you see someone sporting a red and there is a green nearby, head for the green. No one risks hitting a green. When you have a ruptured spleen, the last thing you need is to look up at a healer that lost an arm because you were careless. 

"You guys can change your color at will, but I wouldn't. The last thing I've added to our USBs is this." He tapped the same spots in a short pattern. The white light disappeared as if he'd flipped a switch. "This is like a covert mode. You can't receive calls, it won't light up, and your movement through doors won't be tracked. They'll still open for you, but the sensors that record that opening are blocked."

I glanced down, trying to activate the covert mode. Ted had to help me before I got the right tempo. "So, in covert mode, do we still get the protection?"

Ted shook his head, "No. No tracking, no light, no distress beacon, and no protection. So, you know, be sure that's what you want." Ted sat back down, his hands behind his head, "This is great. I can't believe you're here. Now we'll get to the bottom of it!"

I nodded, smiling. 

Ted smacked the top of his legs with his huge hands meatily, "Well, I'll let you get to it. Just remember to call me if you get anything."

"Wait," I interrupted, "aren't you worried about people overhearing?"

Ted shrugged, "Supers are so paranoid about privacy, they haven't even wired any of these places for sound or video. Except for Proving Ground and that's just for training purposes."

"So," Chris finally interjected, his voice hoarse, "we don't have to worry about being recorded or monitored?"

"Here?" Ted laughed, "Bob, tell him." Ted looked back at Chris, "Bob'll tell you; I'm pretty paranoid. I've scanned not only my own flat, but lots of other high-target areas and none of them have been wired. No, you just need to make sure no one can physically see you. Well, except for a super with one of those visions. I think they are changing the name to V-ray vision since people started suing the State because X-rays cause cancer. Anyhow, just be cautious and you should be okay. Supers have got a lot of distractions other than to watch a couple of tippys." Ted waved and the big gun returned to his hand. He smiled and let himself out.

After a few moments, Chris sat back down. I did the same. 

"Wow. He's just..." Chris' voice took on a richer, baritone quality, "something."

"That's Ted. Did you catch how he said 'our'? 'Our' USBs. He modified his for his own purposes and let us have the mods." I thought for a second, "Probably some watered-down version of the mods. Anyhow, now we have full access. And that's something."

Chris glanced at his wrist, "Yeah. But what do we do with it? I mean, the City is obviously floating. So, I'm not sure what we should be looking for."

I shook my head, "Nothing. Ted's right; I do know him. And I know he can't stand it when someone gets the drop on him...technology-wise at least. Doe did that and it is eating at Ted."

"So, he's a genius? He didn't look like one to me."

I laughed, "That's his PPP. A Portable Persona Projector. He can change his appearance at will. It's all an illusion, but it's a good one. He usually keeps it pretty close to his own size so that it doesn't mess up like it did when he crossed his arms." Chris shrugged, he hadn't noticed. "He's also got a thing that changes his voice. Ted almost never looks the same when I see him."

"You sure Ted's a him?"

I paused, "I suppose not really. But if he's a chick, she certainly acts like an under-sexed, spoiled brat of a frat boy."

Chris laughed, "So, we do nothing?"

"Oh, we do a lot. But I don't think there is anything to Ted's problem. It's just more of the same. We'll keep our eyes open. Maybe we see something he didn't, some room with big engines in it. Then he'll be happy that he knows how it flies and we get unfettered access. Everyone wins."

"Sounds good. So, what now? I'm about ready to get out of..."

A roar of wind stole the rest of the words from Chris' mouth. I pulled my arm back from my eyes as a voice, hard and shrill, shot into my office.

"Bob! What the hell are you doing here?"

Chris and I turned to the door. Standing there, five yards of white fabric whipping around her, propelled by microbusts of wind, was my ex-wife. Gale.

And she looked pissed.

 

* * *

 




  

Chapter 8

Chris was covered in the last of his milk. It dripped from his suit jacket, completely unnoticed. The glass was somewhere on the floor under my desk. I'd managed not to drop my drink, but I was squeezing the glass so hard, I was afraid it might break. I swallowed, set the glass down on the desk, and stood.

"Gale. Hey." I managed a smile.

Gale's green eyes were hard behind her white eyemask. She flicked a glance over at Chris that made him take an involuntary step back. She took two steps into the room, the door sliding shut behind her. A silver, embroidered 'B', the trademark of the Earth defense force, the Bulwark, and de facto leaders of the Super State, flashed by on the end of the fabric.

"What are you doing here, Bob?" she asked again, softer but no less angry.

I shrugged, "Duty called. I answered."

Her eyes narrowed, "The Vice President? He asked you?"

"He said on your recommendation."

She threw her hands up, "You were an example. One I thought I made clear wouldn't be right for the job. I said, 'Someone like Bob'."

"I'm like Bob."

"You're going to cause trouble."

I watched as the fabric's pace slowed. Gale used her power over the wind to keep it on the move. She wore very little underneath. When she first started doing that, it'd been a chore. Now she didn't have to think about it. But it always let on to her mood. The slowing was good.

I took a deep breath, "I'm just here to do a job. Nothing more."

"Yeah, right," Gale scoffed. "I'm serious, Bob; if you cause trouble, I'll throw you out of the City myself."

An image of Gale tossing me over the side of the Super City came unbidden. I gulped. I'd hoped that she'd be happy to see me but I couldn't say her entrance surprised me. Would a favor from the VP be worth her wrath? When it could mean help in finding Nineteen or the other clones? Absolutely. I set my jaw.

"So," I sat, "you seem to be misplacing ambassadors."

"Is that what he told you? Now, don't get any ideas, Bob. This isn't like that Doc Arts thing."

I winced, "Hadn't crossed my mind."

"We've got notes. I bet he didn't tell you that."

"Notes?"

She nodded, "I'll show you later. Notes. Quitting, can't take it anymore, going to spend more time with my grandkids...the usual."

"Yeah?"

Gale came forward and a chair formed out of one the triangles on the carpet. Chris moved around the desk and sat on the side. 

Gale looked at him, "And who are you?"

"Chris," he answered.

Gale looked at me. I smiled. 

"You don't know a Chris."

"That's obviously not true."

Gale looked back at Chris. He simply smiled.

"You two are up to something."

"Now," I put my hands up, "why would you say that?"

She threw her hands up in the air, "Oh, I don't know. History? Experience? The fact that I know you better than anyone."

I simply smiled back at her. Her eyes grew tight again. 

"Fine," she spat. "But I'm warning you." 

I nodded genially, "Consider me warned."

Gale stood, her voice taking on an official quality, "Now, the reason I'm here is to introduce you to your sentry."

"I have a sentry?"

She sighed, "You do now. The Vice President insisted. Some of the other ambassadors have them too. Seems there are rumors," she spat the word, "floating around that some have gone missing."

"And you're sure these notes are legit."

She sighed, "Of course. We looked into it."

"But not Ted."

Gale rolled her eyes, "Ted. That guy..." she took a calming breath. "You know Ted. He sees slights everywhere. It's like dealing with a child."

I grimaced, a pain in my chest. I couldn't tell if it were for Nineteen or Abigale, the child Gale and I had lost. I forced a smile, "I know. But he does have a point."

"We looked into it. So did Doe. We're not sure how they got off the City, but there are ways. We know that."

"So, if you are right, why? Why leave?"

Gale shook her head, "Money, most likely. It would take a lot of it, but there is a lot up here. Why kill someone in the midst of all these supers? Why take the chance when money will do it with much less risk?"

"Who?"

Gale waved a hand, "Could be any of the governments. They are all trying to secure trading rights with the Super State. We're talking trillions at stake, Bob. With a 't'."

I frowned, "People have killed for less. Much less."

"I just don't see it. We have notes. We know there was no evidence of any blood. And don't think that we didn't check their rooms out on a microscopic level. We did. There was nothing. NOTHING."

I put my hands up. "Fine. Nothing. So, I don't have anything to worry about."

"Not with me here."

I jumped out of my seat. Chris slid off the edge of the desk and stumbled back. Standing directly next to me was a woman, easily six feet tall. All I could see of her clothing was a grey cloak that completely covered her and reached all the way to the floor. She could have been a chess piece on a life-sized board.

"Jesus!" I took two steps back, "Who the hell are you?"

Her voice was rich and deep. It oozed confidence, "I'm your sentry. You can call me Chevalier."

"Where did you come from?" I stammered.

Gale was positively beaming, "Even the great Bob Moore can be surprised?"

I threw a glare her way, trying to keep Chevalier in my sights simultaneously, "Even the great Bob Moore needs a change of underwear." 

Gale laughed, "Well, you're under her charge now. Word has been sent. No one would dare mess with you."

I looked back at the grey clad super, "Yeah?" She hadn't moved an inch while we'd talked. Her hood was pulled forward so that a shadow covered her features. "She doesn't look like much to me."

In a flash, the super was in motion. Before I could fully register the movement, my eyes locked on the glinting off the tip of the sword only centimeters from my nose. I froze, perspiration running down the small of my back under my shirt. I gulped.

"Okay, I get it. Good with a sword."

Chevalier didn't move. I tilted my head. 

"Put out your hand." Chevalier's hand never wavered, the sword as steady as if it were hanging on a wall. 

I complied. Chevalier slowly rotated the sword over my hand. I didn't feel or see anything.

"What? Did you split an atom or something?"

Chevalier whipped the sword around and it disappeared inside the cloak. I saw a flash of grey armor and leather as well. 

"Look closer."

I pulled my hand close to my eyes. Squinting, I could make out the body of a tiny bug. A mosquito.

"Jesus, did you just kill a mosquito with a sword?" 

Chris came over and looked at my hand, grabbing it to get a better view. "Bob, I think she beheaded it."

I looked again. He was right. "Whoa."

Gale laughed, "See, you won't be messed with. The Order of Chevalier is the best. Always has been. Even before the supers. They are committed."

"To pest control?"

The rich voice from under the hood, "Our charges are to be protected as unto death. All who attempt to harm one under our care is to be dealt with in the manner they intended."

Chris nodded, "So, if someone wants to punch Bob, you'll punch them?"

She didn't move.

He continued, "And if they want him dead, you'll..."

"They will receive a like fate."

I scowled, "That seems sort of random. How do you even know?"

"We know."

I blinked, "We know? What the hell does that mean?" I turned to Gale, "And I'm not so sure I want some crazy broad with a sword hanging around me all day." I turned back to Chevalier. "And another thing..." My thought remained unvoiced. She was gone. Other than the body of the mosquito and my racing pulse, there was no evidence the super known as Chevalier had ever been here. I looked around. There was nowhere to hide. And yet she was gone. 

I turned back to Gale, "What the hell, Gale?"

Gale shrugged, "The Chevaliers do that. Don't worry; they are a real order. They treat everything you do and say as sacred. If they reveal anything, they risk going to hell."

"Wait," I put a hand up, "you're saying they are a real, religious order?"

She nodded.

"And they run around killing people."

"Only when they have to."

"You say that like it is a good thing."

"Am I interrupting?" 

I glanced at the door. Doe was once again poking his head in. Behind him, I could see the hulking figure of his sentry. He stepped in, "I, um, found this for you." 

From around the corner came Leon, crawling across the ground on all fours, his head hung. 

"Jesus, Leon, what happened?"

His fur was back, ears, pointed teeth, claws...the whole nine yards.  

"Sorry, Bob," I could barely make out his garbled words. His nose had flattened and his palate had split, "I tried to fix it."

So that was why he was late. What good would he do me now?

"I have a suggestion," Doe's hand was up like he was in a classroom. I nodded toward him, "This is a shapechanger thing, right? I could, maybe, take a look at him? See if I can work something out?"

My assistant looked up at the small scientist, then at me. I shrugged, "Fine. Whatever. Do what you can. I can't use him like this." I locked eyes with Leon, "You are seriously pushing it with this cat crap. You need to figure this out, or I'm going to have to replace you." 

Leon hung his head and followed Doe out. Gale stood and started after him.

"Wait," I called out, "what am I supposed to do with Chevalier?"

She shrugged, "I don't know. Unless you get into trouble, which you said you weren't going to do, you probably won't see her again."

"What about me?"

I'd forgotten about Chris. "Yeah, doesn't he need a sentry as well?"

Gale shrugged, "No one said anything about an attaché. You're on your own, whoever you are." She stopped at the door, "I suppose you could stay close to Bob." She threw a tight smile my way, "If you can tolerate him."

"Nice. Thanks for the vote of confidence." She was trying to get me to lose my cool. Reveal something. It wasn't going to work.

"Well, you coming or what?"

"Huh?"

Gale rolled her eyes, "The General Assembly starts in, like, ten minutes."

"Huh?"

"Eloquent today, aren't you?" She walked over to my desk, pressed the button to activate the controls, and then pressed another control. "Here, see, General Assembly. You don't have to go, but I could take you over."

I looked down at the desk and saw a huge calendar. Each day had meetings upon meetings. Most were just text, but some were highlighted in yellow, a small number in green. The General Assembly was yellow. 

Gale pointed at the General Assembly, "Yellow meetings are optional. They can be for various reasons. Just tap on the meeting and it shows you the purpose. Go if you want. The green ones are for meetings that can't happen without your presence. You don't have to worry about those for a bit. We pretty much moved all your chair responsibilities to other ambassadors. I'll have someone come and train your assistant on all this. After he gets his flea bath."

"Ha, ha. Fine. And this General Assembly?"

"It's like a general bitch session. Question and answer mostly. But it'll give you a chance to see how meetings are run. And you won't have to participate."

I thought for a moment. It wasn't a bad idea. If I was to make myself a target, might as well start now, "Fine. Chris, I'll have to see you in a bit. Why don't you get settled in and tell Leon to do the same when he comes back de-clawed."

"Hey," Gale objected, "that was my joke."

"Yeah, but I made it funny." 

Gale scowled. 

"You okay?"

Chris nodded, "Yeah, I'll be fine. How long will you be?"

I glanced at Gale. She looked at the calendar entry closer, tapping on the meeting, "Not a ton of people are scheduled to attend. Should be pretty short. An hour or two?"

"Perfect. Be back for dinner." I stood back from the table, "Yeah, and figure out where we're staying while you're at it."

"Oh, I can answer that," Gale smiled. "Top floor."

I looked up, "Higher?"

Gale laughed. 

It turned out that the skyscraper I was in was one of four that stood in close proximity. In the center of the four skyscrapers was a single, huge auditorium with a completely transparent roof. All the ambassadors stayed in the skyscrapers and rarely left the compound. It was a nice arrangement, really. The supers could keep the ambassadors safe in a controlled and confined space. 

But, of course, it was all a ruse. Well, not all, since they would, technically, have an easier time keeping us safe. But, more likely, they didn't want tippys roaming all over their precious city. Given the size of the City and the amount of money and technology that went into it, it was clear that there was plenty they didn't want us to see. While politicians of all types were generally slimy and untrustworthy, they were rarely stupid. The last thing the Super State wanted was a bunch of non-stupid tippys seeing what they were doing.

As we stepped into the elevator and the doors slid closed, I realized I'd already forgotten about Chevalier. "Is she in here with us?" I whispered to Gale.

She rolled her eyes again, "You don't have to whisper. And I don't know. Maybe."

I put a hand out, questing, "How can you not know? Can't you feel her move the air or whatever?"

"Not her. I don't know why."

"Wow. That's some power."

"I'm not sure it's a power." Gale grabbed my arm, "You do realize you're grabbing right at boob level."

I pulled my hand down and put it in my pocked, my keychain taping my finger. I grabbed it and ran my thumb over the outline of the numbers, "Umm...you were saying?"

"I don't think it is a power. I've met three different Chevaliers and they've all had that ability. I think it is part of the cloak."

"Huh. How many are there?"

"One."

My eyebrows furrowed, "But you just said..."

"Look, I don't know what they do or where they go. But they say there is only one at any time."

"Protect unto death...isn't that what she said?"

She shook her head, "I've never heard of a Chevalier defeated. Ever."

"So, what happens to them?"

"Beats me."

The door slid open and we started walking. We were in more white hallways with patterned carpets. There were patches of color on the walls near doors - probably some sort of control panel. We came to a large door, which slid open. In front of us was a large, round room with plants, waterfalls and sculptures. I looked up. The entire center of the skyscraper was hollow. There were walkways above me about every ten floors or so. Vines hung from the ceiling, growing down all the way to the floor. The vines were huge, their widths the size of large trees. Their roots grabbed into the walkways and walls, punching violently through anything in their way. The flowers that sprouted from the thick stalks were multicolored and veined. They were also half as tall as me. Near the floor, they congregated and created huge thickets of vines. Benches were placed near these thickets and many people were sitting, working, eating, and talking.

"Wow."

Gale laughed lightly, "Yeah, that's what I said when I first saw it. A super grew the vines. They are some sort of hybrid. They don't get any bigger and they put off enough oxygen to keep everyone who lives here alive for a year. Hyper-oxygenated or something they called it. I can't remember. Doe's field keeps the pressure in here constant, but these plants keep us breathing."

"Isn't that a bit overkill?"

Gale paused, her eyes closed. I glanced down at a movement. Her fingers were twitching. I smiled. I'd forgotten. When she was first exploring her powers, she'd do that when she was trying something new. Later, it was like a reflex. Like tapping your pencil or biting your thumb when thinking. She was feeling the air, probably experiencing the oxygen coming off the plants. 

I sighed. She used to try and tell me about it. About how it felt to control the wind. To feel it, taste it, experience it as an almost living entity. Her green eyes would get so intense, her hands flailing as she tried to describe something that didn't have words. I'd always smiled and said I understood. But I didn't. How could I? I wasn't a super. It was like describing yellow to a blind person. What words could you use?

I'd always considered the wind her first child. Maybe that's why she left me when ours died.

Something was nagging at me. Something missing. I snapped my fingers.

"Where's Rod?" I said, breaking Gale's reverie.

She shook her head, clearing it, "Umm...he's uh...out."

"Out?" That wasn't like Rod. Known as the super named Force, Rod was one of the most powerful supers on the planet and he had long been associated with Gale. Even before The Raven, they were considered to be at the top of the heap of supers. Gale Force. Even their names went together. Now, they were the heap. No one could touch them. Rod didn't have a transportation power so he often relied on Gale to get him from place to place. Where could he go without her? Why would he be without her? Especially considering their well-publicized romantic relationship.

"Come on, we're going to be late."

Gale paced forward, an old ploy of hers to change the subject. I wasn't going to let it go.

"Out, huh? What, did you two have a spat?" I ran to catch up, my hands clasped together in front of my chest, "Oh, tell me you dumped that German piece of..."

Gale stopped short, "Enough, Bob!" She moved forward and whispered, "I know you don't like him, but you are an ambassador now. Plus, there are probably Germans about. You don't want to get off on the wrong foot with them, do you?"

I shrugged, "Do I really care?"

"You should. I'm sure the Vice President expects you to."

I shook my head, "Then he didn't know me as well as he thought."

"Bob, take this seriously. If not for your leader, if not for yourself, then for me."

"For you? What do you mean?"

"I mean that people know we were married. What you do is going to blow back on me in some way."

I scoffed, "So? What do you care? You lead the Super State. You..."

Off Gale's shoulder I caught a hint of movement. Just a flash. There was someone on the other side of the thicket behind Gale. Watching? Listening? Were they close enough? It was just a bit of white. What was that? I grabbed Gale's shoulder and started moving, keeping my eyes on that spot.

"What could my actions possibly do?"

"Don't worry about it. Just...be good."

"I will; I promise," there was definitely movement. They were wearing something white. And maybe some sort of glasses. There was definitely a glint of metal at head height. "Just tell me if you and Rod broke up."

Gale sighed, "I don't want to talk about this, Bob."

I smiled, "But you are." Whoever was shadowing us must have skirted behind a second thicket. I couldn't see them anymore.

She sighed again, "You're not going to be good. You're going to cause trouble. And I'm going to pay for it. I know it."

"Stop stalling." I continued to scan behind her as we walked.

"Fine. We're on a break."

I stopped walking, forgetting our follower, "Break? What does that mean?"

She threw up her hands again, "You're asking me? I don't know. He just needed some time, he said."

There were so many things I wanted to say. To do. But, for once, I held my tongue. I'd seen Gale vulnerable before. Hurt. Afraid. She was all of those things now. Whatever Rod had done had really taken the wind out of her sails. She looked at me like she wanted to cry. I hated that look. Though it was refreshing that it wasn't me causing it.

"It's okay." I smiled. "I'm sure it will work out."

Relief flooded her eyes. She nodded and turned to continue across the courtyard. As she moved, I saw the swirl of a white coat, a flash of green pants, the sparkle of some sort of glasses as a door closed. My mouth dropped open. 

It couldn't be. I'd seen him dead!

"Bob? What is it?"

"I..." I swallowed, shaking my head. "I...I think I just saw Doc Arts!"

 

* * *

 




  

Chapter 9

"That's impossible!" Gale hissed.

"You mentioned that." I practically whispered, my mind in a daze.

"He's dead. You know that."

"I am aware. Yes."

"You should be. You were there when it happened."

"Yes. I know."

Gale stopped walking for the fifth time, her arm waving back toward the door we'd just left, "There are a lot of people that wear lab coats, you know. It's a very popular accessory ever since that movie came out."

She was right. There had been a movie in the theaters. Some sort of musical with the main character wearing a lab coat. It had been very popular. 

"I didn't see anyone."

I shrugged, "Me either. I could be wrong, okay? I admit it. But I'm just saying it was someone that looked like him. Do you know anyone that wears a similar costume?"

Gale started walking again, "No, not really. But I don't know every costume. But I doubt it. Costumes are sort of sacred in the community. You get one, you get to keep it. It'd be like stealing someone's face. It just isn't done."

We continued to walk in silence. Gale led me out of the building and into the central courtyard. A short, covered walkway led us to the central auditorium. Our USBs glowed faintly as we passed the entryway and the doors slid back for us. About twenty feet in front of me was a wall about ten stories tall and speckled with doors. On the floor were small, lighted circles with what looked to be stainless steel intercom boxes mounted chest high on the huge wall. A couple of tippys in business suits walked past and centered themselves on two adjacent circles and spoke into the boxes. A sheen of what I would have guessed was a soap bubble if I had seen it in a different context encased each of them and they shot off toward the ceiling with a whoosh.

I looked over at Gale, "I'm not going on that."

She laughed, "Chicken. We used to fly faster together."

"Yeah, but that was with you. And I was stupid and in love."

Gale paused, blinking at me. I turned away, cursing myself.

"Anyhow," she continued to the back of my head, "it's perfectly safe. You'll get used to it. But don't worry, we're not going to the main auditorium. The General Assembly is in the Sanctum."

I rolled my eyes, "Can't you people just use regular names? Does everything have to sound like it's out of a book of witchcraft?"

Gale grabbed my arm. I turned, the pressure uncomfortable, but not painful. 

"Stop that," her voice was hard. 

"Huh?"

"I know you think you are being funny, but you aren't. I'm not a 'you people'. Supers aren't all alike."

"I didn't mean anything..."

"Don't lie to me, Bob. I know you. You and your 'Supers Suck' T-shirts. Don't you think I know you're talking about me?"

I turned to face her completely, "Now, that's not true. I've never thought of you as one of them. Come on, Wendi. Give me some credit."

She shook her head, "Just stop it. Stop. You never used to be so hateful. If I regret nothing else, it's that you've turned into this...whatever you are." She turned and continued walking, "I honestly don't know how she puts up with you."

My heart skipped a beat. "What?" I stammered. Could she know about Mind? No, it was impossible. I took two quick steps, catching up, "Who?"

"Never mind. The door is on the left. You can't miss it." 

With that, a gust of wind wrapped around my ex-wife and sent her soaring into the sky. I could only watch helplessly as the fabric that she wore as a costume encased her to protect her from the wind and debris. And, likely, so that she'd have an easier time keeping it on through the gusts. I'd long suspected that she'd discontinued wearing anything underneath it. 

I shook my head and continued forward. She? She who? It couldn't be Mind. That conversation would have gone much differently. And Gale was fighting with Rod. She and I hadn't had any sort of meaningful conversation in years. Something was up. She was actually vulnerable. Could they be breaking up? Could she be rethinking our divorce?

I rubbed my head. I couldn't think about that. Wendi had ended it. She'd been the one. I'd been the catalyst, but she'd been the one strong enough to say that it was over. Could she have changed her mind? Had I changed enough? Was that why my flippant comment had set her off? Had she wanted to see more out of me? I'd have to stop saying such things around her. Just in case. The thought that I might have a second chance at my marriage sent a nervous flutter through my stomach. A hopeful feeling. Something I hadn't felt in years.

The Sanctum was easy to find. In front of the door was a sign indicating the General Assembly. Inside was a large, round room with long, curved tables surrounding a central area. The tables were on increasingly higher platforms so that a good number of people, maybe a couple of hundred, could sit and watch whatever was below in the center of the room. The tables must have been similar to my desk as I noticed people touching the tops and shimmering walls of energy appearing around what must have been private conversations. 

In the center of the entrance aisle was a small display. I examined it and found a sort of seating chart. I reached out and my USB flashed white. 

A voice boomed out through the room. "The representative from the United States."

A number of faces turned my way, but many did not. I ducked my head, trying to find my seat. The display now had a glowing spot, which I tried to locate using the map.

"Don't worry, your USB will guide you."

I glanced to my right at a stunning woman with long, straight, flowing hair the color of night and eyes that were nearly as dark. She was taller than me and wore a tight business suit with a silk shirt that hung almost low enough to make out the color of her bra. 

She smiled and waved her hand over the display.

"The representative from Turkey."

She put her arm in mine, "Walk me to my seat, will you?" Her breath smelled of cigarettes and mouthwash. More of the latter. Mostly it was covered by her perfume, which reminded me of spring flowers.

She didn't give me a chance to respond. I was pulled along to the central area and then over to an aisle. She led me up, pointing out dignitaries and fellow ambassadors. Many of them were flanked closely by spandex-clad supers. Sentries were apparently all the rage. Finally, we reached her seat and she motioned me to sit.

"So, you're the new ambassador."

I nodded, extending my hand, "Bob. Bob Moore."

She smiled and put her hand in mine lightly, the back arched up. Not knowing what else to do, I leaned over and kissed it. When I looked back up, she was blushing. Had I done something wrong?

"Well, aren't you the charmer. I can see what Gale saw in you."

I took a deep breath, trying to hold my belly in, "Well, um..."

She nodded her head, her smile wicked, "I'm Guzel. Guzel Hayvan. It means 'beautiful' in Turkish." Her voice was rough, but confident. Her accent was slight, but she often paused to consider her words.

"Uh...I don't think Bob means anything in American."

She laughed, her voice a bit scratchy, "No, I imagine not. But I've made you uncomfortable. Forgive me. I was a friend of your predecessor. Well, the first one. The second I barely got a chance to know."

That was right. Turkey was one of the countries the Vice President said was working on a deal. And someone else. If I had a chance to put in my earpiece, I'd have Mind to remind me. Why couldn't I have excused myself at some point? Which also reminded me, uncomfortably, how long it had been since I'd used the bathroom.

"There isn't a bathroom around here, is there?"

She looked around, "You mean the toilet? Yes. Just outside. But we are about to start. It'd be rude to leave now. Since you are new, why don't you sit with me?"

I looked around. A few ambassadors were taking notice of our proximity. "That won't send a message? I thought there was something we were..."

Her narrowed eyes stopped me short. I swallowed, not knowing what to do. Suddenly her eyes softened and she leaned in quickly and planted a smoky kiss on my lips. When she pulled away, my eyes were the size of coffee saucers and I could feel the heat on my cheeks. She smiled wickedly again and put her head on my shoulder. 

I turned to find Gale floating in the middle of the room, her eyes boring into mine. My mouth dropped open, my already flushed cheeks deepening. I could feel the sweat beading on my brow. I tried to think of a way to convey that she had kissed me, that I had no idea what was going on, and that I barely knew this woman, but I couldn't figure out the right combination of hand, shoulder, and eye gestures before Gale turned away. 

As if amplified, though I knew she used her power over the wind to do it, Gale opened the meeting. First they took care of the silly stuff like approving the minutes from the last meeting, taking attendance (which was all done by the USBs when we entered anyhow), and the like. Finally, she opened the floor to questions.

The questions were sickening. Probably the same sort of crap Liz had to listen to at her meeting. The one I'd forgotten about and missed. 

Help us. 

Why won't the supers intervene on this or that conflict? 

Why did the supers do X for Z when we asked for the same thing and they said no? 

Blah, blah, blah. I honestly couldn't believe what I was hearing. They sounded like a bunch of children. I just let it all wash over me as I thought back to the dartboard and the connections. There was something there I was missing. Some piece of information that would lead to the clones. I knew it. But I just couldn't see it. But somewhere up here, maybe someone in this very room, had the answer. I just needed to find it.

"Petty, isn't it?"

I'd almost forgotten the woman at my side. "Seems to be. Is it always like this?"

"With these little countries? Yes. They are fighting over the scraps. They don't really have anything the supers want, so they try to negotiate through complaining. Sometimes it works."

She was leaning into me. I tried not to look down her shirt, "But not you?"

She smiled, "Not us you mean? No, never us. We're lucky. Well, you were lucky in that some of the most powerful supers to survive the Day came from your country. We were lucky that many of our supers didn't go to the Tournament for different reasons. Regardless of their citizenship status, most supers still have a soft spot for the homeland. It serves us well."

I hadn't thought about that. "So, what's the deal with Australia? The Vice President..."

She reached over and put a finger on my lips. "Not here," she whispered into my ear. 

Again, I felt my face flush. "You've got to stop doing that," I whispered back. 

She pulled back, "What? Me? I'm just being friendly." She turned back to the assembly.

I straightened my shirt, trying to hide my gut behind my jacket. "I have to visit Turkey," I muttered.

A representative from a country I didn't recognize was standing, "I just want a count. That's all."

Gale was amplifying his voice so that we could all hear both his question and her response, "You know we don't keep those sorts of records."

I nodded to the speaker, "What's his deal?"

Guzel smirked, "He's an academic. Someone that has no business in politics."

"But what's he after?"

"The number of geniuses. He claims they've been declining."

I squinted at the man, his small, round glasses framing his small eyes, "Of course they've been reduced. The Raven saw to that."

"He seems to think they aren't bouncing back. That the Super State won't be able to sustain their economy without them."

I shook my head. Even if he were right, what would be the point? Maybe he was angling for more money and power for the colleges? To train tippys? Plus, wouldn't people with powers be easier to recognize than those with genius tendencies? Wasn't that why they had testing centers in every major city?

Guzel placed a hand lightly on my forearm, "This is as good a time as any to go. We have a date to keep."

I looked at her, "We do?"

She smiled, her eyelids fluttering twice, "Of course. You don't think I'd sit through this sniveling without a reason."

Apparently, the meeting was at a breaking point. Down at the center, tables of refreshments had appeared when my head was turned. Gale was still floating above it all, her eyes scanning the crowd. There were stations set up where people could still interact with her, even over the noise of the crowd milling around trying to get the best finger foods. Her power allowed her to nullify as well as amplify sound. It was one of the reasons that Mind was so careful around her. It hadn't taken Gale long to figure out that something was moving the air around me when Mind was in stealth mode. After that, Mind had been loath to even communicate through the earpiece for fear that Gale would notice. 

Guzel pulled me to my feet and pushed me back out into the hall, all the while making it look like I was leading her. I felt like a fish being pulled along by the current. We threaded our way between diplomats and supers, spandex-clad body parts I didn't want to identify rubbing against my leg as we pushed through the throng. I caught sight of Gale once or twice. She didn't seem to be paying attention to me, but I could feel her tension in the air. With a super as powerful as her, she couldn't help her emotions leaking out. Most wouldn't notice it, but I had been married to her. I knew.

Finally, we exited the hall, Guzel making sure my wrist was nowhere near the panel that had sensed my arrival. Outside, there were a few people grouped in twos and threes, standing close to each other, discussing things they obviously didn't want overheard. We sped past all of them, making our way back toward the way I'd come in. 

Soon, the huge wall loomed over us, the illuminated circles on the ground beckoning. I glanced at the exotic Turk on my arm, somehow leading me from my side. She smiled at me and flipped her hair, rubbing my shoulder with her free hand.

"There is no way I'm riding one of those things."

She pouted, "Even if I ride it with you?"

I felt my jaw loosen as she pulled me into one of the circles. She glanced around us and I followed her lead. We were being observed. They were trying to be discrete about it, but you couldn't miss the quickly averted eyes and turned heads. 

She reached up and pulled my chin toward her, "Now, you aren't afraid, are you? A big man like you?"

I swallowed, "Um...big?"

She placed a few fingertips on my belly, sending shivers up my spine, "You know, strong. Powerful."

She said something in what I assumed was Turkish into the panel on the wall and a bubble enclosed us swiftly. I wouldn't have noticed if not for the deadening of the outside sound. The rushing of the floors and wall was like watching it on television - there was no sense of movement. Soon we were in front of a door that was so high I didn't dare to look down.

I wasn't really afraid of heights. I'd traveled much higher with Gale. And even though I had grabbed on to her so hard she'd had a bruise afterwards, I wasn't, technically, afraid. I was just tense. This? This was terrifying. All I could think of was Ted, with a smoking blue drink in one hand and a wrench in the other, putting this thing together. I'd seen the aftermath of some of his mistakes. I shivered.

We stepped through the door into a small room with a small table surrounded by four chairs, a bar, and not a lot of light. I took a quick step into the room and stopped, relieved to be off the disc that had carried us up. Guzel pushed past me gruffly, moving to the far right wall. I cocked my head, confused. She looked back at me, her smile replaced with a hard line of tight lips. All the playfulness was gone from her demeanor and I suddenly felt uncomfortable. I scanned the room. The far wall was nothing but a window looking out over a vast blackness. The main auditorium, I guessed. Whatever was on the other side of the glass was certainly far away and very far down. 

From the left corner of the room, a figure appeared. Dark haired and muscular, he wore a loose fitting red tracksuit with dual white stripes down the sides, arms and legs. His hair was close-cropped, though somehow shaggy. As if the ends were afraid of his skin. He had a pocked complexion and his pupils were slit. He moved with a fluid grace that made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. 

"Clear," he hissed, his shoulders constantly in motion as if he had to keep them moving to breathe. 

From behind him stepped a man, shorter, but no less dark, his skin heavily bronzed and seemed to glitter in the faint light. His hair was close-cropped and pulled back, gelled into place. He wore an impeccably tailored suit. The knot on his tie was perfectly even. 

"The new representative from the States." He smiled at Guzel, "How long do you give him?"

She stepped toward the man, "I don't know. This one used to be married to Gale."

The man's face dropped as if he'd been kicked in the stomach. His eyes flicked back to me, scanning me from shoes to head. I admit, on my best day, I didn't look as good as this guy did in his suit, but mine resisted fire, cold, electricity, and more. All thanks to Ted. Who, I had to admit, wasn't much of a tailor. 

"Really?" His accent was straight out of Spanish television.

"You must be the representative from Argentina." 

The man smiled, "Enrico Rosa, at your service. And you?"

"Bob Moore," I extended my hand. He shook it and I moved back toward Guzel's side. Her look told me I wasn't welcome and I moved back toward the door. "Now, what is this all about?"

"Life and death, Mr. Moore," Enrico stated flatly. "We are afraid. And you should be too."

"Regardless of whom you were married to," Guzel added.

I put my hand up, "Okay, slow down. First, what is going on? What was all that down there?"

Guzel moved to the side, equidistant from Enrico and me, "A show, I assure you, Mr. Moore." She fished a cigarette from her cleavage, "Turkey is a very patriarchal state. Do you know how a woman gets to a position such as mine?"

I wanted to say, "on her back", but even my limited experience with diplomacy told me this would be a bad move. Instead I simply said, "No."

She took a lighter from her shirt and lit her cigarette, "Letting the men think it was their idea." She exhaled a ring of smoke, "Women rule the world, Mr. Moore. We just let you think you're making the decisions."

Enrico cleared his throat, "Be that as it may, the fact remains: we are all in danger."

I closed my eyes, trying to clear my head. "Okay, back up. Gale says there was no foul play. That they looked into it. The Vice President says the other ambassadors are missing. What do you say?"

"The second man? We can't say. He wasn't here long enough for us to make meaningful contact with him. That's why we grabbed you the first chance we got. We needed to warn you. Yes, they have a note. Yes, there is no evidence of foul play. But that doesn't mean it didn't happen. We knew Sanders. He was a good man. Dedicated. He didn't leave willingly."

I looked over the two ambassadors. Guzel blew her smoke, unflinchingly meeting my gaze. Enrico looked less confident, but no less convinced. I dropped my head. The Vice President says yes. Gale says no. These two say yes. Who was right?

"Who?" I exhaled the word. "Who would do this?"

Simultaneously they answered, "Australia."

"Seriously?" I exclaimed. 

Guzel stepped forward, her cigarette held at her hip, "Do you know what boron is, Mr. Moore?"

I shrugged, "Moron's cousin?"

Enrico continued as if I hadn't spoken, "It's a fairly worthless substance. They make detergent and insulation out of it. It is also in the soil throughout southern Australia. It is killing the plants and wildlife down there. So what do the Australians do? They trade with the Super State to have them mine it. Pull it out without disrupting the wildlife. They have all sorts of machines down there drawing boron from the soil."

"So?"

"So," Guzel continued, pulling a second cigarette from her blouse, "what the Australians don't know is that boron can be refined. We have information that the supers use it for all sorts of devices. They can make everything from tiny machines to a type of armor that is harder and stronger than diamonds. Apparently, it is the new 'wonder' substance. They want it. They want it badly."

A small laugh eked past my lips, "And Australia is giving it to them."

Enrico chimed back in, "Paying them to take it, actually."

I tilted my head, thinking, "And I'm to believe that the three of us represent the controlling reserves of boron."

The two representatives traded smiles at each other and then nodded at me.

I nodded back. "Nice. So the plan is to keep this all under wraps until Australia gives away all their boron and then start charging the Super State?"

Enrico's smiled widened, "They are creating the demand. When their supply dries up, we'll step up."

Guzel spat, "And take the power away from those damned Aussies."

I paused, thinking, "So, the reason for the removal of the US Ambassador?"

They both shook their head, "Sanders, we understand. He was the one with the plan. With the inside knowledge. He never told us where he got his information. We figured he got removed by someone that could be hurt by this deal. His successor...well, maybe they hadn't gotten everything they wanted."

My face screwed in concentration. It didn't sound right. If Australia knew... "Has Australia changed their policy? Have they started looking for compensation from the State?"

They both shook their heads.

My brief tour of my office revealed that it didn't have much in it. But anything could have been removed. It would be impossible to know. I felt like I was out of my league here, but something didn't add up. I didn't see Australia's angle.

"I don't know, it doesn't sound right to me."

Enrico sighed, "You have to understand - the US has the biggest reserves of boron. If you drop out of the deal, out of the blockade if you will, it is over. All he has to do is keep your country out of it and he can hatch whatever plan he likes. For all we know, he's stockpiling the stuff and letting us bide our time waiting for this deal and letting other deals pass."

I shook my head, "It seems awfully convoluted to me."

"Not really." Enrico took a breath, "See, Australia already makes a fortune with their other mining. If they found out about the boron, they could continue to pay for it to be extracted from the south while they stockpile it from other sources. When the south runs out of boron and we announce that we'll sell it to the supers, they undercut our prices with their own reserves. So, we've let any number of other opportunities pass while they've laughed at us secretly. The lynchpin of our plan, however, is our coalition. Together, we can better any price they can possibly offer."

"As long as we stick together," Guzel added.

"But if he scares off the US..." Enrico let the sentence hang.

It still sounded off to me. But I was no politician, "So," I looked back at the man, "do you have any proof? Anything substantial?"

Guzel shook her head, "We've tried. He covers his tracks well."

"Could he just be a patsy? Some sort of scapegoat? Is there anyone else that might gain from the removal of two US Ambassadors?"

Enrico stepped forward, "We've explored every possible angle. We really don't see anyone else that could want your predecessors removed."

My brows furrowed, "Are you sure?" I nodded at Guzel, "I thought she might be into me until we got here."

Guzel let go her scratchy laugh, smoke pouring out with each chuckle, "Men. You are such easy prey."

I looked at her, "If we are so easy, why haven't you found out for yourself? Taken a closer look at this Australian?"

It was Enrico's turn to chuckle, "She tried. He said she wasn't his type."

She scowled at her Argentinian friend, "I'm everyone's type."

I shrugged, "I tend to agree but apparently not. But I have to ask you, where is your sentry? He's got one. I've, apparently, got one. But not you?"

Her wicked smile returned, "Who would want to hurt me? I'm so innocent and silly. People lust after or hate the stupid, pretty girl. They don't think she might be conspiring against them."

"What about other women? The ones that hate you?"

Her eyes narrowed though the smile didn't waver, "Alliances and accidents - the cornerstones of any good foreign policy."

A cold shiver crawled down my back. This woman was much more than I had thought. Obviously by her design. I'd have to remember not to turn my back on her. Still...if she thought it was in her best interest, what might she do? A few graphic images passed across my eyes. I swallowed.

As if she could read my mind, she shifted position, sticking one hip out and taking a long drag off her cigarette. I took a deep breath and then pulled my eyes away. Enrico was glaring at me. Did they have a thing together or was he being played the same way she was trying to play me? Probably both. 

"Okay, enough bullshit." I put my chin down, talking as much to myself as to them, "It sounds like you two don't know crap about what's going on. You have suspicions, but they could just as easily be wrong. There is only one way to be sure."

As I spoke, the door behind me slid open. I turned and a tall, potbellied man wearing a button-up shirt with a logo I didn't recognize on the breast and a pair of tight jeans stepped in. His skin was tanned and leathery except for around his eyes and toward his ears where he had obviously been wearing sunglasses. His hair was longer at the back than the front. 

At his feet, a pool of black followed him like a glossy, noonday shadow. He stopped a few feet from us, but the pool continued forward and undulated just before me. Bubbles appeared in the middle and I took a step back, bumping into Guzel who had apparently put me between the visitor and herself. The bubbles started to form a figure, which pulled up from the middle of the pool like some sort of marionette. It dripped black ooze for a few seconds before it coalesced into a vaguely humanoid shape. It gurgled violently at the super now standing in front of Enrico. Guzel put a hand on my shoulder, probably to keep me between the oily super and her.

It looked back at the large tippy and nodded once, falling back into a puddle like it was a popped water balloon. 

The large man stepped forward, his hand extended, "G'day. I'm Garvey. Everett Garvey. Everyone just calls me Garvey though, mate."

 

* * *

 




  

Chapter 10

I took the man's hand. It was a firm grip and slightly wet. He was at least a few inches taller than me and he smiled at me warmly. 

"You must be Bob. I've been looking for ya."

I released his hand. The man smelled of suntan lotion, "That's me, Garvey. And you are looking for me...why?"

He laughed, "Oh, just to make your acquaintance, mostly. I missed the last one from the States and I didn't want to make the same mistake twice. Ya want to walk with me? I'm on my way to dinner."

I glanced back at the ambassadors from Argentina and Turkey. Their faces revealed nothing. It was as if they were all great friends. I raised an eyebrow, but put it down before I turned back, "Sure...I guess. Umm..."

The other two ambassadors excused themselves, shaking my and the Australian's hand with the same vigor and enthusiasm on the way out. Guzel made sure to step well around the black pool still surrounding the feet of the Aussie. It inched toward her as she passed. The Australian stomped his foot.

"Behave, you. You know she don't like that." Garvey turned back to me. "So, you got introduced to them flying discs, hey?"

I nodded unenthusiastically, "Against my will, yes."

The Australian Ambassador laughed, his great belly bouncing, "I know what you mean, mate. Bit too much like a coffin for me. But, when in Rome and all." 

He stepped out the door, the disc waiting. The bubble surrounded him and, from my vantage point, he simply vanished. I stepped up to the door and looked down. The large man was speeding down like he was shot out of a cannon. My view was obstructed as another disc slid into place. 

I swallowed. 

It would probably be fine. Everyone else appeared unconcerned. But they didn't know the supers like I did. Gale and I used to laugh at her stories. Lying in bed on a Sunday morning, talking about whose deathray malfunctioned and started shooting crickets. But it wasn't so funny when you needed to trust your life to it in order to save face. I considered calling Gale on my USB, but I didn't want to think about the repercussions. How she would react to me after our recent discussion and that flirty Turk, not to mention how calling Gale would be perceived by the Australian. Finally, I took a deep breath and stepped forward. 

For a moment, nothing happened. I turned, looking for another of those speaker panels. I finally spied it just inside the small hallway that led from the disc to the door, but before I could step off and see how it worked, the bubble closed around me.

Now that I didn't have a beautiful woman sharing my space, I could be properly terrified by the journey. I was high. Very high. And the ground was rushing at me like I was driving my car toward it with the pedal down. I managed to look around. The bubble distorted my view, but I could see others using the discs. They all looked irritatingly calm. 

Before I could remember how to use the USB to call Gale for help, I landed. The bubble popped and I could suddenly hear everything clearly again. I shook my head, glad to be down.

"That's full on, ain't it?" the Aussie was next to me. He slapped me on the shoulder good-naturedly, "It sure does have a lot of pucker power. The first few times, I needed a change of daks, but now I kind of like it. In an 'oh my God, I'm gonna die' sort of way." He nodded, "This way. I forgot, I need to grab some papers from my office."

He led me back toward the large central area where I'd seen...or thought I'd seen...Doc Arts. I couldn't help but be extra wary.

"Boy, you already got the look of a hunted man and you just got here." He motioned to a bench near one of the thickets of vines. I nodded and sat, "That'll serve you well around here. Lots of crocs in the water, if you know what I mean."

I smiled, "I'm learning. So, Garvey, what can I do for you?"

"Well, mate, I'm just going to play this straight. I know how that vixen that spirited you away can be. I'm just going to put my cards on the table."

"How very...unpolitical of you."

He laughed again, "I reckon you'd appreciate that. From what I heard, you're a bit of a lone wolf. Play by your own rules. People say I'm like that."

"From what I hear, you don't have to be."

"What'cha mean?"

"Well, when you've got what the supers want, you make the rules."

A broad grin spread across his tanned face, "I reckon you're right at that, mate. But, see, that's just the thing. That other guy, Sanders, he didn't like me much. I reckon you blokes, if anyone, know what it's like to be hated just 'cause you're on top. So right now, we got lots of stuff the supers want. Lots of minerals, metals, and more that you may have, but you've got all that bureaucracy to go through. We don't. That ain't our fault. And it ain't our fault that we're taking advantage of it. Anyone else'd do the same."

I nodded, "I suppose."

"So, what I'm hoping is a bloke like you, well, maybe you understand that. See, I come from a long line of miners. If a miner knows one thing, no vein runs forever. Maybe you understand this ain't got to be about who's got what. We can all have some. Right now we have more. Later on, that may change. So, why squabble?"

I leaned back, listening. The man seemed sincere. But then again, so had Guzel. His accent was thick and his informality could be purposeful. Was he trying to put me at ease or maybe cover how intelligent he really was? How many people had used informal language to cover devious plans over the years? Politics made my head hurt. Was this supposed to be a veiled threat? Was he telling me that I'd better fall in line with him or risk the same fate as my predecessors? Or did he really just want to have an ally?

"That's easy to say when you've got the top spot," I tested. He just smiled, seemingly unconcerned. "So, you knew Sanders? I never met the man."

Garvey rolled his eyes, "He was a seppo if I ever met one..."

"Seppo?"

"Typical American. Boring. Always counting pennies and talking about sport no one cares about. No sense of humor that guy."

"Yeah, but 'seppo'?"

The big man actually looked uncomfortable. "Yank. Rhymes with 'tank'. Septic tank. Seppos."

"The inference being not only do the words rhyme, but we are all full of shit?"

He shrugged, "I didn't invent the word. Though too often it fits." 

I frowned, "This coming from a politician."

Garvey laughed, "Fair enough! But anyway, Sanders. He was all right most of the time. Drove a hard bargain. I was surprised he left. He was always hanging out with those two," he nodded back toward the auditorium. "But, I figured I'd make your acquaintance before they got their claws into you. At least then you could make your own decisions. I don't know what they've got planned, but you have to remember that, around here, it is us," he pointed at his chest, "then you, and then everyone else. That makes you a prime target for people trying to ride coattails. Russia's making a pretty good go of it lately, but I'm not seeing how they can really get past you. What with all that squabbling those guys do. They've got heaps of resources, but not the organization."

 I shrugged. I didn't know anything about Russian politics. 

"No worries," the Aussie stood, "I just wanted to put that out there. You're welcome to band up with those two like Sanders did, or whatever else. I don't rightly care. But I just hoped that this time around, we could at least keep some lines of communication open."

I stood as well, "I don't see why not."

The big man smiled again, shaking my hand vigorously, "Well, I certainly hope so. I've got to run. Got this meeting, but I wanted to meet you. Do a buck's night. Get rotten and forget all about these politics."

 I wasn't exactly sure what I was agreeing to, but it sounded like alcohol would be involved. I watched the Australian leave, greeting people boisterously as he went. He was loud and obnoxious and it didn't appear to be a show. I pursed my lips, trying to keep all the facts straight and came to the conclusion that all I really had was a bunch of hearsay.

I looked around, realizing I had no idea which elevator bank was mine. I glanced down at my USB and found it displaying a map. I hadn't set it to do that so maybe that was the default state. I found that many of the buildings and locales were labeled as was my office and suite. I stood and made my way to what the USB showed as the northern set of elevators. 

I skipped the office and headed straight to the suite. The elevator opened to a huge room with a kitchen to one side and open area on the other with seating facing the large windows and one of the walls. In between was a substantial table with enough space for at least twelve, though I could guess by the amount of space around it that it could be extended to fit more. The furnishings were sparse, but tasteful, the colors a combination of pastels. 

I sort of hated this room, too.

"Something to drink," I called out. One of the walls near the sitting area opened and revealed a fully stocked bar. I noticed a disproportionate number of scotch bottles. I smiled, picked one that looked expensive and poured two fingers. There was a hallway that led off the kitchen and back to the master suite. My luggage was neatly stacked on my bed. I headed for the bathroom, glad to finally have found one. I'd have to remember to be empty when I left the suite or office - I didn't seem to be able to walk two steps without running into someone who wanted me for something. 

After I finished, I secured the earpiece and sighed. It would be good to have Mind back. She could be annoying, but I could use her information and help, "I'm back. How much of all that could your hear?"

I picked up my drink in one hand and the Multikey in the other. I'd need to place this somewhere near their computers. While pretty much all these tables and devices were tied into the main system, Mind had always insisted on me placing the key as close as possible to the controlling computer. It cut down on the number of systems she had to navigate to get at the main one and it was, she said, safer overall.

"Mind?"

Nothing. Using the Q-tip-like tool, I removed the earpiece and checked it. It was on and the little light indicated that it still had most of its charge. I replaced it in my ear.

"Mind? Can you hear me?"

Nothing. No static, no feedback, nothing.

I sat on the edge of the bed, pushing the suitcase that was digging into my lower back to the side. I pulled out my 19 keychain and polished it on the bed sheet. Mind had been concerned that this might happen, but I hadn't believed her. The City might be shielded, she had warned. So I'd be on my own until she could take over the correct system so that she could bypass it. 

"Damn."

I looked down at the Multikey, resisting the urge to plug it into the nearest socket. I wasn't in some tippy office. I wasn't even in a high-tech government installation. I was in the Super City. If she were going to get caught anywhere, it'd be here. I needed to find the main computer area. At least the building. That'd be enough. I'd seen Mind crack a system in literal minutes when I'd stuck the key into the actual computer. I'd also seen her take days when I couldn't get that close. 

The months I spent at EnviroKop were fresh. I didn't want to repeat that here.

Ted. Ted would know. But how to ask him? 

A sound chimed. I stood, replacing the Multikey in my ankle compartment and my keychain to my pocket. I walked back out to the main room and noticed the front door glowing. I walked up to it slowly, not sure what to expect. When I got within a meter or so, the door started to vanish. No, not vanish. Become translucent like the walls of the transport. On the other side, oblivious to my presence, was Chris. 

"Um...open?"

The door slid to the side and Chris walked in, his expression pained, "You could have told me you were back, you know."

He stomped in and the door shut behind him. He plodded over to the couch and flopped down, sighing heavily. He reached into his shirt and, with a grunt, pulled out what looked to be a US flag pin, but with no back. Chris leaned forward, his head in his hands.

"God, I hate this part," he grunted. 

With the uniquely awful sound of skin and bones stretching, contracting, and, it sounded to me, breaking, Chris' form changed. In under a minute, he was taller, but thinner, his dark skin glistening with sweat. He sat back and cinched up his belt to keep his oversized pants from falling off.

I smiled, "Welcome back, Alan."

"Ugh...I need a drink. Got any of that firewater you seem to prefer?"

I laughed as the wall opened and Alan noticed all the bottles of scotch, "Yeah, a bit." I poured him a stiff drink and walked it over to him. "So, how was your day?"

He shrugged, "Fine. Used that 'covert mode' of Ted's. Found out some stuff." His eyes narrowed, "Have you been smoking?"

"No. That's from the Turkish Ambassador."

"And is that lipstick on your collar?"

I pulled the collar out. Sure enough, it was there. Obviously planted by the Ambassador. Boy, she knew how to play the game. I pulled my jacket off and started taking off my shirt. "That's from her too."

Alan laughed, "Your afternoon seems much more interesting than mine. I'll go first. Your useless assistant is back. I sent him out to scout the area. Figure things out. He had just returned before I left to come up here. He says the word with the other assistants is that the ambassadors are tense. That they think something is up with all the new US Ambassadors and they're not sure what. The fact that all the big countries have started employing sentries hasn't helped."

"Makes sense." I walked to my bedroom, Alan following. I noticed the tool I used with the earpiece on the edge of the bed and I threw my dirty shirt on it before Alan could notice. I opened my suitcase and started rummaging through for a fresh shirt. Right on top was one of my Supers Suck t-shirts. I grimaced, remembering Gale's reaction. I picked it up and stared at it for a moment, considering. Should I toss it in the hopes that Gale might end up here at some point? I shook my head at my own hubris. That was so far from reality I couldn't believe I'd thought it up.

Still...

"Alan, you want this?"

Alan looked at me, "What? You love those shirts."

"Yeah, well...you want it or not?"

He put his hands up in mock surrender, "Bob, how you get away with wearing those without getting blasted off the planet is a mystery for the ages. I wouldn't touch one of those with a ten-foot pole."

I shrugged and threw it to the side. I'd toss it in the garbage later. "What else did you guys find out?"

"Not a lot. As I suspected, there is some sort of underground black market here. You can't have this many people and not have some sort of illegal activities. All supers are welcome here, even the 'evil' ones, so no one is surprised. All fighting has to take place in the Proving Ground area and killing is strictly prohibited. Though, I'm told, accidents happen."

I nodded, "You find out about the black market? Where...who...all that?"

He sipped his drink, "Not who. But the talk is that it is located in the Proving Ground."

I pulled on a new dress shirt, "How did you find all this out so fast?"

Alan shrugged, "Just headed down to the canteen. Noticed that smoking was prohibited. Asked around. Seems like you've got to have a license to smoke and those are hard to come by. Even then, you can't just smoke anywhere. So I asked about where to get cigars. I mean," he laughed, "look at that fat suit I was wearing. Have you ever seen a man more built for a cigar? If he were real, I'd have guessed he was born with one in his mouth."

I snickered, "Why you put yourself through all that for a disguise is beyond me."

"Hey, it's foolproof. All those illusions and holograms and all that? They can be seen through. If I were to die as Chris Smalls, as long as no one removed the pin, they could cut into me and they'd find everything exactly as they'd expect. All the way down to the bones and internal organs." He took another sip, "Sure, it hurts. But it's worth it for that type of protection."

"Fine. So, we've got a black market that smuggles cigars. Anything else?"

"Well, from what I've heard, you can get most everything you want from the planet here anyhow, except for banned substances. So, tobacco, drugs, that sort of thing. I also met a guy who said he'd heard you could make a bundle by selling tech."

I looked around for a mirror. Not noticing one, I stepped into the bathroom. "I assumed that. So tech goes down, drugs come up. What about people? Could that be the way the last two ambassadors left?"

Alan shrugged, "I don't know. Transportation to and from the planet is free as long as you schedule it in advance. That's part of the deal. So most people wouldn't have much of a reason to try to smuggle themselves off."

"Yeah," I exited the bathroom, buttoning my shirt, "unless they didn't want to have their movements monitored." Alan didn't react. "Okay, anything about Australia?"

"Just that everyone blames them for everything. If you believe all the stuff I've heard, they plot against everyone, undermine every deal, and practically cause bad weather. It's sort of ridiculous."

I exhaled and turned to Alan, "You know, that's the thing: I met the guy. Seems nice and straightforward to me. Sure, he's working the supers, but that's his job right? He's here to cut the best deal for his country. And he is. Of course people are going to hate him. But I just don't see him killing or kidnapping people. I just don't see it."

Alan finished his drink, "So, what do you want to do?"

I thought for a moment. "You know what, I need you in on this. You've got that way about you. How you get everyone to talk. Let's run over to his office and see if we can catch him before he goes to dinner. See what you think. If you agree that he doesn't seem like a likely candidate, then we can move on. If not...well, we'll deal with that after."

Alan looked disappointed, "Really? Right now? I just got out of that fat suit."

"Hey man, you were the one who wanted to come. And no one told you to take Chris off."

"Do you know how hard it is carrying around all that extra weight? I can barely walk across the room without getting winded."

I turned away. He probably wasn't taking a jab at me. 

Probably.

Behind me, the sounds of skin and bone reforming resumed. After a few seconds, Alan started crying out in pain. I turned and he was frantically grabbing at his belt with fingers that were shortening as he struggled to undo the buckle. Finally he managed it and the belt released and allowed his belly to fill his trousers.

"Wow," I tried not to laugh, "that was a close one."

Alan had once again taken on the gruff voice of Chris Smalls. The transformation device, a replacement to the one he'd lost during our initial meeting with The Raven, could change his voice somewhat, but he had to help. 

Alan gasped, "Not funny, Bob. That could have been bad."

"That's what you get for calling me fat."

"Hey! I didn't call you fat."

I glared at him.

"Well, not exactly. And anyhow, you're not fat. You're..."

I raised an eyebrow.

"Squishy."

"Oh, that's much better."

Alan cleared his throat, the hoarse Chris Smalls voice sounding strained, "I just call 'em like I see 'em."

I used my USB to call Garvey and asked him if he'd left. He hadn't and said he could spare a minute. But we'd have to rush. When we left the suite, our USBs immediately switched into map mode. We traded glances before I shrugged and started rattling off various instructions. When I mentioned, "Australian Embassy," it finally reacted. Checking the map occasionally, we made good time.

The League of Nations complex consisted of four individual towers each with their own elevator system. The towers surrounded the central courtyard with all the vines. There was both an interior wall to connect the four towers into the semblance of a building, but also a freestanding exterior wall with the same dimensions as the interior wall, but offset a few feet. I guessed that the other buildings that surrounded the central auditorium I'd seen earlier had the same layout. 

I stopped, shaking my head. I turned to Chris, "You catching this?"

He was frowning at his own USB, "Yeah. I didn't realize until I saw the map."

"Seem a bit overkill to you?"

"Actually," Chris' voice was soft, "it reminds me of something."

"Really? What?"

"A prison."

I glanced back down. Alan didn't have to walk me through it and he knew it. Once he said it, it was clear. Each interior tower could be locked down. Or the whole building. Or all four buildings. They probably could control each floor. All under the pretense of "our protection". I swallowed, a wave of claustrophobia washing over me.

"Shit," I muttered.

"Bob, I always took the stuff you said with a grain of salt. That you were just a half-step over the conspiracy theory line. But seeing this...man, I don't know what to say."

I turned to Chris, hissing through clenched teeth, "I'll tell you what to say. Nothing. Not a damn thing." Chris tilted his head in confusion, "See, this is currency. This," I spun a finger around, "is a 'get out of jail free' card. Someday, some super it going to have you in a room. You'll have investigated something they don't want getting out. And they'll be wondering what to do with you. They'll be making threats. And you'll pull this out. You'll ask them how the governments of the world would like to discover that the League of Nation's compound is really a thinly veiled prison. That if something went wrong and some super took control of the City, he could lock them in and there would be nothing they could do about it. You'll say it's all in a safe place, only to be revealed if something happened to you. It won't help with a villain, of course. But the Bulwark? You'll walk."

Chris nodded and wiped the sweat from his brow, "Damn, Bob. How many of these cards do you have?"

I turned and continued toward the Australian Embassy, "Too many." I added under my breath, "And not enough."

I was pretty sure the elevators moved faster than those bubble discs, but their default state was with opaque walls. When we first walked into the elevator, all the walls were clear...sort of. More like they were windows to the outside of the building, showing what we'd see on all four sides. It was odd and caused my stomach to churn. When the occupants left, the walls returned to their stainless steel finish. We walked in and Chris gave me a "not on your life" look. 

I couldn't agree more. 

Chris laughed, "You know, I think I got this thing figured out. It just hit me."

I turned to him, "Yeah? What's that?"

"They all want to fly."

I faced forward, waiting for the doors to open. He was right. The bubble discs, the windows, the huge buildings, the elevators...hell, the whole flying City for Christ's sake. He was right.

I turned to Chris, my lips parted. I couldn't help it. It was just too funny. We were still laughing when the door opened. 

The first thing I noticed was that the Australian Embassy waiting room looked just like mine. Same walls, same desk - everything. I wondered if only the big countries got this layout or if they kept them all uniform out of some sense of fairness. Chris, for some reason, rushed in past me and into the room, yelling something. It was like the sound was deadened, everything moving in slow motion. My eyes fixed on a movement near the ceiling.

A vent.

Something sparkling.

I followed the sparkling line down the wall...no not the wall. Near the wall. Floating.

Confetti. Sparkling, floating confetti. 

But it wasn't falling out of the vent; it was flowing up into the vent. 

Chris was on the floor, looking back at me. He was saying something, his face red. I couldn't hear him. 

There was a shadow next to him. 

No, half a shadow. It started like a man, but faded into blood.

The smells of the room assaulted me. Iron. Sort of sweet and sour like freshly fertilized dying flowers. The room smelled like a bathroom after a bar fight.

Behind Chris, a tanned face was frozen in alarm and horror. His eyes were wide, blood streaking the whites. His hands clawed at the carpet, frozen in the act of trying to pull himself away. Pulling himself toward the door on that huge belly. The trail of blood and entrails staining the carpet behind him. 

They'd consumed him. As they had so many others and eventually their creator, Doc Arts. 

More sparkles. I reached forward and tried to grab Chris, but he resisted. I fell backward into the elevator screaming commands. Anything to get the damned thing moving. My vision started to dim. Oh God, they're eating me. Oh God, they've got my eyes. I can't see. Can't breathe. I tried to take a breath to scream, but nothing would come. Gale...

Nissa...

help...

Mind...

please...

 

* * *

 




  

Chapter 11

"Where am I?" My stomach felt like I'd swallowed a small, angry rodent. 

There were hands on my shoulders gripping me tightly. My head was propped up against something hard. A wall. 

"The elevator. Why, where did you think you were?"

I closed my eyes, my head pounding, "Jesus, Alan, what happened?"

"I don't know, man. You just started screaming and then fell back. Called for Gale and Nissa and then just fell over. I've never heard anything like it."

The memories were starting to come back. The sparkles. Microbots. I pushed Alan...Chris to the side. The vent was clear, the bodies - or what was left of them - still on the ground. Nearest to me, at the door, was the black shadow. Obviously Garvey's sentry. The microbots had eaten his bottom half even in his weird, liquid form. Garvey was behind him, his body in a similar state of consumption. I swallowed a mouthful of bile.

"Not from a man, at least. I've heard a few little girls scream like that though."

I turned back to Chris, a wry smile on his lips, "Excuse me?"

"At the end there, I think only dogs and some supers could hear. Your mouth was open, but no sound was coming out."

I angrily pushed myself to a seated position, but stopped, my head throbbing, "Ugh. As soon as this room stops spinning, I'm kicking your ass."

"Likely story, PI. Even with this fat suit, I'm more than a match for you."

From the Embassy, somewhere behind Chris, was an explosion. Chris jerked and ducked his head. Before I could think, I was on my feet, pushing back into the elevator. 

"Fuck, fuck, fuck..." I grunted, "We've got to go. NOW! Get IN!" My voice sounded alien. Too high. Too full of vibrato. I was pawing at Chris, trying to pull him into the elevator. Once again, he was looking at me, saying something. Chris was pointing down the hall behind him. I couldn't hear him. We had to go. 

He was holding me. Shaking me. Finally, he slapped me across the mouth. I tasted blood, but I didn't care. I pushed him back. Screw him. I jumped back into the elevator and looked for the controls. Why were the walls blank? 

My watch thing. USB. It controlled the elevators. I grabbed my own wrist, trying to bring it to my eyes faster. It was flashing white. Flashing? It'd never done that. 

From behind Chris, I saw movement. Something flashed. God. They're back. They're back!

More movement. A figure? A white coat? Doc Arts? But he's dead! Dead! I killed him!

I blinked as the figure came more into view. Not a lab coat. A scarf. Or...costume.

The blood slowly quieted in my ears and I found myself grabbing onto Chris' coat. He, once again, had me by the shoulders. 

"You have GOT to CALM DOWN!" Chris shouted. 

I nodded, taking a deep breath. Had I been holding my breath? "Okay. Okay. I'm okay."

"Jesus. Oh God." It was Gale. She was walking down the hall from what must have been Garvey's office. 

The explosion. She'd probably blown out a window. I'd seen her white fabric scarf with the silver B flash and thought the microbots were back. She had a hand over her mouth, following the blood and entrails path that started halfway down the hall. When she got to the bodies, her eyes immediately found mine.

"It can't be."

I didn't have to say a word. This was just how we'd found Doc Arts. When his microbots had turned on him, they'd started to consume him from the feet up. I'd disabled them, but not before they'd eaten half of him. He'd obviously not survived. 

Or at least I'd thought. Now I wasn't so sure.

My mouth was dry, the double shots of adrenalin leaving me weak and shaking. Gale was here. The microbots floated on the breeze. Yes, somehow they could go against the current, but I doubted they could resist Gale. She was Gale. She controlled the wind. I exhaled and slid down the wall of the elevator. I put my head in my hands and closed my eyes. I could hear Gale talking. Giving orders. I was so tired. 

 

* * *

 

Someone handed me a glass of scotch, nearly full to the rim. A single ice cube. I didn't take it that way anymore. Couldn't be bothered to keep the ice filled. Gale must have made it. I stifled a giggle. The ice clinked in the glass, my hand still shaking. I vaguely remembered the trip back to the suite. We'd left by the window in Garvey's office. Gale must have pulled it out. Or maybe there was some sort of control. Who knew? 

Someone sat next to me. An arm over my shoulder. Rubbing my arm. Hand on my leg. I sipped my drink, some of it spilling on my jacket. A gust of wind, a flash of white fabric, and the spilled drink was wiped away. I turned. Gale was looking at me, her eyes...soft? I couldn't tell. 

"I see what you're saying, Gale, but I'm telling you, it just can't be."

I closed my eyes. A male's voice. Halting, unsure. Doe. That was his name. When did he get here? I couldn't remember. 

"Here, Bob. Let me help you."

A warm hand around mine, lifting the glass to my lips. I took a mouthful, savoring. It was good. Good scotch. I hated wasting good scotch. I should be drinking blended. Hell, gasoline would be fine. I couldn't stifle a laugh.

A whisper, "Golly, is he going to be okay?"

"He'll be fine." Chris and Gale in unison. 

I rolled my head on my shoulders, swallowing, allowing the burn in my throat to linger. It really was good scotch. Every time I exhaled, I tasted smoke and peat. I licked my lips and opened my eyes.

"I'm fine." I looked around. Gale next to me on the couch; Chris at the bar, pouring a brandy; Doe by the window, his sentry nowhere to be seen. I looked over at Gale, forcing a smile, "I'm fine."

She forced her own smile; we had no secrets from each other.

"Umm...Bob?" Doe paused, waiting for me to acknowledge him. He had his hand up like a boy in school. "Gale and Chris here told me their versions. About the bodies. Can you add anything?"

"Jesus, put your hand down," I mumbled, looking away. I slowly inhaled through my nose. "The microbots," I shot a glance at Gale, "the ones from Doc Arts' lab. I saw them."

Doe scratched at the dent on his forehead, "Right. Yes, they said you mentioned that."

"Screamed it over and over is more like it," Chris muttered into his snifter. 

"But Gale said she didn't see anything."

"She came later. They were gone. But you saw the bodies..."

Gale rubbed my shoulder, "I know. They looked just like Doc Arts, but..."

"Don't 'but' me, Gale," I growled. "I know what I saw. Chris? You must have seen them."

Chris sighed, "I want to say yes, Bob. Like confetti you said. But I didn't. All I saw were the bodies. I wasn't really looking for a tickertape parade."

"He's not lying."

I jumped off the couch, my drink slipping out of my hand and almost hitting Doe on the shoe. I spun and the grey-cloaked Chevalier was standing behind where I'd been sitting on the couch. 

"God-DAMMIT!" I turned on the sentry, "What the hell?"

From my right, I heard a sound. A one-foot by two-foot section of wall started to push away from the rest. I took a step back, noticing Chris doing the same. The panel jumped off the wall and landed on four pointed, metal, insectile legs. It skittered toward me, breaking in half as it did so. I retreated back to the window and finally around the couch instinctively wanting to put something solid between me and the strange robot.

"What the hell is that thing?" I tried but failed to keep my voice level.

"It's okay, Bob. It's just a cleaner. It's taking care of the glass and ice," Gale's voice was calm and slow. 

I put a hand through my hair, my scalp wet. "Fine. I'm going to the bathroom. You tell me when nothing else is going to jump out at me."

I practically ran out of the room and into my bedroom. The door to the bathroom hissed shut behind me and I yelled commands at it until I noticed the lock button. I splashed some cold water on my face. And then some more. And then stuck my head under the tap. It wasn't enough. I stripped, practically ripping the clothes off.

"Bob? Chevalier confirms that she saw the microbots as well. So you can..." Gale. Was she speaking through the USB? I glanced down at it. I supposed it was okay to get it wet. It was too late now, anyhow. 

"Go away."

"But, Bob..."

"GO AWAY!" my voice cracked. I was losing it. A shower. I'd feel better. Get my body temperature down. 

I slid aside the Plexiglas door to see a small room about the size of my guest bathroom. It was covered with tiny, inch square tiles from floor to ceiling. There were no controls, no nozzle, and definitely nothing that made it look like a shower. If anything, it resembled the walkway into a public bathroom.

"Gale? What's the deal with the shower?"

"That's what I was trying to tell you. It's not a water shower."

I took a step away from the opening, "So, what is it?"

"Lasers."

I paused, turning slowly to face the door to my bedroom, "Lasers?"

"It's perfectly safe, Bob..."

I ran my hand through my hair again. Goddamn these supers. I'd never felt so vulnerable and alone. Nothing was right. Everywhere I went, everything I saw, everything I expected was different. Alien. I was at the point where I wouldn't have been surprised if a leprechaun jumped out of the sink, planted a big kiss on my ear, and started cutting my hair. 

I slapped a hand on the counter, looking at myself in the mirror. I was pale, drawn. I looked like I'd just been woken up after a hard night of getting pummeled by a super with pompoms for hands - both disheveled and sort of confused. I followed the line of the mirror with my eyes. An outlet. Just above the backsplash and before the mirror frame. I shook my head. I didn't have a choice. I had to do it.

I reached down and pressed the button that would release the hatch for the compartment in my ankle. I pulled out the Multikey and took a hard look at it. When it arrived, I thought it was a roll of film. Now that I'd spent some time with it, I noticed that it was a bit longer and thinner, but it still reminded me of a film canister. But when I pressed the end, the other side peeled back like the end of a piece of corn. But, instead of corn on the inside, metallic tentacles would worm their way out. They'd latch on to whatever port I shoved them into and mold themselves correctly. It was a little weird the first few times. Now I looked at the writhing tentacles like a lifeline. The sense of relief I felt when I pushed them into the outlet was the same as when I'd been driving on an extremely foggy day where I could barely see past the hood and then popped out of the bank and into the morning light. I didn't realize I was gripping the counter so hard. I didn't realize I was holding my breath. I didn't realize my shoulders were so tense. A slow smile spread across my face as my tension started to fade. 

Sighing, I dropped my head and found myself staring into the sink. Soap. Water. I looked around and found four, small hand towels in a cabinet. Ten minutes later, I opened the door, the carpet within three feet of the door completely saturated with water. Peeking around the corner, I kicked my soaked clothes into the bedroom.

Gale was sitting on my bed, something in her hands, her expression amused, "Feel better?"

I smiled, "Much. Do you mind? I'm not wearing anything here."

She shrugged, "It isn't anything I haven't seen before."

My smile turned mischievous, "Well, if that's the way you want to play it..."

"Fine!" Her costume cloth wrapped around her eyes, "I give!"

I picked up my jacket and slacks, looking for a place to hang them up. I finally asked the room and a few metal rods extended from the walls. Ted had built the resistant clothing so that they would dry quickly and were, to some extent, self-cleaning. They just needed a few minutes of hang-time. I opened a suitcase, fished out a new set of underwear and a shirt plus a pair of socks.

"What are you doing, your taxes?"

"Hold your horses."

I put on the shirt, underwear and socks. The slacks and jacket were not dry yet. I pulled the shirt as low as I could, "Well, now's as good a time as any."

The cloth slid off Gale's eyes, "Ah...your 'come hither' outfit."

"Ha ha."

"Nothing turns a woman on like a white shirt, dark socks and little else."

I turned back to the slacks and whipped them off the rod, which immediately started retracting into the wall, "Can I help you with something? I..." I stumbled over the words as I realized the thing in her hands was the device I used to insert my earpiece, "I don't remember inviting you back here."

She nodded at my leg, "Can I see it?" she asked softly. 

I'd forgotten. She hadn't seen my leg since the day Ted had attached it. I hadn't reacted well and had told her to stay away. Officially, I hadn't rescinded that order.

"Sure." I stepped over, trying not to watch as she continued to play with the device. I threw my slacks on the bed beside her, and turned my right hip toward her. 

She set the device down and reached out a hand and gingerly touched it. "Can you feel that? I mean, can you feel anything?"

I shrugged, "Sort of. Ted says the nerves will still heal and I'll get more sensation back. But you know Ted."

"He doesn't do humans."

"Yeah."

"Bob, I know I said it before, but I'm so sorry. I know you blamed Ted for...these. But it was my call. Ultimately."

I nodded, "I know. I mean, I didn't know, but I suspected. I can't blame you. If it were you on that table, I would have agreed to anything to keep you alive."

She blinked and I realized what I'd just said. Revealed. 

I coughed, "Anyway. It's in the past."

"But you're still mad at him."

I sighed, "I don't know. I guess I am. He put in tracking devices, you know. Made my right leg stronger. All the sort of stuff he would want. I had to," I paused, remembering all the work it took to take it all out myself with the help of the supercomputer fugitive I had in my apartment, "hit up every super scientist I could find to make sure all that stuff was removed. Put back right. Still isn't exact though."

"Hence all the falling down earlier." 

I thought back. Did my leg trip me up? At the time, I was pretty sure it was unmitigated terror, but the leg sounded less...wussy, "Yeah."

She nodded, "I can't stay."

"Huh?" I shook my head at the abrupt change of subject.

"When you called my name, it activated your USB. When I heard what was going on, I activated your emergency beacon. You broadcast much of your meltdown over the entire emergency frequency before I realized what was going on and could mute you."

What had I said? Had I mentioned Mind? Oh, God! If I revealed her presence, it could be bad. Bad for her, but really bad for me. She knew all about Nineteen. All my secrets. She'd agreed to keep my secrets as long as I kept hers. I felt the sweat starting to come on again.

Gale stood, mere inches from my pant-less body. I was glad I wasn't wearing boxers. I tried to think about something else.

"But it is only a matter of time before someone hears there was an accident in the League complex. And that's sure to have repercussions."

"Fine. I understand."

She took a step forward and wrapped her arms around my shoulders. I tried to ignore the proximity of her body, "I just couldn't rush off without making sure you were okay." She pulled her head back from me and dropped her hands to my lower back, "You are okay, right?"

I nodded, "Never better. You know me, I bounce back." I managed a smile.

She poked my belly with her finger, "More now than ever."

I scowled, "I'm not fat."

She shrugged, laughing lightly, "Whatever you say, Bob." The door hissed closed behind her. 

I turned to the wall in front of me, "I'm not fat, am I?" 

Suddenly, every surface of the room was reflective. The walls, the ceiling, the floor...even some of the furniture. I scanned each of the surfaces. Even with my involuntary (and sometimes very voluntary) sucking in, there was no denying it: I was fat.

"Damn."

I grabbed my slacks off the bed and my keychain slid out of the pocket. The chrome number 19 tinkled on the carpet. I stared at the keychain. There was so much to do. So much to worry about. What was I doing here? Looking for Nineteen? Twenty? Trying to rekindle my relationship with Gale? Earning a favor from a very powerful man? Looking for ambassadors? I was lost. I just wanted to go home. I hadn't been on the Super City a full day and I was ready to throw in the towel. 

I looked back down at the keychain, my jaw tight. Quitting wasn't an option. I had to find her. I gave my slacks one last, determined, shake and pulled them on. I glanced back at the bathroom, allowing myself to hope I hadn't made a wrong decision. I pushed the fear aside. The choice was made. The Multikey was plugged in. Mind would have to do the rest. Whatever was stopping our communication...she'd have to find a way around it. If anyone could do it, it would be her. I hoped. And she'd find all the information I'd need to uncover the cloners. If we solved the mystery of the ambassadors? All the better. 

The door to my bedroom hissed closed behind me. I scanned the room. Chris leaned against the wall near the bar. He stared out the window, swirling the brandy in his snifter. While I was gone, Leon had returned, most of his fur gone, but again, the ears hadn't changed. Nor had his canines, which were still elongated and sharp. Next to him was the slight frame of Doe, looking concerned. 

"Bob, I'm sorry I doubted you." Doe looked downcast. "I just don't know how this could have happened."

I smiled, my make-shift shower and talk with my wife had reinvigorated me, "I do." Chris came to attention and turned to me. I met his gaze, "But I just can't believe it." I paced over to the bar and made another drink, glancing sideways at the wall, looking for the seams of the robot cleaner than had walked off it earlier. I couldn't see any. 

Chris was watching me intently. As I took my third sip, my back to the group, he couldn't take it anymore, "What? What's your theory?"

I turned and laughed, "My theory is that I'm done. This all feels like a rehashed plot. The microbots? People missing? It reeks of a super messing with my head, and I'm done with it. I'm done getting pushed around. I feel like I've been railroaded this entire time. I can't remember a single decision in the last few weeks that was mine. So...here's what I'm going to do: I'm going find out where the tech came from. The microbots. Or at least how it got here. It must have come from the surface. And I'm going to follow it back to the source."

Chris shook his head, "And how, exactly, are you going to do that?"

"Umm..." Leon raised his hand, the fingernails long and sharp, "I might be able to help."

"Seriously?" I grumbled, "What's the deal with the raising of hands around here?"

"I overheard some people talking about this place. It's called Snow. Apparently, if you want anything, it's the place to go."

Doe gasped, "Bob, you can't."

I ignored him, "And where is it? Did you overhear that as well?"

Leon's ears twitched nervously, "Proving Ground."

Doe, his eyes more inquisitive than concerned, put a hand on my shoulder, "Bob, I've heard about that place. You can't just go in there."

"You want to bet?" I smiled, my blood starting to race. Perfect. Exactly what I had expected, "I'm the man who faced The Raven twice and lived. I deal with supers on a daily basis and walk away unscathed. I've got the weight of the US government behind me and a sentry that is the bane of mosquitoes the world over. I just need one more thing."

"A way in? Your USBs won't allow you through the gates." Doe offered.

"No, I've got that covered."

Doe squinted, "Really? How?"

Chris smiled, "Winning smiles and positive attitudes. They've been known to open all sorts of doors."

"Not you," I looked at Chris, and then at Leon, "or you. I need you both here."

Chris frowned, "No way I'm letting you go in there by yourself."

I laughed, "No offense, Chris, you're good at what you do, but you're not me. All you'd do is slow me down."

"That's bullshit, Bob, and you know it! Let's at least talk about this...come up with some options..."

I cut Chris off, "Screw options. I'm doing this. And you are staying here. And I think you know why..." I rubbed my belly. 

Chris frowned, but nodded once. He knew I'd often promised Suzi to keep him out of trouble. This time I'd actually keep that promise. 

"Fine, I'll stay. But you need to stop and think about this, Bob. This is a bad plan. I’m sure you can..."

"You can say that again when I come back without a scratch," I barked. 

"What do you need us to do?" Leon purred.

"You? I need you to stay here. Hold down the fort. Be available. I may need you at a moment's notice. And if I call and you're not here..." I shook my head, "I swear I'll neuter you myself."

"And me?" Chris looked concerned.

I smiled, "If I'm right, the shit is going to hit the fan in a few hours." I glanced out the window at the setting sun, "By tomorrow morning, this place is going to be a madhouse. And you've got some work you wanted to get done..."

Chris leaned back against the wall, nodding, "Yeah, you're right. I do. Thanks."

"It's easy to get caught up in this stuff. Forget why you're really here."

"But you said you needed one more thing."

I turned to Doe, watching our exchange intently, "Dinner. I haven't eaten all day."

Doe laughed, "I bet. But that's not all you need."

"Really?"

He shook his head, "No. You need a ride. And I know just the guy."

 

* * *

 




  

Chapter 12

"There is no way I'm getting on that thing."

Doe threw his hands out to his sides, "Golly, Bob. I mean, I don't know what to say. This is the best way."

The man...I thought it was a man...sat impassively on the bike. Motorcycle. Tank. Whatever it was. Doe had brought me down through the building and out to the street. Above me, enclosed walkways led pedestrians from one building to the other. The street, if you could call it that, buzzed with motion. Planetside, you'd expect traffic to go at a reasonable pace, slow enough to navigate buildings and people on the street. Where there were few buildings or people, the speeds could be greater. Like on highways. But here? This was insane.

Supers buzzed by in colorful streaks that must have been traveling just under the sound barrier. My hair and jacket flapped violently in their wake but there was no "boom" as I'd heard from Gale in the past. It was like standing just outside a tornado and thinking, "You know what, I think I will jump on the back of a motorcycle and give it a try. What's the worst that could happen?"

The biker sat on what looked to be a yellow and black, armored, motorcycle-shaped rocket. The front "wheel" extended forward on a short rod. Instead of a wheel, though, there was simply a metal disc with an edge of blinding light about the diameter of a basketball. It floated just above the street and occasionally crackled when dust or a bug made contact. The rest of the bike rested on the road on long, thin, metal runners that stabbed into the ground. The runners looked like segmented rectangular plates that were held on by articulated struts. Under the bike, around the runners, was more blinding light. The runners were very tall and extended about two feet off the ground, ran the length of the machine, and looked to be only millimeters thick. I'd have to step over them to mount. 

Which I wasn't going to do.

The man, he sounded like a man at least, was wearing a suit of powered armor. None of his skin was visible and the armor was a mix of black and yellow plates making it hard to discern where the bike started and he ended. Out of his back, running along the ridges of his shoulder blades, were three tubes on each side. The topmost two, one on each side nearest to his head, occasionally let go a burst of steam. His mask was a rounded piece of yellow-mirrored glass that covered from his eyebrows to his chin. 

"Is he coming or not? I've got a schedule to keep."

"I'm not."

"He is." Doe looked at me, exasperated, "Bob, don't be silly. This is Walker. He's never failed to deliver a package."

"One hundred percent success rate," the amplified voice confirmed.

"Walker? Just Walker?"

He shrugged, his armor whirring and steam exploding out of his back with his movement, plates adjusting to make room for the subtle changes, "First name is John. But they just call me Walker."

"Let me get this straight. Your name is J. Walker?"

He didn't respond. I stopped, thinking, "I've never heard of you before."

"And that's supposed to hurt my feelings?"

I turned to Doe, "I don't know."

Doe's eyes were imploring, "Please, Bob. Trust me. This guy can get you in and out in one piece."

"In."

"Huh?" Doe and I responded in unison.

"In. I don't do out. At least, it isn't part of the guarantee."

"Well, what good does that do me?" I demanded of both of them.

"Hold on, Bob. Why not out?" Doe asked.

"He gets off the bike, he's on his own. That's the deal. I guarantee transport. If he can get back to the bike in one piece, I'll get him out. But while he's off the bike, I can't be held responsible." The armored figure turned back forward, waiting.

I raised an eyebrow, "Fine. Good enough." I didn't really have a better option. I could have called Ted or maybe one of the other supers that owed me a favor (or didn't want me to reveal their secrets), but I didn't know whom to trust. And Ted...well, he was a bit of a wildcard right now. "So, what is this guarantee?"

Walker turned back to me, "I promise that you'll arrive safely."

"And if I don't."

"You will."

"But if I don't."

"You will." His voice didn't change. I wasn't sure if that was because of the amplification system in his suit or if he was prepared to go back and forth forever.

"But if I don't," I put up a hand to stop his response, "what will I get? What happens if I don't make it safely?"

The armored head tilted to the side, "You will."

I frowned, "And the same thing for the transport back?"

"As long as you make it back to me safely..."

I looked up at the sky, exasperated, "Well, John, you've got confidence, I'll give you that. Okay, I'll go."

The armored man looked toward Doe, "And this settles our debt."

"As long as he returns safely."

"I don't guarantee..."

Doe put up a hand, "Yes, yes, I understand. Caveats aside. You hold up your end and I'll consider us even."

I turned to Doe, "Even?"

"I designed some of the systems in his armor and bike."

"Ah."

I stepped over the runners and sat in the seat behind the armored man. There was a sort of padded saddle that kept me from having to scoot up directly behind him; something I guessed would be very uncomfortable at speed. As I sat, two bars extended to the sides of the center horn of the saddle. Obvious handlebars. 

"Grab on. There are foot pegs on either side. Use them." His manner was businesslike, but not gruff. 

I complied, looking to either side for the pegs before placing my hands on the bars. The moment I did, I felt a tingling in my palms. My reaction was to pull away, but I found I could not. "Umm..."

"Don't worry. It'll be over in a moment."

I looked down and saw the armor plates of the bike starting to extend out and over my legs. They continued all the way up to my hips and onto my torso. In moments, I was cocooned in armor plating. It was pitch black inside the cocoon and all I could hear was the sound of my own breathing. 

"Okay," the voice rattled around the cocoon, "do you want to be able to see outside or are you the type that holds his eyes shut during rollercoasters?"

I gulped, "See, please."

"Are you sure? It can get a bit intense."

"Yeah." 

My vision cleared as if someone drew the blinds on my faceshield. We were already moving. Where before I was seeing supers and vehicles as colorful streaks, now the streaks were the buildings and other structures. With the return of my vision, the sensation of movement came back, but it was very muted. We dove in and out of traffic with reckless abandon, occasionally bumping off nearby supers and vehicles. 

"Oh my," I managed. 

I found I could move again and glanced down. I was in a similar suit of armor as John, though my hands were locked in place on the bike. I could still turn side to side and had a pretty wide field of vision. The only odd sensation, other than being incased in armor, was that during John's turns, the armor would move to best balance the bike, no matter what I did. 

Walker started talking, "The Super City was conceived by the Bulwark and designed by the man known as Doe as a new, central meeting place for supers. The purpose of the Super City is to give supers a safe haven, a place to go where their identities are safe, where they can practice and hone their skills, and where they can meet with other supers in a judgment-free environment. It's much bigger than we currently need, of course, but we're finding more supers every day."

"Uh...what are you doing?" We dove between two RVs with gun turrets on the sides and tops. I couldn't tell if they were firing at each other or not.

"Just giving you the nickel tour. To help pass the time."

"Shouldn't you be," a super jumped across three lanes of traffic directly across our front glowing wheel thing, "concentrating?" I squawked. 

"I am. Where was I? Oh yes. The Super City is twenty-four and a half miles across and generally hovers six and a half miles above the earth. This is by design as it makes the City easily visible, but not so large that it will risk damaging native fauna and crops."

One vehicle in front of us sideswiped another. John had to slam on the brakes and swerve around them.

I gulped, "Seems awfully large to me."

"Perhaps. But the intent was that it would look no larger than twice the size of the moon in the night sky."

"Huh." I looked over my left shoulder. We were passing most vehicles and supers, but not all. Some were still just a blur as they rushed by. I didn't want to think about how fast they were going. "Let me ask you a question," I interrupted Walker's monologue.

"Yes."

"What color USB would you think would be least likely to be attacked?"

"Green, of course. No one wants to piss off a healer."

"Beside them. What color would offer a measure of protection, but not have supers bugging you all the time?"

Walker paused, "If you weren't me? Yellow."

"Yellow, huh?" I glanced down at my arm. "Can I use my hands or what?"

John nodded and my hands released. 

I pawed at my wrist until it opened to reveal the USB. The gloves made it difficult, but I started cycling through the colors as Ted had shown me, looking for yellow. "Wait," I paused on some sort of teal, "what do you mean, 'If I weren't you'?"

"Well..." Walker paused, "there's sort of a thing going on right now. A contest if you will."

"I'm not going to like this, am I?"

"It doesn't have anything to do with you. I just had a few too many super rum and cokes one night and bet a few supers that they couldn't stop one of my deliveries."

"A few?"

"A bar full."

"How full?"

"Very...plus, it seems I told them to tell their friends."

"Oh, great." I stopped, thinking. "How long ago was this?"

"Two months."

"And have they succeeded?"

He laughed, "Of course not."

"Well, that's something, I suppose," I continued cycling through the colors. I finally found yellow.

"The entrance is coming up. Are you ready? They won't let you in with a League-coded USB."

"Don't worry about that. Let's go."

We had to slow down to what I would consider only break-neck speed for the main tunnel into Proving Ground. The large, red field loomed over us, blotting out my entire field of view. The tunnel into Proving Ground was easily ten stories high and seventy feet across. Supers and vehicles poured in and out at a furious pace. We were by far the slowest going through. 

"Are you sure? If the system rejects you, it could be...messy."

I didn't want to think about what that might mean. Ted had promised me universal access. I had no reason to disbelieve him. It was for his own benefit to give us what he promised. That was the key with Ted and with supers in general; as long as it served their interest, they'd do anything for you. It was when you went against what they wanted that you needed leverage. I had both going for me with Ted. 

At least, I hoped. 

I swallowed away that nagging doubt at the back of my mind. "Don't worry. I'm sure. Let's go."

Still Walker slowed. We pulled to the side, near the wall, and I noticed that across the mouth of the tunnel was another shimmering field, this one white. We passed through it slowly, Walker questioning me when we got to the other side.

"I'm fine. See, nothing to worry about."

"Huh. Well, I don't know about that. You haven't been inside yet."

There were three more security fields of increasing brightness and opacity. The final one was so bright I had to turn my head. The sidewalls, like the street, were constructed out of seamless steel plates laid out like asphalt. I supposed little else could take the abuse the supers and their vehicles dished out. I knew that the Super State was constantly repairing roads in cities all over the world because of extra wear and tear. And that didn't even take into account buildings, cars, payouts for injured bystanders...

It was unreal. We had passed through the final barrier and had pulled off to the side. Proving Ground was sunken into the Super City by about twenty feet. The wall around the base of the red field was nearly thirty feet high behind us and a somewhat gentle slope led down to the Proving Ground proper. It was a city within a city. Skyscrapers, located in the center of Proving Ground, dotted the red skyline. They were surrounded by buildings of various shapes and sizes, all looking to mimic regular buildings. Hospitals, shopping centers, apartment complexes. There were even subdivisions that could have been plucked from any city in any state...practically any country.

But the outline and general design was where the similarities ended.

Post-apocalyptic would be a mild descriptor. Supers flew, ran, teleported, and jumped all around. I saw vehicles chasing each other through debris-laden streets. Fiery explosions occurred every few seconds and the damage to buildings and the surroundings was catastrophic. A huge explosion shook the bike so hard my head slammed against the inside of my helmet. As I watched, the tallest of the skyscrapers started to topple, knocking another down with it. Supers rushed to the site, some trying to stop the destruction while others looked to hasten it. One figure attempted to jump up the falling chunks. He didn't make it very far before being knocked from the sky by a huge, falling disc.

"Damn," was all I could manage. 

Smoke and dust clouds were everywhere. Fires raged out of control. There was a whole section of town off to the left that was covered in a huge ice dome. Not covered by it - encased. It was as if a glacier had taken a wrong turn at Albuquerque and ended up in downtown Los Angeles. The mountain of ice was half as tall as the building that had just fallen and came to a steep point. I squinted my eyes and spied a small figure on top. 

"What's the deal with the ice guy?"

"Gorgon? Oh, you don't want to mess with him."

"Gorgon? Is that his real name?"

"Yep."

"Like the Medusa thing? He knows that was turning to stone, right? And not actual freezing?"

Walker's sigh sounded like static, "I doubt he even knows Medusa was a woman. Come on, you ready?"

I shrugged, "Ready? What can I do?"

"Make sure your hands are secured and try not to wet yourself. This is probably going to get a bit..."

A dust cloud rolled toward us and out of it stepped a figure. The spandex-clad man was slight, even by tippy standards, with a costume that fit him snuggly enough to show that he had no muscles to speak of. His hair and skin were dusted white from the cloud. His eyes and mouth were covered by a sort of breathing apparatus that looked to be part gas mask, part armor. His entire body was surrounded by a very faint red glow.

"Walkersssss," the voice wafted over us like a noxious cloud. "Sssso glad to sssssee you againsssss."

There was a slight twitch of tension in his shoulders and the cloud solidified into a spike the size of a small tree. It shot toward us as Walker brought the bike into motion. The runners that we had landed on, and that had been at my feet the entire journey into Proving Ground, broke into three different pieces on each side and started orbiting around the bike. The javelin sped toward us as Walker kicked the bike out to the side. One of the runners slammed into the javelin and the two exploded in a flash of light.

"Whoa!" I yelled, the tail of the bike kicking out with the impact, "What the hell was that?"

"Ablative plating. Don't worry; it'll regenerate. But we have to get a move on before the others arrive."

"Others?" I looked behind us and the super in the cloud was speaking into his USB. "Oh." 

Walker tore through the half-destroyed city and many ground-bound supers. Most of these supers glowed red like the dust guy, but other colors were evident. Blue and green most often, but there were yellows, oranges, and others. There looked to be variations on some colors as well, hues, but I couldn't guess how anyone could take the time to figure out the exact color in this warzone. 

The bike bounced as if we'd run over a three-foot tall speed bump. I looked behind me, and the ground was cracking as if we were being chased by one of those cartoon earthquakes. Suddenly, out of the crack shot a figure surrounded by a sphere of fire. His costume was black, or at least it was in contrast with the sphere of fire, and he soared fifteen feet into the air. His palms shot forward three times, each releasing a comet of flame. He then leaned forward with his arms out and dove back into the ground.

"Don't worry about him," Walker's voice sounded calm. I hoped he actually was, "he can't fly. Just tunnel."

I glanced up at the plating that had caught the three blasts. They were melted almost completely away, "Are we going to make it?" I couldn't keep the fear out of my voice.

Walker laughed, "Of course. Harsh Reality isn't really much of a threat."

"His name is Harsh Reality?" I scoffed.

Walker didn't answer. We continued weaving in and out. Supers popped up here and there, all of them taking shots at us. Walker navigated them all, and I watched as the plating regenerated. Whatever energy the plates absorbed would be used to regrow additional plates. Extra energy was dissipated by deflection and the destruction of the impacted plate. It was an ingenious design, according to Walker, who talked about it at length as I reevaluated my decision to see through the protective armor. 

I wasn't sure if Walker was taking the long way to avoid additional confrontations or as part of his tour. The damn guy never shut up. Telling me all about the design of his armor and bike, the safety protocols for the City, and all about the history of the Super State. I didn't listen. I was too busy watching what was going on outside. Walker's bike had a great suspension system, or whatever it was that was keeping me from feeling most of the movement, but when Harsh Reality opened up a sinkhole in front of us and we had to do some sort of rocket-assisted jump over it, I could still feel my stomach in my shoes.

It did give me the opportunity to see just what was going on. Red-glowing supers were beating the stupid out of each other while others, surrounded in a green glow, healed them and sent them back in. Groups of supers glowing different hues of blue were repairing everything from damaged buildings to the cracks that Harsh Reality had opened up. We passed by the glacier and fire-based supers all around were trying to break it down while a huge super, presumably Gorgon, sat on top, laughing manically.

Finally, we arrived. Or, at least, I thought we had. Walker took the bike inside a large building and toward the stairs. We twisted and turned through dozens of flights. My stomach spun with the view, and I eventually had to close my eyes. When I opened them again, we were on some floor that looked, from the windows on the far side of the room, to be very high up.

"Um, no offense. But this doesn't look like any place called Snow."

John didn't respond and continued staring out of the window in front of us.

I followed his gaze, but could see nothing but the red field, "So what are we doing up here? After what I saw happened to that other building, I'm not sure..."

"Shhh..."

I quieted down. Usually, I'd object or at least make some sort of quip, but I honestly didn't want to distract the man. 

"Just one question: can this bike fly?"

"No. Why?"

"Because I don't think we're going back down those stairs."

Walker turned and looked behind him. Electricity crackled up the stairs, filling the doorway. "Damn. Looks like it is the hard way."

"Wait? This wasn't the hard way?"

Walker gunned his bike and it shot off like a missile. Once again the bike rocketed forward and up and we catapulted through the window and into open air. I was so surprised, I forgot to scream.

Walker had forgotten to turn off the speaker in my helmet. "Gorgon. Open it."

The responding voice cracked like ice under warm water, "Bite me, Walker. You know the rules."

"I know this." Walker reached down and pulled a sword the size of a small European country out of the side of the bike. It was constructed out of the same armor plating as the bike except it had an edge that glowed so bright it was hard to look at. The sword was so ridiculously oversized that I almost didn't notice that our trajectory was taking us into a crash course with the glacier.

"Open it or I'll open it." John flicked his wrist and the sword's handle angled down as the blade opened into four smaller blades with a large gap between them. The glowing edge switched to inside the gap. Between the four blades, a ball of energy started to form.

"Damn you, Walker. You'll pay for this."

"So you keep telling me."

Near the top of the glacier, a small hole melted away. It was, from where I was sitting, far too small. John slapped the gunsword on the side of the bike and it stuck with a loud, metallic clang. I could see the armor of the bike start to absorb the gunsword. We entered the hole with Walker's ablative plating slamming into the walls to center us in the chute. After a moment, which probably represented going through twenty feet of solid ice, we exited into air. Walker pulled hard on the bars and the bike slowly righted itself. With a sickening sensation in my stomach, he slowed our descent to a speed that wouldn't turn us into puddles of red. Still, the landing was pretty jarring. 

The inside of the glacier was a stark contrast to the outside. There were buildings, but they were mostly constructed out of ice. No, not constructed. Grown. They were small and functional and reminded me of the sort of mining towns you'd see in a Western movie. Walker brought the bike to a crawl and we passed between a number of buildings toward what must have been the center of town. Supers were around, but most wore coats and they glowed yellow. 

"Yellow. I thought that meant delivery or something?"

"Non-combatant. Doesn't guarantee you won't be attacked, but it means you aren't looking for a fight. In here, only a madman goes red."

"Oh yeah? Why?"

He looked back at me for the first time since the armor closed around me, "Because it takes someone like me to get in." He pulled the gunsword off the side of the bike and flicked his wrist again. It reconfigured to the oversized sword. He threw the sword in the air and caught it backhanded. With a deft movement, he slid the sword behind him across his back.

I thought about that. I was surrounded by Bulwark-level supers. And since there were illegal dealings going on, probably not the nice type. 

My kind of place.

"This is it."

I looked. We were parked in front of a two-story building with the word "Snow" glowing blue on the front above the door. The door was made of transparent ice while the walls, like all the other buildings in town, were more translucent. You could see light and the occasional shadow on the other side, but not details. 

Through the doors, I could make out bodies milling around inside. Holding drinks. Sounds of laughter and music floated out the door.

I looked at Walker, "Seriously? A bar? I swear, you supers must visit clichés-are-us when you are setting up your hideouts and fronts."

 

* * *

 




  

Chapter 13

The cold air hit me like a punch to the lungs. My breath came out in a large cloud. I pulled my jacket around me as I stepped off the bike. Walker looked back at me and nodded.

"Thanks for the ride, John. So...do I meet you here or..."

"I'll look for you." He didn't wait for a response and sped off on the bike. It made a sound more like a whirr than the rumble I'd expect from a conventional motorcycle. 

I turned to the building. It glowed blue from the interior light passing through the ice walls. I stepped toward the doors and, for once, they didn't slide aside. Instead, I had to push them in manually. They swung back and I had to take a quick step inside to avoid getting hit on the backswing. 

The bar was, in the simplest terms, made of ice. The chairs were ice, the counter was ice, and I saw a woman in what looked to be a costume made of spider webs scrape ice off the wall and add it to her drink. She glanced over at me, taking me in from head to toe. I pulled my jacket tighter and tried not to look at her chest as she looked away with a faint look of disgust. 

It was early in the evening and only a few patrons were in the bar. Most were huddled in groups of two or three around tables that somehow had small fires burning in the center. Some warmed their hands, others cooked food on skewers, but most just sipped their drinks. In the center of the room was a glass sphere floating about a foot off the ground. The bottom third of the sphere was filled with what looked to be snow while the rest was empty air. The globe was huge and the interior was easily the size of a large living room. 

I scanned the room for familiar faces. I found more than I would have expected. Luckily, most of the ones I recognized were previous clients rather than the people I had investigated. While the clients often had a reason to resent me, not the least of which was because of my prices and my penchant for uncovering their true names, they at least had no reason to attack me out of hand. 

In the back right corner of the room was a group of supers. Their table had no fire and they were providing at least half the noise in the bar. I couldn't quite make out what they were saying over the music. The background music sounded like someone trying to break a guitar over a set of drums while receiving shock therapy. 

I moved toward the bar, noticing a second darkened table on the left side of the room. As I sidled up to the bar, I thanked my stars that Ted's clothes were resistant. While they'd get wet, they'd dry quickly and I was unlikely to feel the cold through them.

"Good evening, sir. What would you like?" the bartender was a short man with a congested voice and an immense head of hair. It was blonde and thick and it flowed through the air in a breeze I didn't feel. He wore a red and gold spandex outfit that bulged in the middle and kept right on bulging. He looked not unlike an Easter egg in a wig. 

"Scotch, neat. Single malt if you have it?"

"Super or regular, sir?"

A small laugh escaped, "Regular please. That super stuff is murder."

The bartender laughed back, "You don't know the half of it. There is no drinking age in Proving Ground. Even less so here. If you can make it to a bar, you can drink. And the kids..." he shook his head, his hair flowing around him like he was underwater, "it's like they can't wait to get drunk. They've had their fifth by the time the first kicks in."

"And then it's too late."

"You can say that again, sir." 

The man stood there, smiling at me. 

I swallowed, "Um...so how's business?"

He shrugged, his second and third chin jiggling in response, "I can't complain. Of course, we only get the serious types in here. The location and all."

"Yeah, not exactly 'on the strip'."

"Indubitably. Of course, things were much different before Gorgon took over the neighborhood. But, we make do. People think it's chic to drink here. We have started selling souvenir ice." He pointed to a wall behind him, a huge section chiseled away, "You wouldn't be interested?"

I put up a hand, "Naw. If my ride in was any indication, it wouldn't make it out."

"We do ship, sir. We have an excellent contact that has a great guarantee."

I smiled, "Yeah, I think I know him." I paused again, the bartender still staring at me. "Um...I'm Bob."

"Harry."

I smiled, and nodded to his hair, "It should be 'Hairy'."

The super's eyes narrowed in confusion, "It is Harry."

"No, I mean like H-a-i-r-y not H-a-r-r-y."

"It is."

I closed my mouth, "Oh. Sorry. Um...about that drink."

He smiled again, "Right away, sir. I assume you are a man of taste so I need to get something from the reserve. It's in a warmed room in the back. It wouldn't do to serve quality scotch too cold."

"Okay." I glanced around the room and then back at the bar. Hairy was still standing there. "Uh...so, when would you be getting that drink?"

"Right away, sir."

"Okay."

He didn't move.

I took a deep breath, "You see, what I think we have here is a communication breakdown."

Hairy's grin turned into a chuckle, "Look down, sir."

I pulled myself forward and looked over the top of the bar. Hairy's hair wasn't simply long, it was everywhere. It covered the floor at his feet and I realized that Hairy wasn't short - he was a dwarf. Little person. Midget. Damn, I could never remember the right term. To bring him up to bar-level, he was standing on a three-foot pile of hair. A large bundle, half as thick as my wrist, was writhing across the floor and around a corner into a doorway. The door was half the size of a normal door - probably perfect for Hairy, though it would be a pain for a normal-sized person, much less some of the over-sized supers. 

I sat back, nodding, "I see. You got me there, Hairy."

"Yes I did, sir. You're a good sport for not getting bent out of shape."

"I suppose you get your fair share of that around here."

"More so beforehand, sir. When we were just a normal bar, we had fights daily. With Gorgon, only those who can get in, do. Which means fights are rare. That's why we installed the Globe." He nodded at the sphere in the center of the room.

"Huh. For fights. I would have guessed dancers or something."

"And bands on occasion. We get as much use out of it as we can." A glass appeared in front of me. "Ah, here we are, sir. Your beverage."

What looked to be an arm of hair complete with three fingers and a thumb that looked more like horn than hair pushed a glass into my hand. Hairy smiled and nodded. I sipped the scotch. He was right. It was the perfect temperature and smooth enough to drink all night. I'd have to get the name of this.

"Adequate?"

I nodded, impressed, "Very. Which label is this?"

"I'll be happy to write the specifics down for you?"

I nodded my thanks. "And how will you be paying this evening?"

It occurred to me that I had no idea how money worked in the Super City. Of course, had I not been railroaded by politicians, supers, and events, I might have stopped to ask. I searched my pockets feeling nothing but my 19 keychain. I resisted the urge to take it out and play with it.

I held up my wrist, "Do these work?"

"Of course, sir." My smile faded as he added, "As communicators. We only accept XB."

I scowled, "XB? What is that?"

"The only currency good in the Super City." He pulled out a note. It had a picture of the Bulwark on one side, the Super City on the other. "XB is the official currency of the Super City. It can only be earned and spent here. I'm surprised you don't know this, sir."

My scowl deepened, "As am I. Okay, how do I get this XB stuff?"

"Well, if you were near a bank, you could convert some. But that's costly."

"How much?"

"I believe the going rate is $100 US dollars to 1 XB."

I shrugged, not knowing what to say, "Okay. That means nothing to me. How much does this drink cost?"

"150 XB, sir."

I almost fell off my seat, "Are you telling me this is a $15,000 glass of scotch?"

He shook his head languidly, "No, sir. I'm telling you it is a 150 XB glass of scotch. I'm sure you could get it for cheaper elsewhere."

Elsewhere being planetside. This was ridiculous. I scanned the room. It hadn't changed much, but I took a closer look at the two darkened tables. The boisterous one on the right of the bar had only gotten louder, spandex-clad arms occasionally flicking into the light. The other corner was so dark, I couldn't even make out the table, but I would swear I could hear voices. 

"What about a tab? Could I settle with you later?"

"I'm sorry, sir. You'd need to have a history with this establishment to start a tab."

I licked my gums. This really was good scotch. I wasn't sure it was $15,000 good, but it was good. A slow grin poured out of me as a thought occurred, "What about Gale? Does she have a tab here?"

"Sir, I can't talk about our customers."

"I understand. I tell you what, why don't you call her? See if she is okay with me putting my drinks on her tab?"

The small man cocked his head from one side to the other, "Bob. You said your name was Bob. You aren't Bob Moore?"

"One and the same."

The man turned his back to me, "All the more reason not to extend you credit. I've never met an ex that was happy to pay for the other's drinks."

"Hey!" was all I could manage. He had called my bluff and I didn't have a second plan. I supposed I could call Liz, see if she could free up some money. I had plenty of money in banks and investments all over the world, not to mention a small fortune stashed around the apartment, but I wasn't sure how much could transfer here. "Liquid" Liz liked to call it. Fifteen grand was a lot of money but I was sure I had it. Plus, with scotch this good, I might have to have another. 

"Bob?" I turned and a figure was approaching. A few inches taller than me, the man was dressed in khakis and a white T-shirt looking as out of place as me in the midst of all these supers. 

"Yes?"

The man smiled and I knew exactly who it was.

"Tinkerer?"

"What the heck are you doing here, Bob?"

I fished for a response, but could only come up with, "Having a drink."

Ted smiled, "Well, let me buy you one."

Hairy interrupted, "Apparently, you already have, sir."

Ted looked confused for a second, then shrugged it off, "Great. So...I can't believe you're here." Ted took me by the shoulder and led me to a table. We sat and he leaned in, whispering, "I see you're making good use of my modifications. So, what have you found out?"

I leaned in as well, "You know, I've been a bit busy. And it has only been a few hours, Ted."

"Right, right. Did you hear about that Austrian guy?"

I closed my eyes, "Australian, Ted. And yes, I did. I found him."

Ted clapped his hands, "I should have known. Bob Moore, not one day here and already in the thick of it."

"Yeah, that's me." I sat back and sipped my scotch that suddenly tasted a bit better because I knew I didn't have to pay for it. "What about you? What are you doing here?"

Ted motioned me to lean in and I did, keeping the eye rolling to a minimum, "See, I hear the LTs are all in a tizzy. They are leaving like leaves in spring."

I stifled a laugh, " Sometimes it's scary the breadth of your knowledge."

Ted smiled, his eyes gleaming, "Thanks, Bob."

"My pleasure. But you said 'LTs'? Who are they?"

"They are you. League Tippys. Apparently, they are all shipping out and Gale is having a fit. I wanted to come down here to find out what I could about the engines. You see, this place is really..."

Ted faded out as the realization hit him, "You know!" he hissed, "You're here for the same reason!"

Not exactly, but it didn't hurt to let him think so. "So, do you know who runs technology off the City?"

Ted nodded, "I was just talking to him, but he doesn’t know anything about the engines. Unless..." Ted gasped, "you don't think he was lying, do you?"

"Oh...you know people, Ted. They can be conniving." I took a breath, hoping for the right answer, "Now, Ted, I have to ask you a question. The night that Doc Arts died. Do you remember it?"

"Of course, Bob. How could I forget?"

"You were there, right? I saw you in a police uniform. Going through the equipment. After it all went down."

Ted nodded, "Yeah. You know I was."

I paused for effect, "Now this is important, Ted. What did you take?"

He shrugged, "I don't know. Stuff. Anything that looked interesting."

"Did you take anything that had to do with those microbots?"

He shook his head, "No, why?"

"You're sure. You're absolutely sure."

"Yeah. Of course. Why?"

I leaned back. Ted played the part of a party animal, a flight-of-fancy super that didn't seem to have much of a brain in his head. But I knew how devious he could be when he put his mind to it. Plus, I didn't even know what he really looked or sounded like. The devices that he used to change his voice and appearance could easily be made to make him sound truthful. Plus, there were the unitards. 

I threw my head back. I didn't want to think about that. 

Ted was my friend, I reminded myself. We'd worked together for years. Yes, he'd always seemed only a few bad decisions away from a world domination plot, but he'd never done anything, to my knowledge, worse than messing with his fellow supers. 

That was the part that worried me: the "to my knowledge" part.

Ted had it in him. I knew that. But, if history had taught me anything, so did many other supers. Even The Raven, the most destructive villain the world had ever seen, was once its most powerful protector. 

"Is everything okay?"

I forced a smile, "Yeah, of course. So, who's this guy you were talking to?"

Ted nodded over his shoulder, "He's back there. TC is his name. You want me to introduce you?"

I shook my head, "No. I better handle this one alone."

Ted pouted, "Are you sure? We could do 'good tippy, bad super'. I'm pretty sure I have a scary super persona queued up."

I stood and looked at Ted, "Are you seriously suggesting that I be the 'good' one in an interrogation?"

"Hey," Ted exclaimed, "I'm the one who can change his appearance. I could look so horrible it would cause blood to shoot out of your eyes."

I shook my head, "I think I've seen that one before. It involved a thong, right?" I took a step toward the darkened table, but then stopped, "And by the way, what's up with this getup?" I motioned to Ted's face.

He shrugged, embarrassed, "It works for Mo. I figured I'd give the whole 'plain' thing a try."

I exhaled, "He doesn't look plain; he just doesn't look much like a super. And most of that is because of the scar. I don't see a scar on you."

Ted turned up his nose, "A scar? I don't think so. Plain is one thing, disfigured is something else."

I brushed some frost off my pant leg, the metal under the fabric hard, "Yeah. We wouldn't want that."

I turned and walked away. The dark corner was still dark, and even as I got closer, got no lighter. It obviously wasn't a natural darkness like at the other table. I steeled myself just outside.

"Moorster?"

My mouth dropped open. "You've got to be kidding me."

A black gloved hand reached out of the darkness and pulled me in. I landed hard in a chair made of ice at a table not unlike the one I'd left Ted at. I glanced back the way I'd come and saw that I could no more see out the darkness than I could see in from the outside. Except, instead of a wall of black, my eyes were assaulted by a wall of orangish light. I examined my surroundings. It was like being pulled into the negative of a film. All the colors were flipped. Across from me sat a small man with a small, wooden box on the table in front of him. He was wearing a bowler hat and had on a tight-fitting, pinstriped suit with one of those western-style leather tie things - the kind that is only two leather straps held together with a type of broach. This one, however, had what looked to be a metal bowtie holding the leather in place.

Next to the small man was the outline of a larger man, his arms folded over his chest. He was completely black against the white background. It was like he was the moon during a solar eclipse. A corona of energy originated from somewhere behind him. The super didn't move as I adjusted in my seat. 

"Tay," I growled. "I thought you were in jail."

The prematurely aged face smiled back at me, scars from his private "pleasures" straining in protest. "Good behavior." 

"Good behavior? You?" I spat the word.

"Moorster, I'm a changed man." He put his arms up, showing me the bar, "Respectable businessman and all. How do you like my establishment? Tres chic, no?"

"Location leaves a little to be desired."

He shrugged, "It serves." He turned to the super, "Sal, get the man another drink. He's dry."

I looked down. My drink was still half full. I downed the rest of it. Tay hadn't changed much. I'd met him when he owned a tippy/super S&M club. The Raven had descended on the place and killed nearly everyone. Tay had escaped as had Alan and I. Later on, Tay had been apprehended when he tried to take back Nineteen.

The super stood and walked out of the field of darkness, the corona appearing the same even when he turned. I looked back down at Tay. He'd set down his bowler and his eyes were hard and cold. Tay had always come off as stupid, but it couldn't be. He might have stumbled into the first bar. Right place at the right time. But not twice. 

"I've been trying to see you."

Tay smiled, "I know. At least I know you did when I was in lockup."

"But you wouldn't see me."

"We don't have anything to talk about."

I reached across the table to grab onto Tay's lapel, "The hell we don't," I growled. 

Suddenly, my chest burned and fluttered. I felt my arm weaken and drop before I could even reach Tay. I fell back into my seat, gasping.

Tay laughed, "See, Sal here has a very specific power. He can reverse things. Light for instance. But he can also reverse bodily functions. That includes your lungs and heart if he wants. If he reverses and then lets go fast enough, your heart just stops. Or your breathing. Or your blood flow." His smile widened, "You see where this is going."

I nodded, gasping, "What do you want?"

He leaned forward, "What happened that night? At my club? What happened to my sister?"

My eyes narrowed as I studied the tippy. He seemed genuinely confused. Could it be true? Could he really not remember? I was half convinced that he could remember Nineteen like I did.

Tay's eyes bounced around like he couldn't focus on anything for too long, "I remember waking up in prison. That's it. I found out about the club later. But even that kept fading for a long time. What happened?"

"I'll tell you if you tell me what I want to know. What I've been coming to the jail to ask you for months."

Tay nodded.

"Well, in short, The Raven happened. Your sister tried to stop him, but she couldn't. He snapped her neck."

It was a brutally short synopsis, but I was fairly sure he didn't want the gory details. 

Tay sat back, nodding. "But she almost got him, right? She almost did?"

I decided not to push things and nodded.

"Good girl," Tay muttered.

"Now me," I pressed his current mood hoping he'd be willing to talk. "Where did you get the clones?"

Tay bolted upright in his seat, "You know about them?"

"Just answer the question."

"Uh...Siddeon."

The name set me back in my chair. Siddeon. He had been at the Tournament when The Raven had attacked and killed many of the top supers in the world. Without their leader, Siddeon's henchmen had gone rogue and were responsible for the explosion at the TOP office that had burned Liz. I'd helped take them down by luring them to the final battle with The Raven, exposing their plans. 

Siddeon was one of the largest names in super villainy. He was the typical schemer type - plans within plans. He was ruthless, brutal, and as likely to kill his own as he was his opponents. Siddeon was the quintessential villain and the world was better off without him.

"Siddeon? Damn."

"Why?"

I shook my head, "Another case. I'm looking for the source of clones."

"Oh, you can still get clones."

"You can? Where?" I tried to keep the need out of my voice. 

"My contact was Gideon Sans, but he was really just a front man for Siddeon's organization. I don't go into business with someone without knowing who I'm in bed with. I'm not stupid."

Gideon Sans. Siddeon. I should have seen the connection. Mind should have seen it. Someone should have. Damn it! I was slipping! 

Alan had been wrong. EnviroKop was evil. The complexity of the computer security should have tipped us off. It all made sense now. We'd been tracking this Gideon as if he were a front man for a company. Or maybe a member of some sort of consortium. But he was just a henchman for another villain with plans for world domination. I should have seen it! The name was the key. Gideon Sans. I'd bet if we interviewed one hundred people who had met him, we'd get one hundred different descriptions. No wonder we couldn't lock him down! He wasn't real!

Tay was watching the play of emotions and thoughts across my face, "This important to you, huh? Well, to show there are no hard feelings about you getting me landed in jail for...whatever it was I was doing at that hospital, I'll tell you a secret." He leaned in and whispered, "I don't think Siddeon is dead."

"What?" I hissed. "That's impossible. He was at the Tournament. No one survived."

Tay smiled, "Siddeon isn't just anybody. He's Siddeon. If anyone would have had a way out, don't you think it would have been him?"

Could it be? I didn't know.

"But," Tay countered, "you didn't come here to ask me about Siddeon for some client. You came here to find out something else. Something about the bar." Tay sat back, his arms crossed, "Why are you here, Moorster?"

I had nothing to lose. I'd already gained the real information I wanted, so I put my cards on the table, "Some of the US Ambassadors have disappeared. The supers think they've just left. But others don't agree. What do you know?"

He shrugged, "Nothing."

I lowered my head, studying his reaction, "Nothing? Come on."

He huffed, "That Sanders guy - he was snooping around. But he was always asking about what was going on with Austria."

"Austria or Australia?"

"There's a difference?"

I kept my eyes from rolling, "And what did you tell him?"

"Nothing. Nothing was going on with Austria."

I shook my head, "Let's back up. What do you do here? I understand you have a way of transporting stuff on and off the City. How?" 

Tay's teeth showed in something that wasn't quite a smile, "I thought you'd never ask."

Tay motioned, and his super put his hand on the wall behind us. After a moment, the color of it in the negative field changed and started to fade. He led Tay and me through a wall and into some sort of back room, except that it was completely sealed and had no doors or windows. This super must be the only way in. During the journey, I had switched on my Inertial Dampener. The super that Tay referred to as Sal appeared to have the ability to affect the ice and, later, rock so that we could pass through it. We floated down a few stories, to the side at least a dozen meters, and then down again. This happened repeatedly. Theoretically, I could probably have estimated how far we'd gone by counting the walls and floors as they passed through the negative field and us, but it didn't occur to me to start counting until it was too late. I was far too busy thinking about Siddeon's organization.

It was supposedly destroyed...dismantled...after The Raven. But what if it was still out there? What if he were still out there? The source of clones had a name if not a face. I had a target. Now all I needed was the location and the proper gun. With Mind, my super resources, Alan, and my years of experience, I'd prevail. And if something went wrong, if I got in over my head, I could always call Gale. Love me or hate me, she wouldn't hesitate to bring the Bulwark down on anything that had Siddeon's stamp on it. 

Finally, we stopped at the first floor that wasn't constructed out of ice or stone. We stood on a floor of what looked to be polished steel. Tay nodded and the super released the field and we were plunged into darkness. After a moment, I heard a click and a weak light from a single, naked blub hanging from a swinging cable illuminated the room. 

The room was small, maybe ten feet square and seven feet tall. The wire holding the bulb was spliced crudely into a passing bundle uncovered in the ceiling. The walls were mostly hewn rock, roughly gouged by what could have been pickaxes or hands. There was a small panel in a corner with a few dials and buttons on it. The floor was smooth, though there were a few scuff marks leading away from the wall toward the center of the room. The floor was one continuous piece of metal without rivets, seams, or imperfections except for a round outline in the center. 

"Okay." I looked at Tay who was studying me, "Where are we?"

"Bottom of the City, man. Bottom of the City. When you tippys look up?" He tapped his foot on the ground, "This is what you see."

"Huh. So, what? You open this round thing somehow and drop stuff through?"

Tay smiled, "Yeah, something like that. And then my contacts on the other side pick it up. Easy peasy."

Tay motioned me back and the super next to him turned to the control panel. After a few moments, the round outline in the center was replaced with a vast blackness with pinpoints of light. It was like one of those pictures from the moon or the ones that flying supers often sold to magazines. We were above a city somewhere. 

I nodded. "So, there is no way you could send a tippy through and have them live."

Tay's voice came from beside me, "Does that look like a survivable fall, dawg?"

"Not without a parachute."

"Natch."

Far away, as if at the end of one of those phones kids would make out of a piece of string and two soup cans, came a voice, "Bob! Can you hear me?" It was Mind. She sounded...stressed. "Bob, cough if you can hear me!"

I did so. I stared over the edge, looking down at the lights through the slight cloud cover. Mind. She was down there. Did she know I'd plugged in the Multikey? Was she hacking the system? How could I communicate with her without revealing anything to Tay and his silent super? 

"Bob," her words were almost too fast to follow, "I'm under attack. There have been people trying to break in for the last few hours. But that's not all, Bob. You've got to get out of there! Your life is in grave danger!"

"Did it occur to you that I was being a little too talkative, Bob?" Tay's voice came from behind me. I turned to face him, paying more attention to the voice in my ear, "A bit too forthcoming?"

"Uh, yeah. I guess."

"Do you know when you can truly trust someone?"

I scowled, "Right after the divorce?"

"Moorster, you always were too mouthy for your own good. I'm not sure how you did it, but you turned," he glanced over at his pet super, "one of them from me."

Nineteen. He didn't even know her number. Boy, she must've messed his memory up good. He was unstable to begin with; God knows what he's like now.

"It fucked with my head and got my club destroyed, me in jail, and my sister dead. I wish I was like Siddeon and could come up with some sort of elaborate plot, but a long fall onto a hard surface will have to do."

With that, he reached out and pushed me backwards. It was slow enough that the Inertial Dampener didn't catch it. I knew it was coming and I pushed my foot back to stop me from toppling. But the reversal super somehow countermanded that thought and my foot slid forward, sending me more off balance. I flailed and tried to grab onto Tay's suit, but instead of lapels, I felt smooth fabric.

It was spandex. He was wearing a spandex costume that looked like a pinstriped suit. My hands grasped, fingertips slipping off the smooth fabric. I lurched forward, desperately seeking anything to hold on to. I could feel my mouth drop open, my body spasming with tension. I was falling! I would die! This was the moment. I had survived The Raven, countless supers, and tons of other situations that should have killed me, but this is how it would end.

NO!

I gritted my teeth, determined to find some way to stop my fall. I flung my arms to the sides to catch myself on the edge of the opening. I was falling out of the bottom of the Super City and the last person I would see was Tay. 

This was not how I wanted to die.

 

* * *

 




  

Chapter 14

"Just joking, Moorster," Tay laughed as I floated above the opening. "You should've seen your face, though, dawg. Priceless."

My heart was beating so fast and hard that it had taken me a moment to realize that the ceiling wasn't getting farther away and my hands hadn't come in contact with the edge of the opening. The reversal super, Sal, Tay had called him, appeared to have control over gravity as well. It was a pretty impressive power. Something I'd be inclined to appreciate more if I weren't dangling over a hole miles above the earth. The thought that I might have survived the fall because of the Dampener crossed my mind. More likely, though, it would have absorbed my overall momentum leaving my insides to liquefy at impact.

"Bob, can you hear me? What's going on?"

But, of course, that hole was the only thing keeping me in contact with Mind. Tay was doing a little victory dance, laughing rowdily.

The stress and adrenalin transformed instantly to rage. "Screw you, Tay. I've already seen the Australian Ambassador half dissolved by microbots and the two previous US Ambassadors are sure to be dead as well. Probably by the same hand." I hoped Mind would be able to do something with this information. "I'm sure the same person is after me, so you are probably doing them a favor."

"Processing, Bob. It's good you are on alert. Whoever is trying to break in here is certainly looking for you."

"I was probably heading down to the planet in the morning anyhow."

"Yeah, I'm not sure that's such a good idea. These guys look like they are just getting started. But don't worry, they haven't got anything near strong enough to break in."

Tay stopped his dance and looked at me, his eyes tight, "Watch your mouth, Moorster. What do you take me for? An idiot?"

"Bob, did you put the Multikey in a bathroom? Are you insane? No wonder I haven't been able to make contact. It'll take..."

Tay motioned to his super and the hatch in the floor closed. I fell to the floor with a thump, the wind knocked out of my lungs. I pushed myself up, gasping.

"Man, Moorster. You sure let yourself go." He patted my belly. "No, I'm not going to kill you. Hell, I don't have to. But if I were, I certainly wouldn't escort you out of my bar, full of witnesses, and do it."

I dusted myself off, my eyes closed. I forced my rage down. Slowed my breathing. I just had a close call. By Tay, no less. This wasn't like me. I needed to focus. Make sure I didn't let him get the upper hand again. I pushed thoughts of Nineteen and what he had done to her and the other clones away. If I let those thoughts in, I might try to strangle him, super protector or no.

"I didn't think you were that stupid," I responded slowly, "but don't mistake me for an idiot either. All it takes is a flying super or one of any number of flying vehicles super geniuses always seem to have lying around for you to transport people off or import stuff. Like, oh say, cigars?"

Tay cracked a smile, "You got me, Moorster. Yeah, we do import a fair bit of luxury items. You don't honestly think the drinks pay the bills? Not with Mr. Icehole sitting over the top of the place."

I shrugged, "I don't much care what you do, Tay. But I have to know: did you arrange transport for either of the other US Ambassadors?"

He shook his head and motioned to his super, "No way, Moorster. Why would I lie about that?"

I nodded. Why, indeed. I couldn't think of a reason. 

The super projected another negafield around us as I continued to dust my pants. The negafield passed through the floor and, for a moment, I thought I could see rock. After a short pause, we started ascending through the layers once again. 

I tucked back in my shirt, trying to process everything that had just happened. Suddenly, something Tay said stuck out in my mind, "What do you mean, 'you don't have to kill me'?"

Tay shrugged, "It's a dangerous place, the Super City. Accidents happen. And you? Well, you got a lot of people that wouldn't mind putting a foot out as you walk down a set of stairs, if you get my drift."

It was a warning. At least it sounded that way. From Tay? What did it mean? My brain felt like mush after everything that had just happened. I needed time to think. To get my head straight. I wished I'd had more time. That I could have found a better spot for the Multikey. But it wasn't to be. Gale would likely want to evacuate me with the remaining tippys. I'd have to take the Multikey with me. Maybe I could find a better place for it before she forced me to go? Damn, I didn't have time.

But maybe I didn't need it. Now that we had a name...Siddeon...it might be enough. Mind would want control of the Super City computers but that was her problem. I shook my head. 

Tay continued his ranting, but I was too wrapped up in my own thoughts to care. The Australian Ambassador and his super had been killed. Presumably by the same people that had made the US Ambassadors quit or disappear. I thought I'd seen Doc Arts, but that could have been just an illusion or a trick of the mind. I hadn't had a Doc Arts dream in months and something like this was bound to happen. A flash of a white lab coat was all it would take. If it had happened at the dentist's office, I'd have laughed it off.

But there were the microbots. How did that fit in? There was only one person who had been there, who had access to the equipment. Ted said he didn't take it, but I didn't put it past Ted to lie to me. I'd found the unitards, typical henchmen costumes, in his closet once. That could only mean he was, at one time, considering a life of villainy. But why? Why would Ted kill Garvey?

It didn't add up. I was missing something. 

Could this really be all one huge coincidence? Could it be that someone just happened to have a similar technology or a power that mimicked the microbots? And I caught sight of a guy in a lab coat and my mind was primed. But why? Why the Australian Ambassador? And why now, the day I arrived?

We appeared out of a wall and next to the table at which we'd been sitting when this whole thing started. My drink and Tay's hat were still there. At $15,000 a pop, I wasn't going to waste that drink. I reached down and downed it in one gulp. A $500 drop ran down the side of my face and I caught it with my finger, bringing it back to my lips. At the far end of the room, near the door, I caught sight of Ted. He was banging furiously on the tabletop and stealing glances in our direction. Was he still looking for the engines? Why was he studying us? And where were all the other patrons? The place hadn't been hopping before but now it was empty.

I turned to the smaller man, who was putting his hat back on, "Thanks for the info and the drink, Tay."

I started walking out, setting the empty glass on the bar. 

"Hey, Moorster!"

I turned. Tay was standing in front of the bar with his super on his right. From his left, the boisterous group from the other darkened table started filing out and toward him. They were the only ones left in the bar. The largest's head nearly looked to top eight feet, his shadow reaching nearly to my feet from what I could tell. He was so thick with muscle that I couldn't tell where one appendage ended and his body began. Two of the others were in identical, though mirrored, gray and yellow costumes. The final super was floating off the ground on a cloud of smoke. 

"Remember what I said about not having to worry about killing you?" Tay's smile was wicked. "Patience isn't one of my virtues. Plus, I can't have you talking about my little operation here. And, as I see it, you are all out of witnesses." Tay smiled wickedly, his eyes quivering in their sockets, "Kill him."

So it was a warning. Damn it! I needed to get back in the game here. Twice! He got the drop on me twice!

At first, no one reacted. Adrenalin poured into my bloodstream, but I was afraid if I moved, they'd be on me before I could react. 

The floating super turned to Tay, her every word accompanied by a puff of smoke, "But, he's a yellow. We're not supposed to..."

Tay turned on them and started cursing. Some of the insults I understood, though many were super specific, comparing them to tippys' mothers and such. But the supers didn't move. I glanced down at my USB, thankful I'd chosen yellow. 

Suddenly, the room had a slightly red tinge. 

Tay's cursing stopped and his mouth dropped open. I glanced down at the USB and saw that it had changed to red. I grabbed at it, trying desperately to get it to cycle back to a different color. But it wasn't responding. I cursed under my breath. 

Tay's voice broke in a screech, "Kill him! Kill Bob Moore!"

"Wait!" I put my hands in front of me, "What about him?" I motioned over my shoulder. I turned when I noted the quizzical looks on the faces of the supers. Ted was gone.

Damn him. 

The muscled super pushed the others to the side, smiling. "Bob Moore, huh?" his voice was congested and nasally. "You may have heard of my brother, Swell." He slammed a fist into an open palm, turning to Tay, "You should have told me this was Bob Moore. I'd have done him for free." He turned back to me, "I'm going to enjoy this." The super flipped his hands over and cracked his knuckles loudly. He started to lean forward as if to sprint or jump toward me.

Before anyone could react, a sword slid through the center of the muscled super. The supers all turned toward their largest member and took involuntary steps away. The large super fell forward with an impact that sent a huge crack through the ice floor and caused two tables and several chairs to shatter. The bar behind him also split, sending two full shelves of liquor crashing to the ground. 

As the large super fell, my grey-cloaked sentry was revealed. From under her hood, she hissed, "Flee!"

I didn't wait to see what happened next. I sprinted toward the door, my legs feeling sluggish in the cold. I glanced down and noticed that it wasn't the cold that was numbing my legs, it was some sort of black smoke. It clung to me like a net and pulled me back. The Dampener would have no effect on something that was grabbing me like this. Where my hands passed through the black cloud, it felt like I'd run them through a campfire. The scent that wafted up from them was all too familiar to me. A quick look told me all I needed - acid. Some sort of acid smoke. My clothes would protect me for a while, as long as the black cloud didn't run up my pant leg, but I had no idea if the super controlling it could make it stronger. More powerful.

I pulled my hands away from cloud as I looked back. Tay and his super had disappeared in the confusion. Chevalier was a blur of motion. The identically dressed supers had somehow melded into one being. It was as if one had stepped inside of the other in a right angle. There was a single head, but now there was a face on both sides. There were two sets of arms, legs, and shoulders, but they were all at right angles to each other. I imagined that, from the top, the being looked like an 'X'. Of course, now all four of the hands had different weapons. The super - creature for lack of a better descriptor as it didn't look human any longer - cartwheeled around on its four legs, two swords clanging against Chevalier's one, two guns trying to shoot her down between thrusts. 

I narrowly avoided an ice table as I circumnavigated the large, glass sphere in the center of the room. I lowered my head and pumped my legs, trying to get to some sort of safety from the acid smoke. The smoke was all around my legs, grabbing at the pants. The resistant properties hadn't lasted long, already I could see...

My legs disappeared from under me. I fell, sliding on my belly into a chair. The acid was eating through my pants. My replacement leg was already visible, but the acid had no effect on the metal. My other leg was burning and the smell was horribly familiar. I grabbed onto the ice chair leg and tried to pull myself under the table, spinning over onto my back but I couldn't get away from the acid tendrils. The smoke-covered super was floating toward me, weaving the smoke between her fingers. I didn't see a costume other than the cloud of black vapor. It probably would have been alluring but for the grin on her face. Somehow a mix of lust and violence. Or lust for violence. Or blood. I didn't want to find out. 

The super pulled and my pant leg gave way and dissolved into threads. Smoke tentacles snaked up my legs and toward my body. I pushed my feet against the ground, my metal heels, free of my now dissolved shoes and the stuffing within, finding little purchase on the ice. I pulled myself forward, desperate to get away, using the metal toenails to grab at the ice. The smoke lashed at my exposed skin, sending waves of pain and more of the ungodly smell toward me. 

I managed to roll over onto my back and pull my legs up. The smoky super floated toward me, her eyes full of hate, "You don't remember me, do you?"

I glanced over her shoulder. Chevalier had removed one of the super creature's arms, and its costume was in tatters. It didn't seem to be bleeding though, and I could see the bones and muscles on the end of the stump of an arm. Chevalier moved with the sort of confidence and grace that made her superhuman reactions look simple. I'd see the super creature swing a sword or aim a gun and before I could fully register the movement, Chevalier would have already moved, blocked or counterattacked. Each movement perfect. No effort wasted. I couldn't see her face, but I could only imagine a grin on her lips. How could anyone this good at something not enjoy it?

"Uh...you're going to get your feelings hurt if I say, 'no', right?"

She waved her hands, and the smoke reached up and grabbed me around the chest and slammed me into the wall near the door. The Dampener absorbed the impact, but didn't loosen her grip. "I'll show you hurt!" she steamed, smoke streaming from her eyes.

I tried to maintain my breathing as the black ring around me squeezed tighter. At least she was grabbing me through my jacket. The jacket's resistance would give me a few more seconds of protection. All I had to do was hold out until Chevalier could finish with the other. What was taking her so long?

"Okay...okay..." I panted. "Tell me, who are you?"

The pressure decreased as she spoke, "It was three years ago. I was young, in love. He was a tippy, but that didn't matter to me. I loved him. And then you came along. You and your damn camera."

I opened my mouth for a moment, thinking. Then it hit me, "I remember you. Uh..." I paused, as much to stall for time as to remember, "Misty. No, Corrosive Mist. No...it was something like that."

"Acid Girl, you moron! Acid Girl."

"Oh, yeah, that's right. I've always wanted to ask about that."

"About what?" she demanded. "Acid. Girl. What's to understand?"

"Well," Chevalier had taken off a leg at the knee. Still no blood. The leg flopped around on the ground on its own. It was weird. Weird in a 'will you hurry up before this acid eats through my jacket' sort of way. "I've always wondered about the 'Girl' part. I get it for now. You're young. Pretty. But what happens in a few years? Or ten? Are you going to switch it to 'Woman'? Or are you stuck with 'Girl'?"

The mist let up slightly as I said the word "pretty". 

"Actually, I get that a lot." A wisp of mist collapsed around her extended index finger and snaked toward me, "See, when you reserve a name with something like 'gal' or 'lad' in it, you often have to make sure the older version is available." 

The mist started tracing a line of melted fabric down the front of my jacket. I could feel the heat through it. After a moment, the fabric gave way dripped down onto, and quickly through, my shirt. I winced in pain. 

"Ahh...there you are. I was saying?"

"Your name," I gasped. 

"Yes. Acid Woman was taken, but Acid Lady wasn't. Now, though, I don't know. I guess I should check to see if Woman is available again. You know, after the Day and all." The snake of mist started melting a second line while the ring around my torso continued to hold me.

"Sure, that makes sense. But if I may make a suggestion?"

Her eyes and the mist tightened, "Yeah, what?"

"Switching them around." I croaked, "Acid Lady sounds like you just sort of picked the first thing that came to mind. But Lady Acid? Now that has a ring to it!"

A grin touched one corner of her mouth and I found I could breathe again as the mist around my torso loosened, "Lady Acid. I like it."

"Did you consider anything else? Like something royal?"

"Yeah?" she was getting into the conversation now, "Like what?"

"Oh, I don't know. Duchess? Countess? Baroness?"

"Countess Acid?" The name was punctuated by the mist snake melting another line of pain through my jacket, "I don't know; sounds a little formal. I'd probably have to get a new costume."

Or a costume at all, I managed not to say.

I shook my head sympathetically as the acid mist around my torso finally melted past the last of my jacket. The white dress shirt I wore offered almost no protection and my nostrils were quickly filled with the smell of my own burning skin as she sent little droplets of acid flicking at my now bare skin. It seemed that the mist could still hold me without burning. The droplets were bad enough. If the entire mist burned, I didn't think I could take it longer than a few seconds. If that.

I bit my lip, trying not to cry out, "I don't know," I swallowed back a scream of pain as more acid rained on me, "you might consider one of those mist and acid combinations. Seem like a more mature name."

She nodded, "Yeah, I hadn't considered that."

I managed a pained smile.

"You know, I never really wanted to kill you. That was all Tay's idea."

"Oh," I gasped, "I vote for not killing me."

"It never would have worked out between me and Jason anyhow. Plus, I generally don't..." From behind Acid Girl, Chevalier appeared silently and struck her on the back of her head with the butt of her sword. The mist disappeared and Acid Girl fell to the floor in a heap. 

I landed on metal feet and immediately slipped and fell to the ground. Walking on ice was hard with the proper footwear; with smooth metal feet, it was nearly impossible. 

Chevalier helped me up and put one of my arms around her shoulder. The burns all over my body started to pulsate with pain and I just wanted to lie on the ice and roll around. Chevalier examined my wounds and helped me over to Acid Girl. She shaved off pieces of the furniture around us and placed them over the girl's body. They roughly corresponded with my burn injuries.

"What are you doing?" I gulped back another whimper as Chevalier moved me away from the girl and toward the door. 

"We deal injuries in kind. As she has injured you, so have I injured her."

I stared at her blankly.

She sighed, "The ice. It will burn her."

"Ugh...fine. Whatever. Can I lie down for a second? I can still feel the acid on me."

I could hear a smile in Chevalier's voice, "Let's find you a healer." We arrived at the door. "Good job on keeping her occupied."

"No problem. Supers love to talk, especially about names. I've seen fights that started with supers throwing each other through buildings and ending with them going shopping together because one saw a cape that would 'just be perfect' for the other." I shook my head, gritting back a yelp from the movement.

"Your reputation for inventiveness is well earned."

I paused, looking back. The super creature was shuffling toward the back of the room, as far away from Chevalier as possible. "What about that guy? You going to leave him like that?"

"It isn't a guy. It's a brother, sister team. They combine to make that...thing. They had planned on tearing your arms and legs off."

I frowned, "How could you know that?"

"History. They're known for that. But, don't worry, I know."

"And the big guy?"

"He was going to kill you."

I shook my head, "I still don't get how you know all this."

She ducked her head, deepening the shadow under her hood, "I know."

"I know. I know," I mocked. "You sound like a mother talking with her annoying child."

I stopped and Chevalier slowly turned to me.

"Yeah," I admitted, "I sort of set myself up for that one. So, you said something about a healer?"

"Should be able to find one outside." She pushed one of the doors open and led me through. 

Standing in the street was a line of supers. They stared at Chevalier and me with a kind of intensity usually exhibited by old men in strip clubs. Chevalier shrugged my arm from her shoulder and took a half step in front of me. Her sword was held at her side, pointed at the ground. She moved it in front of her and I heard a scraping sound. When her hands returned to her side, she had a sword in each hand.

"You had two swords?" I hissed. "This whole time? You could have saved me long before!"

Her head moved back and forth, scanning the line of supers. "You're fine. Plus, I wasn't sure about the mist girl. I didn't want to damage her more than I had to."

"You know what, that reminds me: where were you when I was being dangled over that hole, huh?"

She tsk'ed, "You were never in danger."

"So, planning to kill me isn't the same as attempting."

Again, I could hear the smile in her voice, "No."

"So Tay can tell every super on the planet to kill me and you'd stop all of them, but you'll never hurt Tay."

"I didn't say that."

"What are you saying?" I demanded.

"Dawg, dawg, DAWG!" Tay appeared out of a negafield that rose up from the ground in front of the line of supers. His pet super stood behind him, his arms crossed. "You're like a slippery eel guy or something. Right?" He looked around at the supers for support. Most ignored him; a few shrugged. "Or greased pig. Yeah, that's it, Moorster. You're like a greased pig."

I called out from behind Chevalier, "Um...thanks?"

"I've been looking forward to this day for a long time. I wanted to see you dead, but now I'm thinking I'd rather have you alive. You know, so that we can talk and all."

I swallowed. Tay's voice was wild. Like he was barely restraining himself. "You know he is saying all this for your benefit," I whispered. Chevalier didn't react.

"So, why don't you just tell that little party favor of yours to go home. Okay? No more fighting today."

"Yeah," I called out. "I'm not doing that."

Tay's voice raised an octave, "Come on, Moorster! You and me? We got things to discuss. You know, a number of things."

I inhaled sharply through my nose. Nineteen. Bastard. He knew what button to press. He'd guessed it. He knew I'd taken her. That I must have gotten attached. Could he know that I'd spent every moment since I woke up with a missing leg, foot, and a dead girl on my chest, trying to find a way to bring her back? Or did he just think I had her hidden away somewhere? 

I closed my eyes. God, I could still see her. Blonde hair in tight curls. White dress. Little sunglasses with flowers at the hinges hiding her all-white eyes. Eyes that hid a great and terrible power. The power to invade people's minds. To erase their memories. To create immense pain - pain strong enough to hurt The Raven.

Had she manipulated my emotions? Made me feel a connection to her? Maybe. But, dammit, I didn't care. I loved her. I needed her back. I had to take every chance, every opportunity.

Suddenly it hit me; why didn't he have a Twenty at his side right now? He must have had just as hard a time finding Gideon Sans as I. He didn't know any more. He couldn't. "You already told me everything. Don't play games with me, Tay."

I glanced around the side of Chevalier. Tay was standing with his arms spread. There was a sheen of sweat on his brow. 

"Did I, Moorster? Did I?"

I pursed my lips and shifted my weight.

"It's a trap." Chevalier didn't move, but her voice was clear and hard. I glanced over and could just barely make out the shape of her nose under the hood. Could she even see under that hood? It seemed to be pulled down far too low.

I sighed, "I know. But I have to..."

What looked to be a four-foot tall beam of light appeared from the far end of the street and scattered the supers. One of the larger ones took the blast straight on and flew through the air and out of my field of view. All of the supers turned toward the source, and those that could, started firing back. 

I turned and saw the bike of Walker speeding toward the supers, the gunsword extended. The blades were splayed wide at a forty-five degree angle from each other, the ball of light between the blades proportionally larger. Another column of light erupted from the ball of light, but all of the supers got out of the way in time. While they dove, the four tubes protruding from Walker's back that didn't have steam coming out of them launched a quick succession of missiles. They soared nearly twenty feet into the air before turning sharply and coming back down. 

Tay's super noticed the volley and grabbed Tay and sunk into the ground, surrounded by another negafield. The rest of the supers were still picking themselves up when they hit. The missiles must have had some sort of guiding properties because each of the supers was hit by at least two. When the smoke cleared, all that was left were moaning and unconscious (or dead, I couldn't tell) supers. 

John pulled his bike into a slide, the metal runner sending a wave of shaved ice off to the side, and stopped in front of the bar. "Get on, Bob!"

I looked around. Chevalier was gone. I hadn't noticed. Heck, I'd been standing behind her; how could I not notice? I limped down to the bike, trying, unsuccessfully to get my leg high enough to mount it.

"I don't know, man. I'm not feeling so hot."

"Bob," the mechanically amplified voice sounded stressed, "we really got to go."

"What, John?" I growled. "They're gone. I just need a healer or a drink. Preferably both."

"Get on, Bob, now!"

John aimed the gunsword over my shoulder. I followed the line of the gun. The super that he'd hit with it earlier was pulling himself out of a building he'd demolished when the blast had propelled him back. He dusted himself off and looked at us. He didn't look at all hurt. I swallowed and pulled at my leg to get it over the runner.

"Walker!" his voice was not loud. Loud describes something that is not soft. It wasn't piercing. Piercing makes you squint or cover your ears. This sound was completely different. It was as if the sound of his voice were a physical thing. My skin rippled with it. The buildings around us creaked as it passed. Small tornadoes of ice and snow were kicked up by it. The force of it pushed me to the side and my leg slammed into the runner painfully.

I looked at John, "We need to go."

John fired again, but the super hopped out of the way without difficulty. John cursed, jerked the gun back into the sword shape, and slapped it back down on the side of the bike. He grabbed me by my arm and hauled me over the back seat. I wasn't in the correct position so the armor didn't activate. At the same time, another volley of missiles launched from John's back. 

The super at the far end of the street simply said, "No," and all the projectiles were either knocked off course or destroyed by the wave of sound. 

"Go, go, go!" I slapped John on the back with each word.

Walker's bike roared into motion, but we hadn't made it ten feet before I felt the force of the super's voice again.

"WALKER!" 

If I hadn't had my mouth open to scream a warning to John, I'm sure my eardrums would have ruptured. Draped over the back of the bike like a sack of flour, I couldn't help but see the wave coming. It deformed the air in front of it. Every structure in its wake shivered and shook, and two crumbled to shaved ice as it passed. I grabbed onto the bike as hard as I could, but it didn't matter. The wave hit and sent us, and the bike, tumbling end over end. It didn't feel like my Dampener had any effect at all, though it was hard to tell.

For a moment, the world was a blur. Mostly blue and white. And then there was a crushing pain. The back of my shoulder. I was on my stomach, in the ice. It should have felt good on my burns, but I couldn't feel anything. Breathing was hard. 

I winced and turned toward the pain. The motorcycle had landed on me, with what I'd call the handlebar resting on my shoulder, blood seeping out onto the ice.

I glanced back at the super. He was walking forward calmly, a grim smile on his face. I turned back and saw Walker at least twenty feet away on his stomach. There were no fluids seeping from him. At least, none that made it through the armor.

The super stormed passed me, making a beeline for John. "I've got you now!" He gloated. "Oh, you think you're too good to take out? That you and your toy can outdo a real super? I don't think so, delivery boy."

As he uttered the last word, four more missiles fired out of the launchers on Walker's back. The super yelped, creating a visible wall of sonic energy in front of him. Still, he was hurled twenty feet into the air and onto the roof of a nearby building. 

I shook my head to clear it and started to try to push the bike off of me. But I stopped as I heard what sounded like a belch. I turned to see the super flying backwards through the sky toward us. He rotated in midair, just at the top of his arc, and started humming. His trajectory was true and he landed, surrounded in a rippling sonic field, only a scant few feet from where John was now sitting. Somehow, the armor-clad super had managed to roll over. But his head was rolling around like a child trying to stay awake during a long car ride. 

The sonic super paced over and kicked Walker in the chest. His shoulder-mounted launchers angled his upper body so that he could have been relaxing in front of a TV on a bean bag. The only clue to his real condition was how his head hung back off his shoulders and the way his legs were splayed uncomfortably. The sonic super started to inhale, an intake that lasted much longer than normal. Much. His chest expanded like a bullfrog looking to attract a mate. He opened his mouth and I winced. 

A huge crack shook the ground. The super stopped and looked around. He was still inflated, his chin completely obscured behind all the protruding skin from his neck and back. He spun around, looking in every direction and then down at me. I froze, looking as unthreatening as I actually was. His eyes narrowed for a moment, but finally, he shrugged and turned back to Walker.

Another huge crack. This one followed by falling debris. The sonic super slowly looked up and I followed suit. Above, the ceiling of the glacier was cracking and splitting. The super looked at me, then at John, and finally turned and bolted, belching himself into the air. 

I continued to try to get the bike off of me. It was no use - way too heavy. I heard more cracking over my head along with larger and larger chunks of ice hitting the ground all around me. Luckily, the pieces that managed to fall on me were either too small to hurt me after their momentum was absorbed by my Dampener or had fallen to the side. I could have easily been crushed under a larger piece, even if the initial impact was averted. Whatever was happening up there was big. 

With a resounding smash, I was bathed in a pool of light. I looked over my shoulder and saw that most of the glacier ceiling had been removed. Ripped off. By something. It just wasn't there anymore. In the center, however, was a figure. Floating. Hands on hips.

"Great." I muttered, "What now."

"Bob?" A female voice boomed out, "Bob Moore!"

The figure soared down and came to a spot just over the top of me, "Bob?"

"Gale?" I smiled weakly, "Hey, how'ya doing?"

She raised her hand and the pressure on my shoulder was suddenly gone. Gale's eyebrow arched, her white fabric costume wrapped around her like a mummy, the stylized 'B' planted directly on her chest, "Did you know your ass is hanging out?" Behind her, the bike slowly lowered to the ground on a cushion of air.

I tried to look back at my shoulder, but couldn't because of the pain, "No. No, I didn't."

 

* * *

 




  

Chapter 15

Gale landed at my side, wincing at the state of my skin. A cushion of air picked me up gingerly and held me upright in front of her. I was a mess. My jacket and most of my slacks had completely dissolved. The handlebar of the bike had landed on my right shoulder and my right arm would move from the elbow down, but the shoulder would only respond slightly and with mind-numbing pain. The back of my head hurt and my hand was covered with blood when I touched it. In general, everything hurt. Moving hurt. Breathing hurt. It seemed like even blinking hurt.

"Gale."

The voice was soft, but distinct. I turned and on the top of Snow was a super in an all-black costume. Only the lower half of his face was visible and he wore two gold stripes at the top of his boots, the end of his gloves, and across his chest. The only other decoration was a golden 'B' on his chest. It looked different than Gale's 'B'.

"Shit," Gale muttered, "we don't have time for this."

"Is he a member of the Bulwark?" I whispered.

"No," Gale responded and then added, louder, "and he knows he isn't allowed to wear a 'B' without permission."

The super laughed, "Come and take it off me then." 

Gale put out a hand, "You can't attack. I'm yellow."

She was right; she and Walker were surrounded by a faint yellow field. Mine was still red. I looked down at my USB and, once again, tried to change the color. It didn't respond. So it wasn't just a heat of battle thing; it really was stuck. But why?

Ted. I thought the name like a curse. Was this one of his stupid devices messing up again? I usually tested everything he gave me thoroughly, but I hadn't had time with this one. Plus, he'd indicated that he was wearing one. He was generally more careful with his own stuff.

I remembered the bar. Ted had been tapping furiously on the table and then he'd disappeared. What had he been doing? Checking on the engines? But he kept glancing our way. Could he have done this? 

"That may be true," the super responded, "but he's not," he pointed at me, "and he gave permission to disregard the yellow," he pointed at Walker, now standing. 

Walker moved toward us, shaking his head as if to clear it. "We've got to go. Gorgon is going to be pissed you broke his cube."

"I could give a shit," Gale hissed. "Can you travel or am I going to have to carry you as well?"

Walker straightened, "I'm fine."

"Arrrggggghhhh!" the cry shook the entire ice structure. From the hole Gale created, a super jumped through. He was huge, with blazing blue eyes, and nearly twice the size of any man I'd ever seen. His whole body was completely covered in frost. He wore nothing but a fur loincloth and held a scepter made of solid ice topped with a massive, blue, diamond. He landed just twenty or so feet in front of us, his forest of blue dreadlocks sounding like wind chimes from the myriad of embedded jewelry.

Gorgon pointed the scepter, "Defilers!" he screamed, his voice seeming to come from everywhere at once. He spun his scepter in a circle and the entire ice city - the walls, the buildings, all of it - shattered. Shards as long as my arm flew toward the frost-covered super. He jumped into the air and they coalesced below him, pushing him further up. Soon, he was towering over us, his lower half encased in a ball of ice easily ten feet in diameter. Behind him, more balls of ice, just as large, waited. 

I looked around. Where there was once a fairly large ice town, there was now a wasteland of water and rock. The ice had crushed all the original buildings and the weight had pushed them all into the rock below. The entire area was depressed from the surrounding so that we were standing up to five feet lower than the ground that hadn't been encased in the ice. Around that lip were a number of supers, probably the flame-based ones that I'd seen trying to melt it earlier. Most of them were still picking themselves up off the ground, knocked down by the shattering glacier. 

Gale sighed, "Well, that's convenient." 

With a wave of her hand, the flame-types, even the ones still on the ground, soared into the air and landed between Gorgon and us. Most looked confused, but a few had kept their wits about them. They called out to their compatriots and started firing at the ice super. The ball under him immediately started melting. Gorgon reached back and the waiting balls converged on him, feeding the ball at his feet. He fought back with shards of ice, but the flame guys were holding their own. 

"You forgot about me, didn't you?" The super from the roof was now on the ground, less than five feet from us. 

Gale stepped toward him, placing herself between him and me, "Biggs, you don't want this."

He smiled, winking, "You know I do." The super grunted and in the space of a few breaths, doubled in size. And then tripled. More. He kept going, getting larger and larger. Soon his foot was the size of my car and his shadow plunged us into darkness.

"Well, at least his costume grew with him," I averted my eyes as we pretty much only had a view of his crotch. 

Gale called out, her voice amplified by her control over the wind, "I'm telling you, Biggs, you don't want this."

"Gale," his voice sounded like a bell - deep, dark, and reverberating, "we've danced for months. It's time for your final dip."

I ignored the horrible analogy, "At this for months?" I whispered. 

"Sparring," Gale shook her head. She raised her hand, palm up. The wind howled around and pushed the large foot in front of us a few inches off the ground.

"Ha!" the humongous super laughed, "not this time, Gale!" He reached down and jammed his fingers into the rock. "This time, I lead!"

Gale turned her back to the oversized super. She nodded at Walker, "You ready?" The super returned the gesture. "Let's go."

"Um..." Gale was carrying me along in a cocoon of wind. I struggled to crane my neck around to watch Biggs and Gorgon. Gorgon was struggling with the fire supers, but it looked to me like he'd eventually win. Biggs, on the other hand, had regained his balance and had his free fist over his head. 

"Gale? Shouldn't we do something about...um...Biggs?"

I heard Walker's bike start as Gale sighed, "Not really." The fist came down so fast it whistled. It bounced off some sort of shield that I could neither feel nor see. It was stopped high enough that my Dampener wasn't even activated. Gale turned back to Biggs, whose fist had bounced back, and struck him in the face. "I told you to stop." She looked at me, her eyes tired behind her white eyemask, "These new supers. They all want to spar with you, but if you beat them down too hard they sulk for months. Write poems about their feelings, drink coffee all night long. It's infuriating. But if you don't put them in their place every once in a while, you eventually get this," she motioned to Biggs. 

Gale squared her shoulders to the oversized super as I glanced around. I'd been so busy running and getting crushed by futuristic motorcycles that I hadn't noticed. They were all kids. Every one of them. Not a one appeared much over eighteen...twenty, tops. 

I should have realized. Sure, not every super on the planet was at the games but there were far more supers in the Super City than I would have expected. Where would all these supers come from after The Raven? Kids. They were the only ones not at the Tournament. They were the only ones who would be old enough, technically, to fill in. No wonder Gale wanted all the supers up in this City; angsty teens with super powers running around trying to stop crime? It'd be a public relations disaster. 

Gale called out one last time, "Okay, Biggs. You want to try to lead? You think you can waltz all over me? Think you're ready to tango with a Level 5 citizen and a charter member of the Bulwark?" She put out a hand and motioned him forward, "Bring it, boy. It's time to change the tempo."

In the history of super fights, this had to be one of the most painful. Not physically, though I'm sure there was plenty of pain, but emotionally. Biggs had barely made a move before he shot up off the ground like he had rockets tied to his shoulders. The hand he had buried in the ground tore up a huge chunk of rock as he soared up. Gale barely flinched as she sent him slamming into the top of the red dome and pinned him up there. If he hadn't been so large, we probably couldn't have seen him at all. She tilted her head and he flew into one of the sidewalls, skipping over the top of one of the larger buildings. She tilted her head the other way and he flew back the other direction, through the building he'd skipped over, and into the sidewall. She turned her back and he slammed again to the ceiling. She motioned to Walker and we started to move, at quite a leisurely pace, toward one of the exit tubes. The first time a super tried to challenge us, Gale brought Biggs down on them like a huge flyswatter. 

I was amazed. I had been there at the start, when Gale was first exploring her powers. She was so impressed when she could float a pillow, blow out the candles on her cake, raise or lower the temperature. And now? I shook my head; I'd never seen anything like it. The party line was that the Bulwark members were the most powerful on the planet. Now I was seeing what they meant.

The glacier had covered one of the entrance tubes. When we arrived, security was rushing to take up positions. Apparently they'd had a skeleton crew since the ice had provided an adequate barrier. Before we passed through, Gale brought a sobbing Biggs down from the ceiling. 

"Now," she said curtly, "who leads?"

The super's head was huge and it would probably only take three or four tears to fill up my tub. They plopped on the ground and exploded in a shower of salty water. "You...you...do," he croaked, barely able to speak through the wracking coughs. 

"Damn straight, I do." Gale released him and he hit the ground with a thud. It may have shaken the ground as well, but Gale still had me suspended. "Now," she continued, "go grab your guitar and write a few songs about sadness or whatever. Just," she turned and put a finger in his face, "don't start cutting yourself again. That's just so...juvenile."

He was shrinking as she spoke and continued to nod and cry. Gale turned and rolled her eyes, a smile creeping across her lips. 

I managed to keep a straight face, "So, you've taken up dancing, have you?"

She stopped and glared at me, "Bob..."

I pulled up my shoulders in spite of the pain, "Hey, all I'm saying is that I can dance too."

"Shut up, Bob."

"I'll even let you lead."

She stepped past me and I bobbed along behind her in her cocoon of air, "See," I called out, "you're leading now."

She threw her hands up as she pulled me through the red security field. As I passed through, the color of my USB changed from red to yellow. 

Gale noticed the color change and glared at me, "You and I? We're going to have a talk."

I smiled, nervously, "Yes, honey."

 

* * *

 

The journey back to the League complex was fairly uneventful. Gale dropped me on John's bike and she, and a number of supers I didn't recognize, returned to Proving Ground. She promised to meet me back at my suite. I called Chris and Leon and told them to do the same. 

When I arrived, two green-hued supers were waiting. They were covered head to toe in white costumes with red crosses on their voluptuous chests. Only their eyes and their fingers were left uncovered. They didn't look like they could have an ounce of body fat between them. Their costumes were certainly tight enough to reveal any.

They led me to my bedroom and striped off the tattered remains of my clothes. They slowly examined my body, placing a finger or hand on each of my wounds. As many of the worst burns were on my legs, they spent a lot of time down there. Fortunately, I was lying on my stomach on the bed as they worked so they couldn't see my reaction to their feather-light touches on my thighs and buttocks. 

It'd been a really long time.

I couldn't help thinking of Gale. She and Rod on the rocks. What did that mean? She hadn't been as nice to me in...well, since the divorce. Why now? 

This wasn't helping my "condition" and I had to think about boring stuff like boron, accounting, and baseball. 

Eventually, they turned me over and addressed my shoulder from where the bike landed on it. It was both worse and better than it looked. It would have healed on its own eventually, so the two supers informed me, but the scarring would have been extensive and I may have had nerve damage. Nothing was broken, though. They both had to place their hands on the wound to heal it, placing their chests just over my head. I turned away, trying to think of anything but the spandex being pressed into my cheek. 

The girls talked lightly as they worked. They spoke of supers I didn't recognize, wondering which was the cutest or most powerful. They giggled. They gossiped. It was like overhearing a couple of high school girls. 

Or college. It could be college.

Finally, they declared me healed and I slowly stood up, checking my body. There wasn't a mark on me, but I could still feel some of the injuries. The supers told me it was a phantom pain and to drink lots of fluids, which I promised to do, and to get some rest. I just nodded. I had a feeling rest wasn't in the cards. I felt stiff and bruised, but more like the day after a hard workout than being through a near death experience.

Okay, like people who workout had told me they felt the day after. 

I really needed to get into a gym or something. 

I slipped on a pair of underwear and shorts. Remembering, I went through the tattered pants looking for my keychain, but it was gone. Lost during the battle. I grimaced as my stomach tightened. I didn't want to lose that. Did not want anyone else touching it. I exhaled loudly. There was no way I could go back now. Not without arousing suspicion. Up in my office was my dartboard. I'd have to remember to get that. I couldn't lose it as well.

I checked the bathroom to make sure the Multikey was still in place. It was so I went out to the main room to follow my doctors' orders. Chris and Leon were waiting for me, Chris wearing a hard expression.

"Nice doctors," Chris held out a glass of scotch. "I see you came back just as unscathed as you promised."

I took the glass, glowering, "Hey, I came back didn't I?"

Chris shrugged, his eyes hard. I didn't meet his eyes. Eventually, he stopped glaring at me and took a sip of his own drink.

"Are you okay, boss?" Leon asked. His appearance hadn't changed much. Still the long furry ears and sharp teeth.

"Yeah. Just a little motorcycle accident."

"Did you find out anything?" Chris sat forward, his own snifter of brandy swirling in his hand.

"Yeah. Tay is running the smuggling business."

Chris' eyes were wide, "You are kidding."

"Not only that," I continued, "seems he had been working, at one time, with Siddeon. Says that Siddeon may have been connected to EnviroKop."

Chris sat back, thinking. I let him. He was smart enough to figure out the angles without me walking him through it. Though he didn't know about Gideon Sans, he didn't have to in order to come to the right conclusions.

"What does that mean, boss?" Leon queried. I didn't respond.

Chris finished his brandy, "The police and the supers rounded up all the henchmen they could after the thing with The Raven." 

The "thing" was that I, with Alan's help, had led a group of them out to the final battle with The Raven to be a distraction and fodder. This had proved to the supers that they were a threat, and they'd dropped the hammer on them. Gale was sure that all the henchmen were captured or too scared to try anything else. 

"Still," Chris stood and crossed to the bar, "could make a good headline. 'Siddeon's Henchmen: Back!'"

I laughed, "It might be better than that." Chris turned to me, a bottle of brandy in one hand, his snifter in the other, "Tay thinks Siddeon might still be alive."

Chris' mouth dropped open and the bottle nearly slipped from his grip. He turned back to the bar and set them both down before turning back to me, "No way. Alive? But that would mean..."

"Hey," I put up a hand, "don't quote me. This is coming from Tay, so you can take it for what it is worth."

Chris sat, eyes unfocused, "If he escaped...that means he let everyone think he was dead. Even his own henchmen. That means he has something big planned. Something huge. Something he doesn't want anyone to know about."

"That's right."

Chris stiffened, "We've got to go."

I nodded slowly. Chris...Alan...was quick. We'd come to the same conclusion. If Siddeon was really still alive, his natural target would be the Super City. All the supers in one place? It would be too tempting. And with Gale sending Doe, Nissa, and others down to recruit, he could be sure that nearly every super left would be here. They'd be kids. Powerful, sure, but power was no real substitute for experience. Watching Gale in Proving Ground was proof of that. Some of those supers had more raw power than I'd seen in a long time. But they didn't know how to use it. They'd be easy prey for someone like Siddeon. 

"I don't get it," Leon was stammering. 

I smiled at him like a parent at a child, "If Siddeon is alive, this would be the place to strike. And since people are starting to die...well, it seems like something is in motion."

"But..." Leon paused, "he isn't though? Right? He was at the Tournament. Plus...stuff has been going on here for a long time. From what I hear, people get hurt regularly. Lots of traffic accidents before they installed the walkways. Not to mention the accidental deaths in Proving Ground."

I shook my head, "Sure. You're probably right on both counts," it was my turn to lean in, "but what if you aren't? What if Siddeon is really alive?"

"He isn't."

Gale stood in the door, her hands on her hips. Her white fabric was blotched with dirt and what I guessed were flecks of blood. There was a smudge of something black under her left eye that continued up to the corner of her white eyemask.

I turned to her, "But what if he is?"

"We'd know." She looked at Chris and Leon in turn, "Would you two excuse us?"

They left without a word. Probably to Chris' suite. I didn't know where Leon was staying. It again struck me that I'd only arrived in this City this afternoon. It had seemed like a good idea at the time. Now...I felt overwhelmed. I needed time to process all of this. Time I wasn't likely to get.

"Why are you doing this, Bob?" Gale demanded. She moved to the bar and started mixing a drink. When she turned around, her glass held a rose-colored liquid with ice. 

"Doing what?"

"Spreading fear? Rumors? Siddeon's dead. We're sure. Doe and the other super geniuses have been studying the footage for months. We've got scanners searching the planet for any signs of supers so that we can recruit them. We would have picked him up by now."

"Are you sure? I thought no one knew what his power was."

She shrugged, "We don't. But I'm sure he has one. Had one. No one could escape from that many prisons and traps without some sort of power. No one."

"Well, you know what they say about assumptions?" I chided.

"That I'll punch you in the face if you finish that stupid saying?" Gale responded.

I smirked. She sipped her drink.

"Bob, what were you doing down there? You had no business in Proving Ground."

"Just doing a little research."

"And you're not going to tell me what it was about."

"Do you tell me all your secrets?" I countered.

She didn't respond at first. Finally, she said with a sigh, "That was dangerous. Proving Ground is nowhere for a tippy."

I smiled, "Hey, it's me."

Gale looked at me, concern not quite covered by her eyemask, "You say that like it explains everything. It doesn't. I'm afraid you are starting to believe your own press."

I shrugged, "I'm fine, Gale. Look at me."

"I am. I'm looking at a man who thinks he's invulnerable. Despite the fact he just had to be put back together by two of my best healers."

"Hey," I objected, "I don't think I'm invulnerable. But you can't argue the evidence. I'm still here, aren't I?"

She shook her head, falling silent. 

"Listen, Gale. Are you worried about me? I mean..." I couldn't finish the sentence. I didn't know what to say.

Apparently she didn't either because she changed the subject. "And I suppose Ted rigged that USB for you somehow?"

I glanced at it, "Yeah. But..."

"Bob...about Ted."

"Um...okay."

"He's been detained. We found him and a few others in the catacombs. He said he was looking for the engines, but we have evidence that he was in the Australian Embassy."

My brow furrowed, "In the Embassy? So?"

"Within the last few hours before you found the Ambassador dead. We have ways of telling."

"Oh," I sipped my drink, "Oh! Wait, you don't think Ted..."

"I don't know what to think, Bob. Ted's been complaining and sulking for months. There have been a lot of people who have said they've overheard him saying some pretty inflammatory things. Things that, had they come from anyone else, I might have had them questioned. But now he's connected to a murder..."

I shook my head, my thoughts racing. I had to tell her. She was going to be mad, but she had to know. "You're not going to like this..." I began. I told her of the night Doc Arts died. Of how Ted had used his device to change his appearance to appear as a cop. About how he pocketed gear. About how he said he didn't take anything to do with the microbots, but that he wasn't sure what all he had grabbed. 

When I was done, Gale finished the last of her drink and rolled the glass in her hands, "Jesus, Bob. Why didn't you tell me?"

I shrugged, "It's Ted, Gale. You know Ted. He's like that. He acts first and worries about the consequences later. He was there for you when you needed him with The Raven and that was way after Doc Arts died. If he hadn't developed those teleporter things, you never would have killed The Raven."

"He's not dead," she muttered absently. 

"What!" 

She looked at me, "Oh, that's right. You haven't been taking my calls or answering your door for months and you weren't there at the end of the fight. We damaged him enough to capture him, but we couldn't kill him."

"Couldn't, or wouldn't?"

"I don't know, Bob." Gale responded, exasperated, "Both maybe? But don't worry, he's contained."

"Contained? Are you insane?" I nearly screamed. "He nearly killed EVERYONE!"

"Exactly. And we barely got the best of him. But it isn't like we didn't try to kill him. He just keeps regenerating."

"And you are sure of this containment? Sure he won't break out?"

"Positive."

"What is it?"

"It's none of your business."

"Really? That's the way you want to play this? Okay, fine. Then let me ask you this: who designed his cage? Because, unless I'm mistaken, Ted was the only one around at the time."

Gale didn't answer, but the air around us grew a few degrees colder. She was nervous. 

I sighed, "I want to be there." Gale opened her mouth to protest, but I cut her off, "I don't want to hear it. If he's behind all this, I want to know why. I want to know why he'd do all this. And why I seem to be a part of it. I want to be in on the questioning."

Gale slowly nodded, "Okay. Let's go."

I'd only had one of Ted's resistant suits, so I had to throw on something else. Basically, all I had were a few extra white dress shirts and some T-shirts and shorts that I slept in. I ended up having to stop by Chris' place for a pair of his slacks. They fit, if a little big. There were too many slippery surfaces for bare, metal feet, so I had to settle on walking around in a pair of fuzzy slippers I liked to wear at night. Gale had laughed at them. 

I followed Gale in silence. I think she occasionally floated me along, but I wasn't paying attention. I had too much on my mind. Ted, Siddeon, Mind, Tay, Nineteen, Garvey, Swell...how did it all fit? Were these single events, unconnected except by their proximity in time, or were they part of some grand design? I felt like a hamster on a wheel, wondering when the road would end. I kept reaching into my pocket for the keychain that wasn't there. 

When we arrived at the interview room, Ted was already seated. Gale and I stood behind a two-way mirror and watched him at the small table. The room he was in was about eight feet by six feet and could have been a repurposed closet. The desk barely left room for a person to pass on one side. Ted was in a chair behind the table facing the door. There was a chair across from him and a second pushed up against the wall behind it. There wasn't room for anything else in the small space. There was a lot of light in the room and we were standing in relative darkness.

Gale turned to me, "You ready for this?"

I swallowed back my misgivings and nodded.

Gale grabbed my shoulders and turned me toward her, forcing eye contact, "Bob, I'm doing the talking, okay? You're only here to observe."

I nodded slowly, unable to stop myself from examining her eyemask, "I understand. Not a word."

"You swear?"

"Cross my heart."

Satisfied, Gale grabbed my forearm and led me out of the room and into the hall. She motioned to a door and I opened it. Instead of letting her through, I stepped in first.

"Okay, Ted," I demanded, anger causing my voice to be higher than normal, "we've got some questions and you better have some answers."

 

* * *

 




  

Chapter 16

Ted looked up from his chair, his jaw slack, his eyes wide. He was still wearing the plain persona he had at Snow earlier. "What...Bob? What are you doing here?"

I slammed my hand down on the desk, "Cut the crap, Ted. We know you were at the Australian Embassy only hours before the Ambassador ended up dead. We also know that you were one of the few who had access to Doc Arts' lab. So talk. Or it's to Compartment with you."

"Compart..." Ted's face paled, "Gale, what is he talking about?"

"Just answer the question, Ted," Gale sounded annoyed. Ted didn't have to know she was annoyed with me. 

"Well...yeah. I was there. He called me over. We've been working on figuring out how they were smuggling technology. He promised to use his pull with the Super State to get me access to the engines if I helped him shut down the tech leak."

"Why would he care?" I spun the chair nearest to the desk around and straddled it, my arms crossed over the metal back. 

"Look, I don't know," Ted put his hand up, "scout's honor. He wanted to shut down the trafficking of technology and I wanted information. Listen, it was his idea! Ask one of his assistants. Ask that super of his. He should know."

"He's dead, Ted!" I slammed my hand down again. It was starting to sting. "They are all dead!" I turned to whisper over my shoulder at Gale, "Right?"

"Dead or missing. Yes."

"Dead or missing!" I exclaimed, "You hear that, Ted? Dead or missing?"

"What does that mean?"

I turned to Gale, "Yeah, what does that mean?"

She scowled at me, "It means that we never found the assistants. None of them. The place was barren except for the two bodies in the lobby."

"That's weird." 

"Yeah," I echoed Ted. "That is weird."

Gale rolled her eyes behind her mask, "Bob, if you are done?" I shrugged and stood. Gale pushed past me, "Ted, are you sure you didn't accidentally pick up any of the microbots?"

"Um..." Ted shook his head, "I mean, I don't think so. Wouldn't I have noticed?"

"Well, we're noticing now, aren't we?" Gale stared into Ted's eyes.

He shrank under her glare.

"Is there anything else? Anything I should know? Because if I find out you're hiding anything from me, the very best you can hope for is a reduction in rank."

"No, nothing. I swear. Wait, what do you mean, reduction in rank?"

"Ted," Gale shook her head, "we can't have high level citizens involved in the murder of tippys." 

"But...but..." Ted's face was turning red. "That's not fair!"

"What about the unitards?" I muttered.

Gale and Ted both turned to me.

"Ted, tell her about the unitards."

The blood started to drain from his face.

Gale turned back to Ted, "Unitards?"

Ted shrank into his chair, "It was only an exercise. I made them years ago. I was drunk...you know how it is."

"No, Ted," Gale's voice was hard. "Tell me how it is."

His voice was cracking, "I was mad, okay? I was pissed off. I'd just gotten passed up for Level 2 citizenship again and I went out and had a few too many. And this guy turned me down. And then a girl. I was a mess. So I came back and thought, 'screw those guys, I'll get me some henchmen.' But that's as far as it went, I swear."

"But you still have them, right?" I nodded toward Ted, "Tell her, Ted."

"Sentimental reasons?" his voice was barely loud enough to hear. 

Gale turned her back on Ted, her eyes boring into mine. Finally, she paced past me and toward the door.

"Bob, tell her," Ted pleaded. "Tell her you believe me. That I'd never have anything to do with this."

I shook my head, "I wish I could, Ted. But the way you've been acting has got a lot of people nervous. Even me. I'm sitting in a bar completely safe in my yellow field and see you typing away. A few seconds later and my field turns to red, you're nowhere to be seen, and I've got a dozen supers trying to kill me."

"That wasn't me, man!" Ted shouted. "I'd never do that to you!"

"Maybe...maybe not. But the evidence...man, I don't want to see you in Compartment any more than you want to go there. I've heard stories about what it is like in that place." I shook my head dramatically, "Sounds horrible. So, if you know anything, you better come clean."

"Bob," his voice cracked; he was near tears, "come on, Bob. Come on."

I turned and walked out, my head hung low and shaking side to side as I exited. Gale was waiting on the other side, the air cold around her.

"Unitards, Bob? I'm just finding out about this now?"

I shrugged, "I wanted to show you that it couldn't have been him." I pointed back at the door, "Look at him, Gale. He'd sell his grandmother down the river right now. He's shitting bricks. There is no way he did any of this. I mean, look how he freaked out when you mentioned reducing his rank."

Gale turned and walked away, "I don't know, Bob. You made a pretty convincing case."

I followed, "You're kidding, right? Unitards? I bet just about every super genius on the planet has considered it. I know that henchmen are usually just associated with villains, but take off the masks and throwaway the weapons and they're lab assistants." I grabbed Gale's shoulder, spinning her toward me, "Come on, Gale. You know Ted. He didn't do this."

Gale stepped into me, so close I could smell her breath and see my reflection in her glossy eyemask, "Okay, Bob. Let's play devil's advocate. Say he did. Say he turned and he's been biding his time to get the access he needed to carry out his master plan. What better way than to remove a few US Ambassadors until you show up. Then, all he has to do is unleash the microbots he stole from Doc Arts and everything points to him. Which, of course, you won't believe and you'll come to his aid. You'll muddy the waters; you'll advocate for him with me giving him all the time he needs to finish whatever he has started."

"From a cell? That doesn't make any sense!"

Gale threw her hands up, "You don't know these super geniuses, Bob. They love to be captured so that they can watch us try to figure out who is doing it up close. They love to see the looks on our faces as we chase all their red herrings, their false leads. They especially love it when they can watch our expressions when they step forward and reveal that it was their plan all along." Gale turned and continued walking, "I see what you were doing in there, Bob. Trying to put him on edge so that he would crack. It looks like it worked, but looks can be deceiving."

I paced after her, my fuzzy slippers sliding on the floor, "Come on, Gale. You can't know he did anything. There is no proof."

Gale stopped and turned slowly toward me, "That doesn't matter."

"Since when?"

Gale pursed her lips and turned and started walking again.

"Since when, Gale?" I called after her, "Since when don't you need proof?" I ran to catch up, "What's going to happen to Ted?"

Gale sighed, "I don't know, Bob. I just don't know."

"Dammit, Gale. I never would have helped you if I'd known I was going to make it worse for him. He's my friend."

Gale stopped again, "Is he, Bob? Is he?"

"Of course."

"But you admit he could have turned, right? He has it in him."

I didn't answer.

"See." She opened a door and took a step in, "If you can't be sure, how can I?" 

She entered the door and ushered me in. Inside was a large room full of clothes on racks that stood two high. It reminded me of my drycleaner. Though clothes might have been the wrong word. Most were bits of spandex held together by string. They were separated into groups. Unitards and other full-body suits, legless costumes, armless costumes, arm and legless costumes, costumes that would be considered illegal in many states and even more countries, and capes. Gale motioned for me to follow.

We walked down one of the aisles to the back of the room. The back wall was floor to ceiling shoes. Most were boots of some sort and many were in styles that I wouldn't be caught dead in. Finally, Gale found a section with dress shoes. She pulled out a well-used bundle of papers on a short chain and leafed through them. They resembled the ledger papers I used at EnviroKop. I stifled a yawn. She glanced at the wall and picked a pair of shoes. They were black and plain. Just my style.

"Try them on," she handed the box to me.

I looked at it warily, "They don’t have rockets or lasers or anything, right?"

She glanced back at the sheet of paper, "Nope. Says here that they were made for a social function. Extreme durability and comfort were the design parameters."

I scowled at the size. "They're too big."

Gale frowned, "How do you know? You haven't tried them on?"

"Ted made the feet too small." I glanced at the wall, "Here, these should be closer."

Gale stifled a laugh, "So, you've been wearing shoes too big all this time?"

I growled, "Shut up. They were supposed to be resistant like the rest of my clothes. I didn't have an option." 

"Why didn't you just have Ted replace them?"

"We haven't been talking." I tried on the new shoes. They fit but they made my feet look ridiculously small. But I couldn't go walking around in my slippers all night. The irony that I'd just probably sent to prison the one guy who could replace my clothes and shoes, and maybe resize my feet, didn't escape me. 

I finished tying the second shoe and stood, "Feels good." I took a step toward Gale, "Gale, seriously, you aren't going to send Ted to Compartment or anything."

"I don't want to, Bob. But it isn't solely up to me. I've got to meet with..."

The lights went out. We were plunged into complete and total darkness. The room we were in had no windows and the door was many yards away. I stepped forward and found Gale's shoulders. She put her hands on my elbows. 

"Just hold still for a moment, Bob." She was whispering. What was it about the dark that made people whisper?

A moment later, the room was bathed in a red light. I exhaled a breath I didn't know I'd been holding. Gale did the same. For a moment, we just stared at each other, smiles on our faces, lost in the relief of the moment. The joy of being out of the darkness. 

Gale dropped her arms and cleared her throat. She paced quickly down the row of costumes, "I've got to get you back to your suite and figure out what is going on around here."

"Um..." I followed behind her, my new shoes squeaking on the tile, "okay."

When Gale opened the door, we were treated to a scene of complete pandemonium. Supers were running, flying, and sliding down the hall at full speed. Gale pulled one of the slower ones aside and asked him what was going on.

"Breach!" he gasped, "Full containment breach. Everything is offline."

"That's impossible," Gale thundered. She released the junior super and he scampered away. 

I looked down at my USB, realizing for the first time that it wasn't glowing. I pressed all the places Ted had shown me, but nothing made it respond. "Gale, my USB isn't working."

She glanced down at her own and cursed. She turned back to me and we both muttered the same word at the same time, "Ted."

I started to run down the hall, but soon found my feet touching nothing but air. Gale sent us hurtling back the way we came. Long before we arrived, she pulled us up short. The door was open. Ted was gone.

She set us down on the ground and looked at me, "Still think he didn't do it?"

I couldn't meet her eyes.

"So," I glanced into the room to confirm that Ted was, in fact, gone, "I don't see any signs of forced entry or exit."

She shook her head, angrily, "Of course not. He probably had something tucked away. Some master key or something." She turned and stormed out of the interview room, "I never should have let him keep that PPP thing on. He could have anything hidden under it. For all we knew, he could have had a gun trained on us the whole time."

I walked out after her, "It was just a questioning. You had no reason to think anything like this would happen."

"Not good enough, Bob. I'm the leader of the Bulwark. Practically the head of the Super State. I can't make mistakes like this."

"Fine," I caught up to her, "so find him. Get him back. Make him undo it. If he actually did it."

"You seriously think he didn't? Don't you think the timing is a little convenient?"

An explosion rocked the building. Dust surrounded us as I struggled to keep my footing. 

"What the hell was that?" I gasped.

"I'm not sure," Gale responded, the air around us growing thicker, "but we're getting out of here."

"I don't think so."

The voice echoed down the hall. The few remaining staff that were around us turned and ran. A few passed through walls and out of sight. One turned into a puddle of some sort of liquid and passed through a vent near the floor. In moments, we were alone. 

At the far end of the hall, near what should have been an exit to the stairwell, stood a super clad only in a speedo and boots. He was completely bald and his skin was blocky, like he was constructed out of LEGO. He leaned over and tensed and I heard what sounded like a car rolling over loose gravel. When he stood back up, his outline was less blocky. Behind him, the hall was completely caved in. 

Gale stepped toward the super, putting herself in front of me. "You don't want this, whoever you are."

"Oh, I certainly do. That bastard had me strung up for hours. Like some sort of manikin. I'm going to rip him to shreds."

I gulped, "Swell. His name is Swell. He can absorb things and shoot them out." Gale nodded sharply and squared her shoulders. I reached down and flipped on my Dampener. I placed a hand on her shoulder, pulling her back, "He can't hurt me." I stepped forward as Swell smiled at me.

"That's right, Bob; go on thinking I can't hurt you. Well, I know all about your little device now. And this?" he extended his arms forward and what could only be described as rubble shot out. "This isn't for you." The rubble soared over and landed behind us, creating a mountain of concrete and rock. 

"He's trapping us in, Bob," Gale hissed. The wind around us kicked up, but had little effect on the stream of supersonic rubble flying all around us. "Damn it." Gale cursed, "there isn't enough air in here for me to block him."

I glanced around, "The doors. Open the doors." If any of the rooms were as big as that costume room we were just in, it would increase her available air considerably. 

I watched as the doors started to disappear inwards, ripped from their hinges with a "thwok!" followed by the sound of rushing air. Every time that happened, the pressure on Swell got stronger. I could see him leaning into Gale's wind. He was trying to block the remaining doors with streams of rubble, but she was moving too fast for him. 

He was starting to run out of fuel. His skin was hanging off his body in great sheets. I could see it loosen, but it would be a slow process. I smiled as Gale pushed her advantage, opening two more doors.

Swell reached out and placed one of his hands on the sidewall. I thought it was to steady himself, to keep from falling back under the onslaught, but instead, I saw the wall start to buckle. It was like watching sand pour through a funnel except that it was being absorbed into the super. His smile returned as his feet expanded, rooting him to the spot. The wall next to him started to warp, but he managed to keep it intact so that he could draw up more material. The stream out of his remaining hand turned to a torrent and he started to coat more of the doors with debris.

"The door!" I yelled over the din, "The one to the room next to him!"

Gale squinted and then her eyes widened with understanding. The door to the room that Swell had just made a hole in disappeared and all the air she had at her disposal rushed into it. The wall at Swell's side, weakened from his power, exploded. The torrent of wind slammed into him like a truck. He was off balance, his oversized feet optimized for a frontal attack. He crashed into the sidewall, sounding like a bag of marbles being dropped on a concrete floor. 

The stream of rubble stopped and Swell grabbed his head, swaying side to side like a drunk man looking for the bathroom. I felt the air in the room rush toward us and stop. For a moment there was nothing but silence. Just the occasional crack of a rock rolling down one of the many door barricades Swell had created. Then Gale pushed her arms forward and, with a roar, the air in the room assaulted Swell. I could even feel the air from my lungs respond to Gale's power as I involuntarily coughed out what little I had. 

Swell cried out, but there was nothing he could do. The blast pulled him from the ground and sent him crashing back through the pile of rubble that he had used to block off the stairwell. Beyond was nothing but sky. Swell had absorbed all the walls in the fight. We ran over to the hole and looked down. The stairway was mostly intact, but didn't start until three stories below us. Swell was nowhere to be seen.

"You think he lived?"

Gale studied the distance through her eyemask, "If he did, he's somewhere at the bottom of those stairs. I'd hate to see what condition he'd be in."

I smiled and then turned to Gale, "I thought he was locked up."

Gale continued to study the ground for signs of the super, "Oh, is that the guy you called me about? Yeah, he was. Here. Whatever Ted did must have unlocked all the doors." 

I nodded and looked around. The Super City was in shambles. The red field over Proving Ground was gone, though the blue field over the entire City looked intact. There didn't seem to be power anywhere and I saw more than a few fires burning. It was a mess, pure and simple. I glanced over at Gale. It was clear she was thinking the same thing.

"We've got to get back to the League complex," she nodded in a direction that I supposed was where she wanted to go. "All Level 5s know to get the tippys out if something goes wrong."

I shook my head, "Power's out everywhere but the blue field still seems to be operating.  The fact that we're still alive suggests the engines, wherever they are, are still functioning. So, what does it mean?"

"That Ted doesn't want to die?"

"But how could he shut off the power to everything but the one system he doesn't understand?"

She shrugged, "Don't ask me. But my guess would be he's been studying every system he could. He probably knows this place better than anyone. Plus, the engines, wherever they are, are surely on a separate system or he'd have found them." She shook her head, "Why? Why did he have to be so nosy? Why did he have to push it like this? Couldn't he be happy with Level 4?"

"You have to admit, Level 5 would have been in order for what he did with The Raven."

Gale turned to me, "I don't have to admit that. Level 4 was a gift. Look at all that Doe has done and he's only a Level 3. You don't see him complaining about it."

The wind swirled around us and we floated out of the opening in the side of the building. Gale led us slowly toward what I quickly recognized as the League complex. Four buildings, each surrounded by freestanding walls with long, vertical openings at the corners. On the top of each building, supported by the four freestanding walls, were shuttle landing pads. Each pad had no fewer than four shuttles on them. Shuttles launched and passed us as we approached, with others being quickly loaded from the long lines of people exiting each building.

"Good," Gale muttered, "at least something is going right."

The night was black. Wherever we were, the moon had yet to rise. Or maybe it had already set. It had been a long day. The stars helped illuminate the City, but mostly the fires and the occasional red emergency light provided most of the light. Proving Ground was the best lit because of the fires but there had been enough accidents on the streets to get around. Well, if you could navigate the carnage. Supers were on the streets, on top of buildings, looking around. The ones that could were hovering over the city, looking down just like Gale and I. 

Gale turned to me, "We're going to have to make a stop first." She moved us toward the top of the blue field and closed her eyes behind her mask. After a moment, she licked her lips and whispered, "Everyone stay calm." She must have used her power over the wind and air to propagate the sound of her voice all over the City as supers and tippys alike stopped moving and started looking around. "Supers are to meet at Area 01. Those assisting in the evacuation of the League personnel are to continue until all non-supers are removed from the City. Supers found fighting or otherwise engaged will be reprimanded harshly up to and including the revocation of citizenship and imprisonment. No super is to leave the City without Bulwark approval. That is all."

Below us, the supers all started moving toward Proving Ground. The tippys on the landing pads returned to boarding their shuttles. We started floating toward the League complex. I could see a few supers on the top, ushering tippys into the shuttles. They were taking their luggage and setting it aside. A few tippys resisted, but the supers didn't relent. 

I called out over the rushing wind, "What's the plan?"

"I get you into one of those shuttles and get you, and the rest of the tippys, out of here. Then I find Doe and get him to fix the power. Lastly, I'll organize search parties and find Ted. He's not going to get away with this."

"You seriously think he's still here?"

"He has to be. There is no way to get past the field," she nodded at the blue field that I could barely make out all around us. "We test that thing constantly. There is no way to teleport through it or even fly across it without permission."

"And I'm betting a few minutes ago, you would have said there was no way to shut down the power to the entire City, too."

She stopped our progress and turned to me, "So, what are you saying?"

"I'm saying that if Ted wants to get off this rock, there is probably little you can do about it."

She grimaced, and then we continued our downward trajectory, "Maybe. But we have to look for him. If we determine he's not here, we'll deal with that. But for now, our best bet is catching him before he gets away." 

We touched down on the landing pad. A line of tippys extended from the stairwell to the shuttles. A pile of confiscated luggage was to the side with a few supers walking up and down the line answering questions. At the head of the line was Doe and his super sentry Crush. Crush was piling up the luggage while Doe was helping the tippys on to the shuttle. 

When he saw us, he waved, "Gale! Thank God!" 

Gale walked over, scanning the progress, "How's the evacuation going?"

"Almost done. Two of the buildings are empty and we're almost done here." 

I nodded at the shuttle, "This one looks different than the other one."

Doe nodded, rubbing the dent on his forehead, "We had to take everything we had out of mothballs to make sure we could get everyone out as soon as possible. Luckily the City was over a populous area. I sent down Thunderbolt and Lightningball to secure a hotel. I haven't heard from them, but communication has been down. What happened?"

Gale turned away, "Tinkerer happened."

Doe reacted as if someone had slapped him in the face, "Tinkerer? Golly, I can't believe it. I heard he'd been taken in for questioning but I didn't want to believe he could have done anything wrong."

I shrugged, "I didn't want to either, but it seems to be the case." I turned to Gale, "I need to grab something from my room."

Gale turned to me, "Forget it, Bob. We don't have any extra room."

"It won't take any room. And I'm not leaving without it."

Gale exhaled, her eyes hard behind her mask. I didn't flinch. "Fine," she finally muttered. She turned to Doe, "I'll be right back."

"What?" I exclaimed, "You're coming with me?"

"You're joking, right?" she quipped. "You haven't been here a full day and we've seen a murder, a power outage, and now a full scale evacuation. Hell yes, I'm coming with you. You are not to be out of my sight until I put you on one of those shuttles myself."

"Aww..." I sang, "you do care."

Gale rolled her eyes and pushed me toward the stairs. Halfway down the first flight we ran into Chris, bald head gleaming in the red emergency lighting. He was carrying his suitcase and looked disheveled. 

"Bob!" he smiled. "God, I'm glad you're okay. Have you seen Leon?"

I shook my head, "Wasn't he with you?"

He shook his head in kind, "Haven't seen him. Do you want me to wait for you?"

"No. That's fine. Might as well leave the luggage, though. They won't let you on with it."

He looked down at his suitcase. "Really? Damn. I just bought these suits."

Gale leaned in and whispered, "If you are one of the last ones, they may let it on. No promises though."

Chris looked back down at his suitcase, "So, it's not serious then?"

A number of the people in line turned at the question, eyes trained on Gale. She put her hands up and spoke louder, "We are only evacuating you as a precaution. We've had a power outage and we don't want you to be inconvenienced. We've secured some housing for you planetside and we'll get you back up here just as soon as we've determined the problem and made sure it won't happen again."

This mollified the tippys and they started talking quietly amongst themselves. Chris stepped out of line and waved for the people behind him to pass, "You didn't see Leon up there?" I shook my head, "Maybe I should wait for him."

I wasn't sure if he was using that as an excuse so that he could take his luggage or if he really was concerned. Gale and I continued down the steps and found that Doe was, in fact, correct. There were probably only about thirty people left behind Chris' position and the line had been moving fairly fast. I'd have to hurry if I didn't want to make the shuttle wait for me. 

We had to go down three flights of stairs to get to the building proper. From there, Gale had us exit the stairwell to cross a security corridor. Gale ripped the doors out of their frames at both ends. She said that there were quite a few lethal countermeasures for keeping people out, but apparently, none of them were active. 

"I can't believe you don't have backup power generators," I huffed, trying not to think about the trip back up the stairs. I'd have to swallow my pride and ask Gale for a ride if we wanted to make the shuttles in time.

"We do. That's why we came here, so I could see if they were active. I'm not sure how Ted bypassed them."

After backtracking to the stairwell and continuing down, we finally arrived at my suite. Gale waited in the living room while I ran back to the bathroom to retrieve the Multikey. From the door, I could see the slight light from the back of the Multikey that indicated that it was still in operation. Good. At least Mind was still...

Wait? Still in operation? But that meant that there was still power somewhere...

With a groan that shook the room, the little bit of light I was getting from the exterior windows cut out as well. A moment later and the light on the back of the Multikey dimmed and disappeared. I reached out and grabbed it, sticking it in my pocket. 

"Gale?" I called out, "What's going on?"

"Lockdown," she responded. "The building is being locked down. We're trapped."

 

* * *

 




  

Chapter 17

I paced back to the living room where Gale was standing, looking out the now black windows, "So, what exactly does 'lockdown' entail?"

Gale didn't turn, "We designed this place to be a fortress. With so many politically powerful tippys in one place, we wanted to make sure that they could be protected. The lockdown is to protect this and the other four buildings from outside threats."

I snorted, "Those walls. The ones outside the building? They slammed shut on us, didn't they."

Gale nodded, "And they are completely impregnable. Designed with all the most powerful supers in mind. Nothing can get past them. We did a test and it took the Bulwark the better part of a day to breach them." She turned to me, "A day, Bob. We're stuck here."

"But why now? Why not when the power first cut?"

She shrugged, "Beats me. Could be anything. Maybe there was a delay built in to allow for evacuation. Maybe something tripped something and it went off. Heck, maybe someone pulled a fire alarm or something."

"This place has fire alarms?"

Gale collapsed on the couch, "No."

"Oh."

I sat down as well. There was less than a seat between us. The red light made Gale's costume and eyemask look pink. Her hair turned positively black. She caught me looking at her and cocked her head to the side.

"What?"

"Nothing," I smiled. "We haven't been alone like this in a long time."

Gale laughed and reached up, removing her eyemask, "Yeah, well, you haven't been here a day yet." She rubbed the skin around her eyes. It must have been one of those masks that bonds to the skin, "I'm not sure the world can take the two of us in the same space for too long."

"Oh, I don't know. The building hasn't crumbled around us."

"Yet."

I laughed, "Yeah, yet."

We fell silent. I continued to steal looks at my wife...ex-wife. Without the eyemask, she looked even more like the woman I'd married. I rubbed the spot on my finger where my ring once lived. It was like an itch I could never scratch. 

"I do that too."

I looked up at Gale, "What?"

She nodded at my hand, "Once you wear one, it's like it is always there. A phantom ring."

"Ugh," I moaned, "don't talk about phantom pain."

Gale turned to me, "Was it bad? The leg?"

I turned forward, letting my head fall back onto the couch, "It wasn't good." I sighed, "It took a while for the legs to start responding. That was frustrating. The doctors said my brain had to learn new ways to control the legs. That the paths were different or whatever. But what I never told them was about the pain. I could feel them. Like they were burning."

"That must have been terrible."

I shrugged again, "Once the metal ones started working, the phantom pain went away. Before that, all I had were the pain killers. Those were...difficult."

"Yeah?"

"They worked, for the most part, but they made me nauseous."

"Ick."

"Upside? No chance of addiction. Downside...well, that's obvious."

Gale laughed.

"But they did have one unexpected effect. I didn't dream as long as I was on them."

"Yeah? How's that good?"

"Oh...you know. The job: it can get to a guy."

Gale nodded slowly, "You don't want to talk about it."

I rolled my head. Damn her, she knew me too well, "Doc Arts mostly. I'd dream about him getting eaten by those...things."

Gale's eyes narrowed, "Yeah? Huh, I wouldn't have guessed that. Explains your reaction in the Australian Embassy."

Gale had suspected that I'd had something to do with Doc Arts' death. I might have let on more than I intended, "Well, it was traumatic. Watching them go after him. And him just screaming..."

"I thought you ran back to his lab for the stuff to disable them?"

"I did." I answered quickly, "But it took some time."

Gale paused. "You hated him." It wasn't a question and she didn't need confirmation from me. 

"That's not a secret."

"It wasn't his fault. Abigail."

I swallowed. That had been her name. Abigail. Our daughter. The daughter than Doc Arts promised would live. And when she didn't, did he take responsibility? Did he admit that he had failed? No, he told everyone that it was my fault. Years later, I'd been vindicated. When he saved his own tippy/super hybrid daughter. But at the time...

"You never looked at me the same. After that."

"Bob..."

I turned to Gale, the words falling out, "No, don't do this. You never did. He told you it was my genes. That I was the reason. And even though you never admitted it, some part of you wondered."

Gale turned away, her tongue wetting her lips, "But it wasn't true. We know that now."

"Do we?" I put a hand on her shoulder, "Do you? Look at me, Wendi. Tell me you know that it wasn't my fault."

Gale met my eyes, "I know that."

I smiled, "You never could lie to me." Gale started to protest, but I put a hand up, "It's okay, Gale. I'm okay with that. I've learned to live with it."

"You got so distant. You left me."

I laughed, "That's not the way I remember it."

Gale shook her head, "You crawled into that bottle and you never came up for air. I was hurting too. We needed each other, but you shut me out."

"Fine," the word exploded out of me, louder than I anticipated, "it's all my fault. Is that what you want to hear?"

"No, Bob! That's not what I want. I want you back. The real you. Not that angry, half-drunk PI who spends all his time trying to figure out new ways to get himself killed."

I blinked, "I'm not trying to get myself killed."

"Really, Bob?" Gale demanded. "You show up at the final fight with The Raven; you try to piss off every super you can; heck, you show up here. In the Super City, where you probably have more enemies than anyone else. If I hadn't assigned Chevalier to you, we'd be finding you in little pieces by now."

I shook my head, "I've been doing fine without you for quite some time."

"Yeah, with my terminal."

"So, you're taking credit for everything? Without you, I'm nothing?" I could feel my blood pressure rise. If the red light wasn't making my cheeks red, I was sure they were flushed by now. "I could have been just fine without access to the Bulwark's files, you know!"

"You know what I have to deal with all day long, Bob? Men." She put a finger up, "Correction - boys. Boys in tights. It's like one big dick measuring contest all day long. God forbid a woman have anything to contribute."

"I don't see..."

"Shut up, Bob." Gale stood, her costume whipping around her angrily, "You are going to seriously sit there and tell me that I've had nothing to do with your success? All the times you've called me, all the times you've used my terminal, all of that? None of that was a help?"

"I'm not saying that. Of course. But you can't take all the credit."

She threw her hands up and turned her back to me, "So, it's down to semantics, is it? Okay, Bob, how much? How much credit can I take? Eighty percent? Fifty? What will allow you to still feel like you have a pair in your pants?"

When Gale turned back, I was still staring at the floor.

"Bob?"

I could barely speak. All the emotions were flooding back. It was like we were right back at the end of our marriage. Like it was happening all over again. I remembered a cartoon they used to show at Christmas. Maybe they still did, I don't know. About a guy who gets to see what life would have been like without him. Or maybe it was a movie. I couldn't remember. I felt like that was me. Back in time. Getting a chance to do everything again and right about to make the same mistakes all over.

I took a deep, shaky breath, "I'm sorry." I paused, bringing my head up slowly. Gale was watching me. I knew that look. She was trying to catch me in a lie. She never could, but I didn't have to hide anything this time. "I'm sorry," I repeated.

"Okay," Gale stretched out the word.

I put my hands on my knees and stood. I took a step so that Gale and I were close enough that she didn't have to squint to look in my eyes, "I'm sorry."

She nodded, uncertainly.

"I know I fucked up. I know that. You think I don't? You think I don't lie in bed and think about what could have been? I was a mess. I acted selfishly. I wasn't there for you and you left. I get that. You were right to. I was wrong. And I'm sorry."

"Bob..."

"Let me finish," I turned and took a step toward the bar before I remembered the lack of power would probably render it useless. "Have I ever acted mad at you?"

"Well..."

I scowled at her, "Now who's playing semantics?"

"Fine," she acquiesced, "not about the divorce, no."

"That's right. Because I didn't blame you, Wendi. I knew I was no good to you. But I guess I always thought we'd come back around. That we'd get a second chance. I mean...we were good together, right? At one point?" I knew I sounded like I was begging, but I couldn't help it.

"Yeah. We were."

It didn't seem like she was lying, but I could be reading my own hopes into that. It didn't matter. 

"So, maybe now is that time?"

Gale's brow furrowed, "Huh?"

"Maybe this fight with Rod...my coming here...it's like a sign. A sign that we should give it another shot."

Gale put a hand up to her mouth, her head shaking, "Oh...Bob. No. We're not...I said he needed some time to think."

"Yeah," I agreed, "which is code for 'we're breaking up'."

Gale shook her head, "No. We're not."

"But you just said, Wendi, that you want me back."

"No, I didn't."

"Yes," my voice was too loud, too shaky. "You said you want the old me back. That's what you said."

"I do. We all do. All your friends. But that doesn't mean..."

I collapsed into the couch, "But you said..."

Gale closed her eyes, "Not like that. Bob. I'm...I'm sorry."

I glanced over to the wall that hid the bar. Was there anything in here I could use to pry it open?

"So, Rod is thinking about what? How to be a bigger dick?"

Gale's eyes softened slightly, "He's a good guy, Bob."

"So your lunchboxes, t-shirts, and beach towels tell me."

"God," Gale sat slowly down next to me, a hand on my shoulder, "this is not the way I'd have you find out."

I closed my eyes. I didn't want to hear the next words. Block them out. Think about something else. You're not here. You're home. Mind is making you work on that robot project thing. Your no good assistant is late again. Alan is giving you a hard time about how little you know about literature. Liz is mad at you about the town hall meeting thing. She wants to meet to chew you out. There are black BMWs following you; you've been working for EnviroKop and they've been connected to the person or persons who could bring Nineteen back to you. 

Nineteen. Think about Nineteen.

Your dartboard is downstairs in your office. You need to figure out a way to...

"I'm pregnant."

It didn't work. I couldn't unhear it. Pregnant. That was it then. That was all. It was over. I'd lost her forever. 

"Are you sure?" Why had I said that? Who was controlling my mouth? God, I needed out of this room. Now. Out. Anywhere but here. I reached for my pocket but it was empty.

"Yeah, I'm sure. It's early, but it seems to be going well."

"So...what's Rod thinking about?"

Gale sighed, "I don't know. He wasn't ready. I mean, neither was I, but, you know, what can I do? It happened."

I looked at her, my mind still spinning. Like a drunk falling off a barstool, it grabbed on to anything it could, "So, he might not come back? He might..."

She shrugged, "Maybe. But if you think that means..." I put a hand up to interrupt, but she ignored me, "Bob, I don't see us getting back together. I just don't. I'm sorry."

A smile appeared on my face. My mouth was acting without consulting my brain, "That's fine. I mean, it isn't, but it is. But, perceptions change right? You might see something that you remember you loved." I stood, "See, I haven't had a drink in hours." I shrugged, "Change is in the wind, Wendi. You never know what might happen."

"Bob, don't get your hopes up. I really don't think..."

I turned, unwilling to allow her to finish, "Continue in that vein then. Not thinking. Getting back with me would be stupid; I get that. But did you ever think that I might not want to get back with you now that you're knocked up, huh? Damaged goods and all?"

Gale rolled her eyes, "Shut up, Bob."

I put my hands out, "I'm just sayin'. Maybe you're not good enough for me anymore."

Gale tried to look perturbed, but couldn't help but laugh, "You're an idiot. I'm way too good for you."

"Agreed, on both counts."

For a moment, maybe a minute, we just looked at each other. It was as if I were seeing her for the first time in years. I'm not sure what she saw when she looked back at me. After a while...both too short and too long...it grew uncomfortable.

I cleared my throat, "Now," I glanced at the kitchen, "what do you think the possibility is that we'll run into that Swell guy again?"

Gale laughed, "The guy I sent out the side of the building? Little to none."

I shot her a wink, "I bet you a kiss that we do."

Gale frowned, "What am I, twelve?"

"Fine, if you don't think you'll win..."

Gale put her hand on her hip, "Fine. A kiss if we see him again."

"Two if I'm the one to take him out?"

"Oh, come on, Bob. Let's be serious."

"If you don't think I can do it; what do you have to lose, Wendi?"

Gale's eyes narrowed, "What do I get if he doesn't show?"

"You don't have to kiss a fat guy. Isn't that reward enough?"

Gale thought about it. "Okay, I'll give you a choice. Either you tell me who this Chris guy is you've been hanging out with or..." she bit her bottom lip, "you take Liz out on a date."

My head snapped back, "Liz? A date?"

Gale put up a finger, "A proper date. Flowers, dinner, walk on the beach, the whole nine yards."

"But, she's barely speaking to me."

Gale shook her head, "Bob, you are such an idiot."

 

* * *

 

"What did you grab from the kitchen?"

"Stuff," I called back over my shoulder. "I should have bet you I could get us a way out of here," I laughed, "we'd be making out by the end of it."

"Fat chance."

"Hey, watch the fat jokes."

"Well, if the suit fits."

I stopped and turned to Gale, "Seriously, I'm fat?"

Gale lowered her head, looking at me over her nose, "Seriously?"

"Yeah."

"Yes. You're fat. It's okay, though. You wear it well."

"Seriously?"

"Seriously? No. You should lose some weight before that date with Liz."

I shrugged, "That remains to be seen. First you have to lose the first bet and then I have to lose the second."

"But," Gale followed and I continued toward the stairwell, "if he doesn't show, you lose both by default."

"Hey, that's not fair!" I protested.

"You made the rules. He doesn't show and you've got to take Liz out and tell me about Chris."

I opened the stairway door for her. She stepped in and turned back to me.

"Why don't you give me a hint about Chris?"

I let the door shut behind me, "He's my fat shield. I keep him around to make me look thinner."

"Puh," Gale scoffed, "he's not that fat." She turned, "So, what's the plan? We can't get out from the roof. That's been secured. There were no windows in the stairway to begin with and any exterior doors have been sealed by the lockdown. So..."

"Well," I smiled, "I'm guessing this place is in some way tied into the catacombs? Or whatever you call it?"

She nodded. "That should be sealed too, though."

"Sealed as tight as the walls?"

Gale paused, "Probably not."

"And from what I've seen of your power, it's gotten a lot stronger. You can get us into the catacombs?"

"And then what? There are miles of tunnels down there and no guarantee that there will be any emergency lights. And even if there are, all the other exits will be locked down too."

"Well, I'm not worried about the miles of tunnels, but the lack of light might be an issue."

Gale's eyes narrowed, "What do you have in mind?"

I smiled, "Trust me."

Gale didn't respond.

After the first ten flights of stairs, I started to get really winded. Gale, even without her power, wasn't even breathing hard. I guessed she could control how much oxygen was available for her or something. Cheater. I thought about asking her for a lift, but one look at how much she was enjoying my exertion told me she probably would laugh at me. 

Well, laugh more.

The building was tall. I was beginning to think this was a lousy plan. I was soaked with sweat, my white dress shirt sticking to my back. I untucked and unbuttoned it. Underneath was one of my "Supers Suck" T-shirts. Gale scowled at it.

"I'm sorry, Wendi. Really. It was all I had."

I took the dress shirt off and used it to wipe the sweat off my face. It occurred to me that I was missing an opportunity here.

"You know, I've been meaning to ask you," I huffed.

"Yeah?"

"The geniuses? Where are they all?"

Gale didn't answer at first as we continued our descent, "We don't know. I was hoping a few would have shown up by now. But all the tests have been negative. Close, but negative."

I shook my head, "That's weird, right?"

"Yeah, we've been toying with lowering the cutoff."

"Really? Wow. Things must be desperate."

"Well, not yet. But soon. This place," Gale motioned around us, "it cost a lot. We didn't quite break the bank, but we definitely used a lot of our reserves."

"And Proving Ground? Basically for training the new recruits?"

"Bob," Gale shook her head, "you don't even know. Most supers are lucky to use their powers once a week. Even then, you aren't going all out. We always thought that powers didn't really grow that much. But it isn't true. A few weeks in Proving Ground, and pretty much everyone gets stronger. We don't have as many supers, but the ones we have? Much more powerful."

I nodded, gulping for air and thinking. "And new supers? I've heard that they are starting to manifest earlier?"

Gale actually stopped at this. I stopped as well, thankful for the break. "You heard that?"

I nodded, unable to respond.

"Hmm...Well, yeah. That seems to be the case. As young as seven. I saw a boy...well, we had to move him here for his parents' safety. It's...well, we don't know what it means." A bitter laugh escaped, "What we need is more geniuses to figure these things out."

"And Ted doesn't do humans," I managed.

"Well, after this, Ted won't be doing much of anything." She shook her head, "I wouldn't have believed it, Bob. Ted is just so...Ted. He's like that funny kid that talks about burning down the school, but never does. All talk."

"Yeah," I agreed.

Gale continued to shake her head, lost in thought, "I just...I guess I expected more."

"Me too." I nodded to the stairs, "Shall we?"

Gale smiled, "Well, look at you. Can't get enough exercise, huh?"

I smiled back weakly, sweat stinging my eyes, "You're looking at a new Bob."

Gale laughed, "Honestly, it looks like I'm looking at a Bob on the verge of a heart attack." A sly smile spread across her face, "Would you like a ride? I could float you right down the center of the stairwell."

Damn her. She knew I couldn't accept and that I'd be thinking about swallowing my pride and saying yes. "No way! I'm just getting warmed up."

"Oh," Gale laughed, "it looks like you are plenty warm." I turned and started down. Gale called after, "I can feel the heat from here."

"Are you saying I'm hot?" I called back.

"However you want to interpret that, big boy."

"I'm not fat!" I muttered.

"Yes, you are."

The voice came from the next landing. Out of a shadow stepped Swell. He was completely deflated and his skin was hanging off his body in large waves. His smile was huge and malicious and full of the promise of terrible things that he planned on doing to us. 

I closed my eyes for moment. "Thank God," I whispered. I didn't think I could take another set of stairs. I turned back to Gale who had replaced her eyemask, "I win."

Her eyes narrowed, "Only one. But I don't think you should go for two."

I turned back to Swell. The shadow that he had stepped out of moved. Sounding like a sheet being drawn across a mattress, it ran up the wall and past me. When it hit the landing above me, the shadow catapulted off and engulfed Gale. It wasn't like it wrapped around her; it landed on her and she disappeared into it. A moment later the shadow appeared on the wall and juked around spastically. Whatever was happening, Gale was fighting it.

I turned back to Swell, "So, we going to do this thing? I've got another kiss to win."

Swell's smile widened as he reached out to the wall.

 

* * *

 




  

Chapter 18

I laughed at the super who was slowly drawing the material from the wall, "You aren't seriously going to try that again, are you? You've tried to shoot it at me and trap me with it. What's next? Crush it into a powder and make me cough to death?"

Swell's eyes narrowed, "Oh, I'm going to enjoy this..." The concrete, wires, metal, and who knows what else flowed into his body through his hand. Occasionally he'd adjust his shoulders or crack his neck, moving the material around under his skin or crushing it to a finer texture.

The shadow super bounced across the ceiling and the walls, apparently still locked in a brawl with my ex-wife. Swell was content to stall for time and I didn't mind at all. I had to get closer, anyhow.

I took a few steps down the stairs, trying to act nonchalant, "So, let me make a few guesses and you tell me if I'm right." I didn't wait for him to answer, "First, you weren't hired by EnviroKop."

He nodded, his eyebrows up, "Nice. You know. Yes, a third party hired me. They are the ones that want you alive. They wanted you alive then as well, but EnviroKop had different ideas."

"And now?"

He sighed, like a cat playing with a ball of twine, "Now? I don't care what they want. I can't let you go on living. Not after what you did to me, and my brother. You or that bitch."

"Whew," I whistled. "Don't let her hear you say that."

"After my sister is finished with her, she won't be hearing much of anything."

A small laugh crawled up my throat, "Wow. Big family, huh? You know, one of the things I love about supers is how confident you all are. It's like you aren't born with the part of your brain that says, 'hey, I'm about to get my ass kicked.'" 

I took another step. Swell took his hand off the wall, his skin pulled tight over sharp things underneath. He started to roll his shoulders, arms and torso, and even stomped his feet a few times. Each movement was followed by a grinding sound. After each, his skin looked a little smoother.

"You don't seriously think you can defeat me, do you?" Swell started to crack his knuckles.

"Oh, I don't know. But I'm not done with my guesses." I stopped and lowered my head, "You don't mind, do you?"

"Oh, not at all." Swell cracked his neck menacingly, "Take your time. We're locked in here. If Shade there hadn't squeezed us in at the last minute, we'd never have made it."

"First, your power. You absorb stuff, shoot it out, get extra strength, speed, whatever from it, right?" 

Swell's arm rose. I was running out of time. I needed to stall him.

I put up a hand to stop him, "But that's not all, is it? I've seen you in action. You seem to expel more than you absorb. So it's like your body makes more of it or something."

Swell's arm paused and his eyes narrowed, "I guess. I never thought about it."

That was good news. I took another step, a bit to the side this time, and changed the subject, "Okay. So, this third party. They were represented by one man. Gideon Sans."

Swell's jaw and hand dropped.

"And you never met anyone else, right?"

His chin quivered, "How did you know..."

"Ah!" I put up a finger, "It's still my turn. I guess right, you tell me." I tapped my chin, taking another step, "So, where was I? Oh yes, Sans. I'll tell you something you didn't know. Sans works for Siddeon."

Swell's eyes grew wide, "No! He's..."

"Dead? So I keep hearing. But I'm starting to doubt it. So, what I have to wonder is why Siddeon wants me alive? Good question, right?"

I took a final step toward Swell. We were now only a few feet apart. "So, if this third party is, in fact, Siddeon. And Siddeon wants me alive. What do you think he'll do if you defy him?"

Swell licked his lips, his eyes distant. I took the last step down onto the landing. Now I was within arm's reach of the super. Perfect.

"No!" Swell said more to himself than me, "You're just trying to distract me. To get me to let you off."

I shook my head, "Actually no, I'm not. I fully expect you to try to kill me. My guess is that you're planning on squeezing or choking me."

Swell looked confused and somewhat disgusted. It was one thing to have a general plan of how to kill someone. It was something completely different to have your intended victim tell you, in a level and calm voice, how you were going to do it.

I stuck my hands in my pants pockets and shrugged, "It's okay. You're just being a typical super. Just don't get mad when I do THIS!" 

I brought out my left hand carrying an open box  filled with a white powder. I flung the powder at Swell who took an involuntary step back. The powder covered his face and most of his upper body. He coughed at first, but then the powder faded into his skin. 

Swell looked at his hands and then started feeling his chest for injury. After a moment, when it became clear that he was unharmed, he glared at me, "I don't know what you are trying to pull, Bob..."

I looked at the box like it had offended me, "Huh. I thought that would at least slow you down." I threw the box on the floor, "I guess you are a lot more powerful than I expected."

The wicked smile returned to Swell's face, "Damn straight. Now come here and...how did you phrase it? Hug it out?"

I slowly raised my eyes to the ceiling, "Oh...I remember..."

Swell stopped, irritated, "What?"

"Something my ex-wife said. It takes two to tango."

Swell scowled, "What?"

I pulled out my right hand and squeezed the soft plastic bottle. The clear liquid hit Swell in the face and chest. This time, he didn't flinch or pull back, but instead, just started absorbing it. I tried to get as much of the liquid on him as possible. His power was, if nothing else, thorough. Almost none of the liquid touched the ground.

"You're such a grrggghph..."

Swell's words were lost in a stream of foam. His expression was, at first, confused, and then panicked. 

I couldn't help it. I laughed. However his power worked, it was keeping the reaction going. Swell fell to the floor, foam pouring from his mouth, nose, and ears. His body was bulging like little explosions were going on just under the skin. He was saying things. Probably either threatening me or crying for help. I couldn't make it out. 

Finally, I leaned over the top of him and shouted, "I'm not sure if you can hear me through the bubbles, but remember what I said about Compartment? That's totally happening. And when people ask, tell them I defeated you with vinegar and baking soda."

"Vinegar and baking soda? I don't get it."

I turned. Gale was standing behind me. Behind her, in a heap, was the prone figure of what could only be the super called Shade. I didn't give her a second glance. Gale was bleeding from a cut on her cheek just under her mask, and the five yards of fabric she used as a costume was a little worse for wear, but overall, she looked okay.

"What?" I laughed, "You never made one of those volcanos in science class?"

Gale continued to watch Swell spewing more and more all over the floor, "How long is he going to go on like that?"

I shrugged, "I'm supposed to know? He was going to kill me. Plus," I paused for effect, "he called you a bitch."

Gale's eyes frosted over. She looked back at Swell. His eyes, from what we could see behind the foam, were wide with terror. Gale cocked her head and Swell levitated. 

"What happens if you shake him?"

"Got me. I never shook a volcano before. But you should probably..."

It was too late. The wind rushed around us and Swell tumbled end over end, bouncing up and down on the breeze. Swell exploded a little, foam shooting from places I couldn't, or maybe my mind wouldn't, identify. I jumped to the side, but still got a lot of it on my legs and shoes. Gale's power kept most of it off her, but I saw a few bubbles in her hair. With a flick of her hand, Swell soared up through the center of the stairwell and out of sight. Gale dusted her hands off and turned to me.

"Well, that wasn't such a hot idea."

I laughed, "I tried to warn you. You know," I raised an eyebrow, "you owe me a kiss."

Gale rolled her eyes, "Later."

"Two, technically."

"Later, Bob."

"Fine, Wendi. But a bet is a bet."

"What was that bit about Compartment?"

I smiled, "Oh nothing."

Gale raised an eyebrow over her mask and floated over the foam and joined me on the stairs. I looked past her, up the stairwell. Had we passed my office yet? Probably. My dartboard was still on the couch in my office. I really wanted to retrieve it. Leaving it behind with all the clues to Nineteen's search was generally a bad idea but how could I explain it to Gale? 

I shook my head. There was nothing for it. I'd have to get it later. We continued down. While we walked, all I could think about was how much of a child I was being. Betting for kisses? What was I thinking? But I'd already opened my big mouth, and honestly, she was playing along. So maybe she was open to me? Maybe there was more to Rod's absence than she was admitting? But what was the deal with that Liz thing? It didn't make sense.

What seemed to be hours later, we were near the bottom of the building. The stairs continued into the basement and, hopefully, farther. I wasn't sure how far down we'd have to go to get to the bottom, but the bottom of the City was where we needed to go. The break to talk with Swell had helped, but I was still sweating profusely. The adrenalin might be part of the problem, but the size of my belly surely was most of it. I wiped my forehead with the back of my arm and took a deep breath. 

Eventually, we ended up in front of a huge door. Vault like. Something that might be in a bank.

"Now what?" 

"Now...we find a way around this thing," I put my hand on it. It was cold and felt like metal.

"And how do you propose we do that?"

"I don't know, leader of the Bulwark. What do you suggest?"

Gale turned back to the door and tightened her eyes. After a moment, she closed them and her fingers started to twitch by her sides. The costume settled on her and I was suddenly very aware of how alone we were. It was dead silent. 

"There's a manual lock. Probably some sort of backup. It isn't hermetically sealed. I'm surprised. I'll have to take that up at the next Security Council."

She wasn't talking to me. From inside the door, things started to click and whir. I just tried to stay quiet and not pant too hard. Gale didn't move. She was like a statue. A beautiful, barely-clothed statue. 

I looked away. I was an idiot. She'd never take me back. Rod was going to come back and she'd leave. I had to accept that. I shook my head. This was a conversation I'd had with myself, in some form or another, for years. But, dammit, she was Gale. Wendi. My wife. Ex-wife. It was...I had to try, didn't I? Didn't she deserve to know how I felt?

I opened my mouth to speak, but shut it again before I could. She knew. How could she not? I'd been begging her to take me back for years. And, what? Now that she's down and vulnerable, I thought she'd come running back to me? I knew that wasn't going to happen. I knew it. Stop. Just stop.

The door swung forward and Gale turned to me, a playful smile on her face, "Well, it isn't a volcano, but it'll...Bob?" Her express changed to worry. "Are you okay?"

I put on a smile, "Of course. Sorry. Just thinking."

Gale's smile returned, "Well, don't hurt yourself. You look like someone ran over your puppy."

"Naw," I walked past her, "I'm fine."

When I was told that there was a cellar under the City that was sometimes called 'catacombs', I got two pictures in my head. Neither of them matched what I found beyond that door. Stepping forward, we entered into a larger space with a staircase heading down. To either side, there were long hallways with pipes running along the walls and ceiling that stretched off to the horizon. The walls and floors were unfinished concrete. The hallways, from what I could see under the dim emergency lighting, occasionally opened up to larger rooms and maybe turned into suspended walkways. Knowing how lackadaisical supers could be about safety, I didn't want to know what they were suspended over. 

Probably vats of acid or tanks full of sharks.

I crossed to the stairway, "This way."

"Wait," Gale objected, "we aren't going to try to head back to the surface?"

I shook my head, "I'm betting all of that is locked down anyhow. We were lucky to get this far. No, we're heading down."

"Why? I don't..."

"Shh..."

Gale's expression transformed to annoyance. She hated it when I shushed her. Heck, come to think about it, I don't know anyone that liked to be shushed. I made a mental note to use that more when talking to supers. 

"Do that again, and I'll make sure you breathe all the available helium around you whenever I'm around."

I smiled, "Hey, maybe I could do voiceovers for cartoons!"

Gale shook her head, "Shut up, Bob."

I turned and headed down the stairs, calling back, "Down. We're headed down."

Every few floors or so, we'd hit a larger room. Again we'd see the hallways. Near the openings were a few doors. In the guise of being exploratory, I took a breather. Behind each of the doors were huge rooms full of food, mechanical parts, fabric (an alarming amount of spandex in my opinion), and more. 

"Storage, mostly," Gale explained. She pointed above one of the doors. There was a stenciled number painted above the frame, "It's all cataloged." She motioned to the ceiling, "See that central tube? There is a transport system that uses it. You can plug in the room number and it'll..." She faded off, eyes distant.

"What?" My senses suddenly alert. I tried to slow my breathing, to concentrate. But I didn't hear anything.

"Do you smell that?" Gale didn't seem to be sniffing. She must be using her power in some way.

"No. Nothing."

Gale pushed me gently to the side and walked toward each of the hallway openings. After a moment in each, she came back to the center of the room. Lastly, she headed toward the stairway down.

"Here. It's coming from..." she paused again. "Stay close, Bob." She extended her hand. 

I looked at her hand like it was a candy bar that had been dropped in mud. I really wanted to take it, but I wasn't sure how the people around me would react. Did she really want me to hold her hand? What was she trying to tell me?

She shook her hand and then turned and whispered at me, "Come on, Bob. Something is wrong."

I swallowed and stepped forward, taking her hand. It was warm. She was always warm. It was part of her power. She could control the temperature of the air around her. I'd forgotten. I'd forgotten so much. The texture of her hand, the way her knuckles were slightly larger than you'd expect from the hand-to-hand training, the bronzed skin from all the time flying around under the sun. It was like putting on an old shoe I hadn't worn in years - both comfortable and new. I found myself reaching for her ring. I used to center the diamond. The ring, of course, wasn't there. 

Gale pulled me close and kept me there. "Stop rubbing my hand; you're distracting me."

I stopped my thumb from caressing the back of her hand, "Sorry. Old habits."

"Shh..." she responded, concentrating on the bottom of the stairs. 

The air around us grew heavy. I'd experienced this before. She used to practice putting fields of good air around things and people. We'd spray perfume or maybe a bit of smoke and see if she could keep it out. Whatever was in the air, she was afraid of it.

Finally, she nodded and headed down the stairs. She kept the pressure on my hand and arm so that I was practically hip to hip with her. We walked down slowly. I never noticed any smell of any kind. Gale, however, was as tense as I'd ever seen her. Step after step, we descended. I wanted to talk, to quip, to tell a fart joke. Anything to break the tension. But Gale rarely took anything this seriously unless it was important. 

We reached the next landing and stopped as we exited the stairway. Gale turned her head as if to listen. We took a few small steps forward and stopped.

I couldn't take it anymore, "What is it?" I whispered.

She shook her head, but didn't respond. She glanced down both the hallways. I did the same. They looked the same as all the others. Except...

"That one is blocked," I, again, whispered.

Gale nodded, her face a mask of granite. Just barely within the range of my vision, a cave-in had blocked off the hallway. Probably one hundred feet away. Maybe closer.

"This one too." 

I turned. Gale was right. I hadn't noticed it at first, but part of the suspended portion of the hallway was missing.

"Could this have been how Ted cut the power to the City?" 

Gale shook her head again, "No. At least, I don't think so. The City was designed with multiple redundant systems. I wouldn't think something like one line being cut could shut the City down like this."

I nodded. It made sense. The cables running over our heads and around the walls looked no different from the others we'd seen. But still. Someone had closed off this section for a reason.

I pulled Gale toward one of the hallways. She resisted at first, but then followed. I approached one of the doors and put my hand on the knob. I glanced at Gale. She nodded. I could feel the sheath of air around us grow a bit harder. If there had been any outside sounds, those probably would have been deadened too.

I turned the knob. It didn't resist. I paused for moment, readying myself to jump out of the way if something came hurtling out at me.

Gale put a hand on my forearm, whispering "Maybe I should go first."

I scowled, playfully, "Hey, I survived The Raven...twice. You think I can't handle a door?"

"Depends on the door."

I turned back to the door. Hard or soft? That was always the question in situations like this. Hard is good for when there is a need for a dramatic or sudden entrance. Soft is good for stealth and traps. I'd always been of the opinion that soft was better. Too many supers, and tippys for that matter, liked to booby trap doors. Yank them open, and get an explosion or shotgun shell to the chest. With slow, you could look out for such things.

I pushed the door slowly. No light inside the room. That was in line with the other rooms we'd explored earlier. As soon as the door was open enough, I stuck my fingers in and felt around the knob. I didn't feel any strings or anything. I pushed it a bit more. Now I could see in. Still no evidence of traps. That didn't mean there weren't any. Just that I couldn't find them.

I took a breath and pushed the door all the way, cringing as I did so. Nothing. No explosion or blast. No trapdoor under us (not that Gale would have let us drop). I opened my eyes. 

"What is this place?" I whispered. 

Gale stepped forward and into the room, "I...I don't know."

It was as if someone had taken my high school chemistry class and transferred it to this room. There were long tables, big enough for five or six people to work around, in neat rows. Each had multiple outlets for gas and power; even a few Bunsen burners were lying around. The walls were lined with frosted glass cabinets that were full of hazy shapes of a multitude of colors and sizes. The rear wall was covered with stainless steel refrigeration or freezer units. The room was huge. I did a quick estimation of the number of tables. At least twenty. Maybe more. 

The only really outstanding feature of the room was the center. A cylindrical piece of equipment reached from floor to ceiling. It had multiple viewing stations looking like something scavenged off a submarine. The entire unit was easily five feet in diameter. Gale took a step toward it.

I pulled back on her arm, "No way. We are not going to poke that thing."

She grimaced at me, "I wasn't going to poke it; I was just going to..."

I pulled her harder toward the door, "You were just going to poke it. Or look at it. Or see if there was a button on it you could push. No way, Gale."

"What?" she smiled sardonically, "Are you afraid?"

"Hey," I whispered emphatically, "I'm not the one with powers. And the way I've lived as long as I have is because I don't come across some piece of equipment that looks all high tech and probably full of zombies and think, 'yeah, I'm going to go see what that does.'" I pulled her again, "No, Wendi. We are NOT going to poke that thing."

She looked back toward the room, "Well, okay. I guess we can have Doe take a look at it."

"See!" I tried to keep my voice down. Who knew? It could've been sound activated. I grabbed the door and closed it as quietly as I could. "That's the most sense you've made. You've got a super genius on staff. Let him take care of it." I looked around, "Power's out and it hasn't exploded? Do. Not. Poke. It."

Gale waved her free hand at me, "Fine. Point made. Can we move on?"

I snarled at her. She shook her head and tried not to laugh. Together, we moved across the hall and tried another door. It was the same. This one didn't have the cylinder in the center of the room, but instead had what looked to be a huge cage full of animals. Except we didn't recognize any of them. This time Gale insisted we go in. I was sure we'd find an empty cage with a door ajar, but we didn't. The animals were some sort of hybrids. Like someone had put together a deck of cards with animal parts in them and dealt each one out. Some were cute, most were terrifying, but all of them looked deadly. 

And dead. They were all dead.

Gale and I left without a word. When I shut the door, Gale turned to me, her eyes wet behind her mask.

"What's going on, Bob? What is this place?"

I shook my head, "I don't know. It doesn't make sense. It looks like a lab...a huge one, but how? It isn't protected from the stairs at all. Anyone could walk down here. How could it be secret?"

Gale shook her head, "It couldn't. It can't. We'd know. There is no way we could have something this big under our noses. We just..." her voice faded out. 

We'd stopped whispering. With the dead animals and the lack of sound anywhere, it didn't seem necessary. Gale, probably reflexively, kept the air around us tight. We continued exploring the rooms. One after the other. Labs. Tables, cabinets, refrigerators, weird devices in the center of each room. It was eerie. I could see the confusion on Gale's face.

And fear. She was afraid.

I wanted to welcome her to my world. Hell, to the tippy world. We were used to it. We were constantly kept in the dark by the supers. In a state of perpetual fear. But I couldn't. Maybe some other day. But not here, not now. 

We'd started skimming the rooms. We found one that was full of supplies and discarded equipment. A few with rows and rows of shelves filled with everything from electronics to jars filled with specimens submerged in liquid. There was one room with massive machines with huge plates and cutting jaws surrounded by hydraulic pistons. I wasn't sure what they might be used for. I thought I even spied a laser. 

I pushed open one door and glanced inside. It was dark, but I could see the tables. "Another lab." I shook my head, "We should keep going. This is getting us nowhere."

Gale's eyes were wide, her eyemask stretching to accommodate. The air around us doubled in density and I had to gasp for a breath. Gale frowned an apology and the air started to flow a little more freely. She stepped past me and into the room.

"It's here. This is where it is from."

"It? What 'it'?"

Gale pushed the door fully open. 

I was right; it was a lab. Just like the others. But for one difference. It was full of bodies. Men and women in white lab coats stacked floor to ceiling. Dozens of them. 

"My God," I whispered.

 

* * *

 




  

Chapter 19

Floor to ceiling was not an overstatement. The bodies were stacked like macabre bricks, arms and legs dangling from the wall of bodies. If the room was the same size as the others, and I had no reason to believe it wasn't, the wall was at least two layers thick. Maybe three. Given the size of the labs we'd seen, it was easily the entire complement of staff. 

In the red light, I expected them to start moaning, standing, and shuffling toward us mumbling, "Brainssssss..."

I swallowed. Gale hadn't moved. Her grip on my hand was slowly tightening and I could feel the heat and humidity in the air around us. I heard a drop hit the ground. Another. I looked down. 

Tears. She was crying.

"Gale?"

Gale spun, her eyes wet and fiery behind her eyemask, "Under my nose, Bob! Under my goddamn, nose!" she screeched through clenched teeth.

I stepped past her, her hand forgotten in mine. The bodies were all dressed the same. Lab coats and the sort of pants that doctors wear. I looked around, taking in the bodies as impassively as I could. It was such a surreal scene that, with the red lights and all, I didn't have the sense of revulsion I should have. Like most people, I'd seen my fair share of dead bodies in my line of work but this... This was different. I'd never seen anything on this scale. It was...unreal.

"I don't see any injuries. Nothing to suggest what killed them." From the doorway, I continued to study the wall of bodies. Gale wasn't allowing me any closer, not that I was trying very hard. "No wounds, burns...anything. What do you think?"

"I think Ted better not be behind this. That you've been right about him all this time. Because, if it is him..."

I swallowed back my shock and revulsion. I needed to focus. Try to see past the horror. I scanned the macabre pile trying to find any clues. Any linkages.

"Come on, Gale. Look at them." I pulled on her hand. "Just...what do you think? Gas?"

Gale turned, her eyes dry, but hard, "Maybe. There is something wrong with the air. I sensed it below. But I couldn't tell you if it was the decay or some poison. It's just...wrong."

I nodded. Gale's power was considerable, but just because she could control the wind and air didn't mean she could analyze it. She was playing it safe and I was glad. If there was some sort of gas...she could filter it out if she knew what it was. Or, more specifically, how it felt to her power. 

"Do you notice anything odd about the bodies?" I turned to Gale, desperate to get her emotions in check.

"Other than they are dead?" She demanded.

I resisted the urge to shush her. Instead, I whispered my next response, rather than speaking quietly like we had been doing, "Look at them. How they are dressed."

She blinked away her anger and actually looked at the bodies. Together we walked into the room. I glanced back at the door behind us.

"Um...just in case? Keep an eye on that door. I don't want to be locked in here with them."

Gale glanced back at the door and nodded. She knew that I meant for her to use her power to block any attempt to close the door. She turned back to the bodies.

"They are all dressed the same."

"Yes," I prompted, "and..."

Gale's eyes flicked from body to body, "You're right about the wounds. I don't see any. Maybe a broken bone or two, but that could have been from moving them in here."

I nodded. They couldn't have been killed here. Not the way they were stacked up. 

"They are all wearing goggles of some kind."

"What?" I stepped forward. I hadn't noticed, but she was right. Many of the goggles had been knocked free, but there were enough with them still strapped to their heads that it was clearly a pattern.

"You think this is what you saw earlier." Gale paused, "God, was that only earlier today? How is that possible?"

I nodded, "Yeah. I must have caught sight of one of these people. And that means..."

"They were alive only a few hours ago!" Gale whispered excitedly. 

"Well, I wouldn't go that far. At best you could say that at least one of them was alive. But it could have been exactly what you said - someone in a lab coat that allowed my mind to fill in the blanks. But, that wasn't what I was trying to point out."

Gale looked back at the bodies, her head shaking from side to side. "I don't see anything else."

"Well, there is a lot to see that you probably are assuming I already know. There are men and women. I couldn't say it was an equal distribution, but enough that it should be noted. There is no evidence of resistance. Their hands are clean and there are only superficial wounds on their bodies." I pointed at a figure, "See there? That gash on his head? No blood. That happened after he died." I straightened up, "But it is their faces you should be looking at."

Gale continued to shake her head for a moment, "I don't know, Bob, what? They all look normal to me."

I laughed at the slip of the tongue. "Normal. Exactly."

Gale's eyes widened and she looked back at the bodies, "Tippys? All of them?"

It was my turn to shake my head, "I don't think so. See that guy? He looks like he may be a super. A few others as well. Supers, whether you and your friends like to admit it or not, have a 'look'. It is most noticeable in the bone structure, but it invariably leads to a person that is, on average, more attractive than the average tippy. Sure, some tippys are every bit as attractive as supers, but most supers are much more attractive than most tippys."

Gale scoffed at the familiar argument, "You love to say that, but I still say it is because we spend most of our days exercising and tippys don't."

"Start paying us for wearing spandex and acting like assholes and we'll trim up too."

Gale rolled her eyes, "Stop it, Bob." She turned back to the bodies, "So, what does this mean?"

I started moving toward the door, Gale's hand warm in mine, "Well, playing devil's advocate...if this is Ted, and I'm not saying it is, when he cut the power, it started a chain reaction. It was the switch that started his endgame. Whoever these poor souls were, working down here, they had outlived their usefulness. So they were disposed of." 

We exited the room and I closed the door quietly, noting the room number. I lowered my voice to a whisper, "Ted gets caught. We confront him. He triggers the power outage. One of his super friends or maybe a force of henchmen stack up the bodies, and he is, most likely, on his way out."

Gale whispered back, "You think?"

"Doesn't matter who it is. They have to know that these bodies aren't going to be hidden for long. They are likely actively hiding this area. They've got to be on their way out and expect all this to be uncovered soon after."

The wind kicked up under us and my feet left the ground, "Then we have to hurry." The floor whipped by as we sped down the hallway toward the stairs. 

"Wait," I hissed. 

"No time, Bob. We've got to get out of here and find the rest of the Bulwark before Ted gets out of the City."

Gale wasn't being as noisy with her flight as I'd heard, but there was no way to be quiet about it. Being supported on a jet of wind just isn't a silent process. I tried to argue with her, but she wasn't having it. We careened down two, three sets of stairs. More. Landings and hallways came and went, but Gale didn't slow. My head was whipping side to side, looking for an ambush at the bottom of each flight. But none came. Finally, we pulled to a halt when we ran out of stairs. It was a room much like the first one after the vault. Except, instead of a vault door in front of us, we were looking at a featureless door of metal that was barely distinguishable from the solid metal wall. 

I bit back a curse.

Finally, Gale put me down and I felt the protective sheath of air release. Immediately, my ears started to throb and I had to swallow and force a few yawns to equalize them. It didn't seem like we had gone far enough down to justify having to pop my ears, but maybe it was a side effect of Gale's air sheath.

I blew a breath through nearly closed lips, "That," I pointed at it, "is a big freakin' door."

Gale nodded slowly. "Suggestions?"

"You huff and you puff..."

Gale cut me off with a look, "I thought you had a plan."

I shrugged, "I do. We get to the bottom. We peel off a piece of that bottom. We drop out. You fly us around and back through the blue field."

She turned on me, "That's your plan?"

I squared up to her, "You had a better one? I mean, other than, 'let's do exactly what anyone would expect and try to head back to the surface'."

Gale's lips turned white under the pressure of her trying to come up with a retort. Finally she settled on, "Shut up, Bob."

I smiled, "You're so cute when you're angry." I added under my breath, "And wrong. Definitely cute when you're wrong."

"I heard that."

"You hear everything. When I mumble, that's meant for me. You know that."

"That was a stupid deal when we were married. I don't have to pretend not to hear your snide remarks anymore."

I was looking around the room. It was like the others, except there were no long hallways off to the sides. Curious, I started to run my hand along the right wall where a hallway should be. Felt solid enough. I looked back toward the other wall. Looked solid as well. But something was off. What was it?

"Is this room the same size as the others?" I muttered.

Gale looked around. "I don't know. Looks like it." Gale turned to the metal door and closed her eyes behind her mask, her fingers quivering.

"Yeah," I nodded. "It does." I walked over to the other wall and felt it as well. Yep, it felt solid. "Hmm..."

I took off my right shoe, flexing my metal toes. Ted, whatever he had done, had tried to make me something that worked just like a real foot. I had to give him that. I started kicking at the wall near the bottom and moving around the room. I wasn't sure it would get me anywhere, but it couldn't hurt. 

Everywhere I kicked, I got a dull sound. Until I got to the far right corner. It wasn't much of a difference, and honestly, I probably would have missed it if two things hadn't happened. First, the wall rippled slightly where my toe hit it. Second, Gale reacted.

"Wait! She strode over to me, "What was that?"

I shrugged and pointed to the wall. Gale stepped forward and put her ear near the wall and started knocking. When she pulled away, she pointed to a section. 

"There. Right there. It is different."

"So, blow it open or something."

"I could," she stretched the word out, "but I'm not sure what's back there. We don't want to risk damaging it. Or setting it off. I thought you said you didn't want me to poke things?"

I scowled and looked around. It wasn't like we had many options. I supposed we could head back up and find some sort of hammer, but...ah, screw it.

I stepped forward and slammed the heel of my foot into the wall about waist high. It sank in like I'd kicked a huge pad of butter.

"Hmm..." I muttered, trying not to fall over, "wasn't expecting that."

Gale grabbed my shoulder and steadied me. "How is that not poking it?" she chided. 

"Shut up."

Gale's eyes narrowed and the air around my ankle started to rotate. A moment later, it was like I had stepped into a tornado. The air burrowed between my leg and the viscous wall and pushed the two apart. My pant leg thrashed around violently, but the metal of my leg was undamaged. Didn't feel nice as it blew up my pant leg though.

Finally, I was free and I fell backward. Gale let me fall and stepped between me and the expanding tornado. Gale moved her hands like a conductor, the vortex responding in kind. The opening widened slowly, revealing a short hallway. After a few long minutes, Gale stepped forward and through the center of a tornado holding the wall open. I just stared at her. There was no way I was going to make it through that maelstrom. 

Gale turned and scanned her new surroundings. After a moment, she smiled and the tornado disappeared. The wall snapped shut. I jumped to my feet. The room was deathly quiet. I waited, dusting myself off as best I could. My right pant leg was shredded to the knee. Alan was going to be pissed. His Chris disguise was new and he'd just had the clothes tailored for it. They didn't come cheap. Maybe I could get Gale to get the Super State to reimburse me for them. She probably would.

With a 'gurp', the wall fell like a mudslide. The concrete color floated on top of it like oil after the first fall rain. Underneath was a white substance like a milkshake that had been left in the sun for too long. I watched it run across the floor and into the shoe I'd set aside moments ago. 

"Damn."

I walked over to the shoe and poured it out. I wondered if it would stain. Those were really comfortable shoes. It'd be a shame to waste them. With two fingers, I set the shoe down and slipped it back over the metal foot. It was hard to find shoes that were easy to put on metal feet. A problem I'd never really thought I'd have. Plus, they fit.

"This way," Gale said from the now clear opening, "there are a couple of doors down here."

I stepped through. The hallway was longer than I thought. There were three total doors: one about halfway down each wall and one at the end, facing us. The one at the end was labeled "Engines". 

I nodded at the end of the hall, "Well, we can be reasonably sure Ted isn't anywhere in here."

Gale nodded. "Do you hear that?"

I shook my head.

"A sort of...hum maybe? It's hard to describe."

Once again the air around me grew tight and I felt Gale at my side. She, again, took my hand. I turned to her, "It's probably just the engines, right?"

Gale nodded, but it didn't look like she was convinced. We walked forward tentatively. I think we were both afraid we'd find another room like the one with all the bodies. When we reached the first door, we paused, smiling at each other nervously. Gale moved to the knob, but I pulled her back. I reached down and made sure my Inertial Dampener was still active. One of the advantages of moving it into my leg was that it drew on the leg's power source. Something that I was told was highly radioactive, but was assured wouldn't breach or give me cancer. 

I spent a good number of nights not sleeping when they had told me that. After I bought a Geiger counter and confirmed it for myself, I started sleeping better. I still, occasionally, ran a scan. It was reassuring to have that little needle stay immobile. Mind assured me that she could tell me if something was wrong, but some things you just like to do for yourself. 

Convinced that my Dampener was still on, I turned the knob and repeated the tests I'd done on the first few doors. Again, I didn't find any traps of any kind. That was something at least. When I pushed the door open, I found that it would only open about half way before it met resistance.

We poked our heads in. The room was filled with machinery. Huge machines that were clanging and banging like old steam engines. Except without the steam. The most noticeable feature was a huge, central cylinder that stretched nearly the length of the room - somewhere in excess of thirty feet. There were metal grates on the cylinder and through it, a blue light glowed. There were huge cables running from the end of the cylinder and into the far wall. The wall that would have, I guessed, connected to the room at the end of the hall. 

"Generators," Gale whispered over the din, her mouth nearly touching my ear.

I nodded and tried to ignore the shiver that ran down my neck as her lip made momentary contact with the side of my ear. I slowly closed the door and we crossed the hall to the second door. This room had the same machinery. 

When we left the second room and the door was securely shut, Gale stopped me.

"It doesn't make sense," Gale whispered. Those generators are the main source of power for the City. I've seen them before. They power everything."

"Looks to me like they are powering the engines," I motioned to the door at the end of the hall. "Makes sense they are still online, seeing as we haven't fallen out of the sky."

"I suppose," Gale acquiesced, but I could tell from her expression, and the thickness of the air, that she was still wary. 

Together, we approached the engine room door. I turned to Gale, "I'm hoping, if nothing else, there is an opening that can get us out through here. If not...well, we might have to head up and try it your way."

Gale smiled, "You better hope that doesn't happen. I'll make you walk the whole way as atonement."

I cringed, "Um...any chance I can trade one of those kisses in for a ride up?"

She turned to me, "Bob...you know..."

My eyes fell to the floor. I knew what she was going to say and I didn't want to hear it. A finger on my chin pulled my eyes back to hers again.

Her masked eyes searched mine, "I'll always love you." Her smile was sad. 

I couldn't respond. 

She leaned in and gently, tenderly kissed me. Her lips were...soft, but firm. Warm and just a touch wet. She had such precise control over the air around her that she always felt so soft and yet, underneath, there was such strength. 

I brought a hand up to her cheek, but she pulled away. I licked my lips, savoring what little of her she'd left behind.

"But," she continued as if she hadn't interrupted herself, "sometimes love isn't enough." She placed a hand on my cheek. "You understand. I know you do."

I nodded, forcing a smile, "Doesn't mean I have to like it."

"I know. But don't you think it's been long enough? Haven't we given it enough time?"

I turned away. Logic was on her side. Of course it had. More than enough. And now she was having Rod's baby. If that wasn't the final nail, I didn't know what else could be. Maybe another marriage. That was probably in the works. She was probably softening me up for the marriage announcement with the pregnancy. She knew how I felt about kids.

Nineteen's face flashed across my mind. She didn't know everything. She didn't know about Nineteen. Only Mind did and she wouldn't talk. 

Mind. It'd been such a crazy few hours that I hadn't had a chance to process our momentary contact. She'd said she was under attack, but that she had it in hand. I could believe it. She'd had me and teams of subcontractors installing all manner of upgrades and protection. I doubted that a direct nuclear strike could take out my apartment any more. 

I shook my head, trying to clear it, my eyes squeezed tight. 

My mind was trying to find anything to think about other than the woman in front of me. The woman trying to tell me that it really was over. Kiss or no, she wasn't coming back. I could lose all the weight in the world, stop drinking, become the man she remembered, and it wouldn't be enough. She'd moved on. I was the past. 

I turned back to her, nodding, "Okay."

"Okay?" she cocked her head to the side.

"Yeah, okay. Fine. It's over. I get it."

"You've said that before, Bob."

"Gale, seriously. Fine."

Her eyes narrowed, "Okay."

I grabbed the doorknob again, "Just one thing."

Gale sighed, a smile playing at the corner of her lips. "What?"

"Consider making me Godfather of the little tyke."

Gale's mouth dropped open, "Oh, I don't know, Bob."

"I'm not just doing it to piss off Rod, I swear," I put a hand up with two fingers extended.

"It's three fingers. Weren't you a boy scout?"

I raised an eyebrow, "Did you think about that question before you asked it?"

Gale laughed, "Sorry."

I opened the door. The first thing I noticed was the lack of red light. A soft, white light illuminated the room. Inside, instead of banks of engines, there was a mostly empty room. I had half expected large banks of huge propellers. The cables from the walls that led from the generators ran to a huge, but ancient, computer console. If I had to guess, I'd say it was of a similar technological sophistication as my terminal back home, putting it at least five or six years behind the times.

The console was on a raised platform. The part of the device that was closest to us was a good ten feet long and sat about waist high. Behind that was a wall of ancient monitors, reel-to-reel databanks spinning madly, and large devices with lights, dials, switches, and readouts all over them. I couldn't see much beyond the wall of monitors though the length of the walls indicated that the platform was located about a third of the way into the room from the back wall.

Near the roof, just above the console platform, was a glass half-sphere filled with electricity. Inside were clouds and lightning and, I thought I could just make out, thunder. Electricity crackled and arced, but it didn't, I was thankful to note, pass through the glass.

I turned to Gale, "Does this look like an engine to you?"

Gale shook her head, her eyes scanning the room for any sign of familiar equipment.

From around the side of the wall of monitors and equipment strode two figures. The first was about my height or maybe a bit shorter and wore a lab coat. The second was on all fours. 

Gale's voice was elevated with confusion, "Doe?"

Doe looked at us and smiled, the scar on his forehead bending under the force of his raised eyebrows, "Golly! Gale, Bob. So glad you're here." 

His arm extended and I caught a glimpse of a metal box with a number of buttons on it. With a clang, two glass tubes slammed down from the ceiling. Gale and I were trapped inside one, though the other was empty. 

Doe's smile didn't change, but his eyebrows dropped, "Well, I have some good news and some bad news."

 

* * *

 




  

Chapter 20

"Doe!" Gale snarled, "What's going on?"

Doe smiled and sighed, like a parent about to address a child who was throwing a fit in a supermarket, "Oh, I do so love this part." His voice had a slight accent to it. Not English, not Australian...I couldn't place it. "This is the part where you make the threats. Where you promise to stop whatever I have planned." His smile deepened, "Please, continue."

The air around us started to swirl. Gale was grunting and muttering to herself. I, on the other hand, couldn't keep my eyes off the second occupant of the room. Leon. My assistant. The super known as It. On a leash. My eyes narrowed as Leon avoided my gaze.

"It won't work, you know," Doe continued. "That tube is completely sealed. I've calculated the amount of air you'd need to break the glass. You don't have enough. Even if Bob wasn't in there taking up space. So, don't bother."

"It was you? All this time?" Gale hissed, her eyes burning behind her eyemask. "But you built the City. You've given us so many devices. You're on track to be a member of the Bulwark in a few years. Why would you throw all that away?"

"Golly, Gale," Doe affected his previous voice, ending with a laugh and switching back to what was his real voice. "When you say it like that, I'll just give up."

"Because he's not who you think he is," I muttered. "What's the deal with Leon? Your first hostage?"

Doe turned his gaze to me, his eyes unreadable, "I suppose so. Though, not the only." He ran a hand over his head, his hair now obediently lying down, "I have to say, I'm surprised you're here. Either of you."

I placed a hand on the tube, "Not that you weren't ready..."

Doe laughed, the hesitancy I'd noticed in his voice now gone, "Quite." He moved over behind the shorter console and started pressing buttons. "But, as I was saying, good and bad news. The good news, if you choose to see it that way, is that Ted is, and always has been, innocent."

"A convenient patsy," I shook my head stealing a glance at the second tube. Could Ted be in there?

"Quite." Doe looked up at me, "He really did make it easy. Looking for the engines, hating me so readily...plus, no one really trusts someone who won't reveal what they look like." Doe shrugged, "Between that and some of the pranks he's pulled...well, it was very easy to shift the focus from me." 

I nodded toward the second tube, "What's the deal with that? Press the button twice by accident?"

Doe smiled, "Just making sure your sentry is also immobilized." 

I turned and Chevalier slowly faded into view, like a faraway gas station materializing through the heat waves rising off a desert road. She whipped out her sword and struck the glass. It didn't so much as chip. Without a second attempt, she replaced the blade and spread her legs. I thought she'd try something else, but she just stood there, head slightly bowed, her grey hood completely hiding her features.

From behind the wall of equipment, a hulking figure emerged - the blue and white clad super that Doe used as a sentry. Over his shoulder was draped a huge sack. 

"Hey, 'dis da last of 'em, boss..." he stuttered to a stop when he saw us. "What's dem doing 'ere?"

Doe waved the large super away, "Throw them anywhere. We're leaving momentarily." 

With horror, I realized that it wasn't a sack over his shoulder. They were bodies. Three of them. Crush shrugged his shoulder and the three slammed into the sidewall with a crunch of broken bones.

"Damn it, you fool!" Doe cried, "Not in here."

"But boss, you said anyswheres!" Crush complained.

"Upstairs. With the others. I don't want this room to have any evidence in it."

"Fine, boss. Whatsever you's say." Crush picked up the bodies and threw them again over his shoulder and trudged toward the door we'd just used. He nodded to us as he passed as if we were waiting in line at the DMV. The door clicked closed behind us. From the wall, one of the cleaner units detached and started to clean up the bodily fluids left behind.

I turned back to Doe, "Isn't this the point where you're supposed to tell us your master plan? Start with the whole, 'look how much smarter I am than you' routine?"

Doe looked up from the console, "In good time. Right now, I'm waiting for the last of the shuttles to leave." He pressed a few buttons, "Here, you can as well." The walls all around the room transformed into images from all over the Super City. Everything from the inside of people's homes to aerial views of the entire City. 

"That's impossible!" Gale cried, clearly still shocked at what was happening, "There are no cameras allowed anywhere!"

"Yeah," Doe laughed, "like that was going to stop me." He looked around the room, "See," he pointed at a wall, "there are your precious supers, gathering as per your orders. Orders, I have to say, that were based on my evacuation plans."

Gale gritted her teeth. I continued to scan the images. One section of a wall was split into a grid of four, each displaying the top of a League building. Three were completely devoid of activity, while one had a few people loading up their last few passengers onto the last shuttle. I scanned the crowd for Chris. I didn't see him. I couldn't even tell if that was my building.

"Ah, there we are," Doe nodded at the wall I was studying, "the last to go."

The shuttle doors closed and the air under the shuttle started to distort. Slowly, it rose into the air, preparing to pass through the blue barrier. 

"Well, that's our cue, I'm afraid." Doe pressed a button and spoke loudly, "Crush? It is time. Hurry back or be left behind." 

Doe pressed a second button and a hatch I hadn't noticed before opened in the floor, a few feet in front of us. Gale floated up into the air, presumably to get a better look at what was beyond the opening. 

"I've seen something like that before." I remarked.

Doe smiled, "I suspect you have." He turned to Gale, "Now, just so you don't harbor any illusions, after I pass through this portal, you'll be trapped here with the rest of them. So don't go straining yourself trying to get out. My plan is perfect in every way. There will be no escape."

"Trapped..." Gale stammered, "that's impossible."

Doe cocked his head, "You keep saying that. And yet here you are. And soon, here you'll die. Along with the rest of them." Doe lifted his shoulders apathetically, "I assume, no matter what I say, you'll try to figure a way out and then break back in to save your friends." He smiled, "Isn't that the way these things are supposed work?"

Gale muttered, "I'll take your head off, you son of a bitch!"

Doe shook his head, "Such language. Bob, you used to kiss that mouth?"

I tried to keep the tension from my face or voice. I had to stay calm or risk missing an opportunity. Most of all, I had to keep him talking, "You said something about bad news?"

"Right!" Doe exclaimed, "The bad news is, I'm about to sublet... Ah! Crush!"

I turned. The door opened, revealing Doe's sentry. He stood, immobile for a moment before crashing forward onto his face. Behind him was a naked woman of such impossible proportions that it was comical. The woman held a stuffed monkey with white fur on its head and hands, and dark brown fur everywhere else.

"Tinkerer!" Doe hissed. "What are you doing here?"

The woman cried out in a decidedly male voice, "Stopping you, asshole." She pointed the monkey at Doe like a weapon and squeezed the belly. The lights in the room started flickering and sputtering. The projections on the walls winked out and the machinery behind Doe popped and sparked. In moments, smoke started pouring out of it. Doe jumped back, shielding his face. He then turned back to Ted.

"That wasn't nice, Tinkerer." He huffed, "Well, we can take care of that, can't we?" He reached out and pressed a button on the device in his hand. 

A third tube dropped over the naked woman. I looked over at her. Her outline kept distorting like bad reception on a TV. She was pushing on the monkey's stomach desperately as her features started changing. Her face flipped between many that I'd seen Ted use before and some I hadn't. Male, female, and a few that didn't look human flashed by. The body changed as well, through more clothes than I could count. The monkey, at times took the form of everything from a marital aid to a gun. No telling what it actually was. 

Doe tilted his head to the side, staring at Ted's feet, "Oh, well." He turned, "Come, kitty," Doe yanked on the chain around Leon's neck and he yelped. They approached the hatch in the floor and Doe kicked Leon through. He looked back at us, "Remember what I said about escaping? He smiled, "I know I can't stop you from trying, but it will be useless. If nothing else, you can take solace in the knowledge that you are trapped with the one you love." He saluted and jumped through the hole. As he did, the portal winked out of existence.

Gale started cursing. I turned back to Ted and noticed his feet. The tube had been centered on the super genius. Unfortunately for Crush, he had landed on the ground in the wrong place. The dropping of the tube had taken off the left side of his head. For that, Doe had offered him an "Oh well." 

"Damn," I turned away. As I did, the lights stabilized and I could hear a hiss. 

Ted was looking at his monkey, poking it in various places and occasionally twisting its head and limbs. I took a deep breath. He wasn't looking at us, but he must have been following us. What did he overhear? What had we said? I shook my head. Ted. He was mad. Naked female persona or no, I could read his body language. He was furious. What had we said? I couldn't remember.

"Ted," I paused, he didn't answer. "Come on, Ted. You know I was always on your side."

Ted's lips tightened, but he didn't respond. The monkey quivered in his hands as he throttled it.

Gale had the wind swirling around the bottom of the glass, trying to push it up. It wasn't working. "We've got to get out of here before he locks us in."

I ignored her and called back to Ted, "Come on, Ted. Talk to me."

"Don't worry about him, Bob." Gale called over, "Ted understands, don't you? These things happen. It wasn't our fault. Thanks for coming to the rescue, by the way."

Ted's face darkened. It didn't seem to me that Ted had planned on rescuing us. That was just a side effect. 

With a screech, the tube slowly started to ascend back into the ceiling. We waited an agonizingly long time before it was finally high enough for us to roll out from under them. Gale did so. Ted glanced over at me as she got to her feet.

"Nice shirt."

I glanced down at the Supers Suck T-shirt I'd thought was so clever when I had them made. "Nice tits," I responded. 

Ted, his face unreadable, turned and continued to maul his stuffed monkey. Gale waited for me as I waited for the wall to rise a bit higher.

"Come on, Bob. We're on a time limit here."

"What time limit?" I shook my head. "He's trapped us all here."

"Well, I'm not going to just take his word for it. Now help me look for a way out." Gale demanded.

"But what about Ted? And Chevalier?" I rolled under the wall and came, less than lightly, to my feet.

Gale turned and floated over to the hatch in the floor, "Ted will get them out, right, Ted?" Ted didn't respond. Gale stopped over the hole, shaking her head, "It's gone." She turned to me, "Before, it opened onto a street. Or parking lot. Something with asphalt."

I nodded as I joined her, "Makes sense. You didn't think we'd just have to jump down after him, did you?" I looked over the edge. There was nothing but a blank section of floor. 

I turned back to Ted. He was still fixated on his monkey. I walked up to the glass, putting my hand on it. He stopped what he was doing and finally looked at me. I'd seen Ted in a lot of different bodies. Many different faces. But I'd never seen an expression like that on him. He'd changed. I could see it in his eyes. Ted was ever the lighthearted jester. But his eyes had gone hard, his lips tight. 

"Ted..." I whispered, not knowing what to say. 

His eyes narrowed and he turned away. Behind me, I heard a whoosh of air.

"Bob!"

I turned. The portal was back. Gale was floating over the top of it, motioning me over.

"You did it, Ted! Great work!" Gale called out.

I looked over the edge. It was like when Tay showed me his way of getting technology off the City - nothing but city lights far below. "Damn," I shook my head. "What you saw must have been a teleportation portal. This is just a window to the outside. He could be anywhere," I muttered.

Gale called over to Ted, "Do you want us to wait for you?"

Ted's voice was low and flat, "Go. I'll get us out and figure out what all this is. I don't see anything here that looks like an engine control."

"Ted."

Ted looked up at me.

"Are you okay?"

Ted nodded slowly. "I'm fine, Bob. These things happen, right?"

I opened my mouth to respond, but Gale cut me off, "Come on, Bob. I know you think we have all the time in the world, but I don't want to take the chance." Gale turned to the immobile figure of Chevalier, "I guess your services are no longer needed. I'll take it from here." Chevalier didn't respond.

Gale pushed me toward the hatch. The wind picked up near my feet and we started floating side by side. She smiled at me as we dropped through.

I'd forgotten. How it felt to pass through the blue field. This time, since I went feet first, it pretty much hit my inner ear and eyes at the same moment. I immediately started to gag as the world spun around me. Panic set in as it felt like Gale had lost control and I was spiraling down to my death. After a moment, the disorientation passed, but no one told my stomach. The remains of dinner and a fair bit of scotch were sent plummeting down to whatever was under us. 

I wiped my mouth on the white dress shirt I'd been using to dry my face during our descent down the stairs. I spit a few times and then, without a better option, let go of the shirt.

"Bob!" Gale exclaimed, "That's littering."

"Seriously?" I retorted. "This is what we're worried about now?"

"It's a problem, Bob. How would you like it if a filthy shirt landed on you while you were out for a walk?"

"I'd probably be happier than the guy that got caught under what I sent down there first."

Gale shook her head and looked up. We were under the huge, metal floor of the City. I glanced up through the hole. Ted was still trapped in there. I thought about his attitude before we left and felt a twinge of fear creep up my spine. What was it going to take to pacify him? To make this right? I'd pushed on him hard in the interview room to prove something to Gale. I'd needed him to think I'd betrayed him. Which, I had to admit, I sort of did. But that was, for the most part, to put him off balance. I knew Ted. He was exactly the type to crack under pressure. And he hadn't. 

Doe. What could be the reason behind all of this? He'd obviously had labs of scientists working on any number of things. It was clear that they weren't just working on a single project. But what? Stuff for the City? Why keep it a secret? And what was his fixation on me? The microbots must have come from him and he must have known what they would do to me. Could he have known that they would also cast blame on Ted? How could he? I had never told anyone. Even Mind.

I took a breath. I needed to focus on the here and now. The stuff I could figure out. I let my mind clear as Gale kicked up the wind around us. It was a weird way to travel, more so since it had been so many years since I'd experienced it so high up. We soared under the City and up the nearest side. We passed yards of metal before we got to the ground level. Soon, we were traveling over the Level 5 mansions and got a view of the City. 

Nothing had changed. The lights were still out and there was an obvious grouping of supers near the center. Gale reached out and tried to push her hand through the field. 

"It's sealed," she grumbled. "We're too late."

I didn't bother answering. I was still mulling over all the things that had happened in the last few hours. Hours? Was I thinking too small? 

"What do we do?"

Gale was floating a few feet above me. I looked up at her, her fabric costume waving in the breeze. He expression was pained under her eyemask. 

It hit me. For maybe the first time. She thought of them, the supers, as her children. Whereas I'd latched onto my work and my scotch, she'd substituted them for her lost child. Abigail. 

I smiled. Gale's coping mechanism was a lot healthier than mine.

"Are you okay, Bob?"

I nodded, "Yeah." I sighed, "Well, I think I know where Doe is. I didn't want to say it in front of Ted, but I think I know."

"Yeah? That's great."

"Oh, yeah. Especially if you love walking into traps."

 

* * *

 

The Super City had fortunately not changed position since my arrival. That was unusual. It almost never stayed in one place for both night and day cycles. But this had been a pretty unusual day. 

Gale had tried to think of possible supers on the planet that might be able to help. There were Thunderbolt and Lightningball that were supposedly securing housing for the League of Nations tippys. But Doe had sent them, so they had to be suspect. Any other supers could be contacted through Gale's communicator, but all of the devices were routed through the Super City. The satellites they bounced the signals off of were still up there and receiving, Gale surmised. But without the relays in the City operational, all she could hear was static. 

My own earpiece had been noticeably silent. That could mean one of two things. Either whoever was trying to break into my apartment had succeeded or, more likely, Mind didn't want to risk talking to me with Gale around. With Gale at high alert like this, it was likely that any little disturbance in the wind would be picked up by her power. Mind wouldn't risk that. 

We soared over the city, my city, more slowly than Gale wanted. But I needed the time. I was trying to piece all of this together and wasn't having much luck. I had some thoughts, but...

"I'm taking you home." Gale didn't need to yell over the rushing wind. The wind carried her voice as if we were standing in a silent room.

"Fine," I didn't have to yell either, but I couldn't help myself. She could hear even a whisper, but with all that noise, yelling just sort of came naturally. "Let's just circle above for a bit first."

Gale's eyes narrowed but she didn't argue. She nodded and we turned and entered a dive. We weren't far away. This wasn't a great plan, but Gale didn't know everything I knew. If Doe wanted to have a showdown, he'd picked the wrong place.

"I can't believe you never installed a backdoor."

I shrugged, "I never needed to."

We soared over the top of my building for about five minutes. If there were anyone outside, I couldn't see them. I picked a spot for Gale to set us down about a block away. 

"What was that all about, Bob?"

"There were people trying to break into my place while I was gone."

"And you know that how?" Gale asked.

"Got a call."

"Huh." Gale paused. "You know, all calls to the Super City are logged."

I shrugged, "Who knows what Doe did up there. Could have been erased."

"I don't like it when you are mysterious."

"I don't like it when people are trying to kill me."

"Is that what you think this is?"

I stopped, "Seriously? What else is it? I don't know how I got wrapped up in this, but I don't like it."

Gale put her hands up, "Whoa, slow down. Seems to me that there are quite a few supers that are trapped in the Super City that would disagree with you on that one."

I turned and continued toward my building, "I'm not saying it is all about me. I'm not that vain. But some part of it is. And that makes it personal."

Gale shook her head, "You get used to things like this. I mean, look at me. My friends are all trapped up there and I'm not storming off looking for a fight."

"Yeah," I put a finger up, "what's the deal with that? How can you just be so calm about it?"

"We'll figure it out. And, somehow, we'll prevail."

"Oh, that's real reassuring."

"Come on, Bob. Weren't you the one telling me how you always find your way out of things?"

"That's right, Gale. I do. Because I always have a plan."

"And you have a plan now?"

"Damn straight."

"And it is..."

I turned to her, "To go home."

We slinked through the shadows to a doorway across from my garage entrance. From what I could see, there was no one around. If Doe were behind everything on the Super City, it would make sense that he was behind the attack on my apartment. He obviously wanted in to my apartment for whatever reason. Fine by me. I'd let him in and let Mind spit him up and chew him out. Problem solved.

"Looks like we're clear. I'll see you, Gale."

"What? And leave you?"

"Why not? There's no one around. You've got to go find some supers to help you break into the Super City. Go. I'll be fine."

"No way," Gale shook her head. "I'm not leaving until you are safely home."

Damn her. She wasn't going to leave. That presented two problems. First, Mind most likely wasn't going to talk to me while she was around. But, more importantly, I was pretty sure Doe was around here somewhere, waiting to jump me the moment I opened the door to my apartment. That's exactly what I wanted. But he'd be a fool to jump me with Gale around. He may have had technology and planning on his side on the Super City. But out here, in the open? Gale would crush him like a bug.

"Fine, stay around then. You'll see there is no one in the garage and then you can go, okay?"

Gale's eyes narrowed, "Okay." She stretched the word out. 

She wasn't leaving. Damn.

Checking the street, we ran across quickly to the wall just to the side of the garage opening. I looked back at Gale. She closed her eyes for a moment and then shook her head. That didn't mean we were alone, far from it, but it did mean that she couldn't sense any odd movements of air. I peeked around the corner. Everything looked just as I'd left it. Nothing appeared out of place. I glanced back at Gale. She stepped in front of me and poked her head around the corner. When she pulled back, she looked concerned.

"What is it," I whispered.

"I don't know. Something." She blinked, concentrating. "It's like my power is getting blocked or something."

I stepped in front of her and looked again. Everything still looked clear. Was that Mind blocking her power, or Doe? "If you need to go, I'll be fine. I think it is clear."

Gale shook her head, "No way, Bob. I'll see you inside first. At the very least. Plus, I could use your phone."

I clenched my teeth. She was going to ruin everything. "Okay," I whispered, "let's go."

I walked casually over to the door, careful to step over the gouges that had been left when I had dragged a super dangling out of my car. I really should get those fixed. I kept my eyes moving and, behind me, Gale did the same. I noticed a few puddles of liquid that were probably blood. Mind had been busy. I pursed my lips, wondering what she'd done with the bodies.

I walked up to the security panel and, as expected, it forced me to go through the typical security scan rather than letting me right up. Mind was putting on her "company" persona. 

I turned to Gale, "Are you sure you want to come up?"

"Yes, Bob." Gale eyed me quizzically, "Are you trying to get rid of me?"

I took a deep breath, thinking. This was my chance. I could blow her off. I could tell her to go. She'd be suspicious, but she'd leave. And then I'd have Mind back and we could start planning how to deal with Doe. And Nineteen. I could start a new search. Now that I had information about Gideon Sans, I could maybe even cash in that favor from the VP for more information. This could be it. Twenty. But how would Mind react? If Gale became suspicious, would Mind think that I had put her in danger and abandon me? I decided I couldn't risk it.

I shook my head, "Of course not. I just figure you've got better places to be."

After the security system scanned and cleared Gale, we walked up the stairs. The doors closed behind me, sealing off the outside world and any hope for an ambush from Doe. Well, she'd done it. She'd scared Doe and whomever he had with him off. That was inconvenient. I'd have to wait for him to make another move. Maybe show up as a delivery driver. 

The door at the top of the stairs hissed open and revealed Doe with some sort of gun held to Leon's head, "Bob, so good of you to be prompt."

After the shock of finding Doe in my apartment faded, I smiled. This was going to be fun.

 

* * *




  

Chapter 21

I put my hands up, "Now, before you launch into your monologue, I have a few requests."

Doe lifted an eyebrow, "Requests?"

"Suggestions, really. Shall we retire to my office?"

Doe smiled, "I've scanned your office. In fact, I've scanned most of this place since I arrived. There isn't a weapon anywhere."

"Weapons I don't need. A drink? Now that is a necessity. Plus, you know, chairs and all."

Doe cracked a smile and dipped his head in agreement. He stepped aside, pulling Leon along with him. He was careful to keep Leon between him and us, the silver gun with three barrels pressed firmly against his temple. Leon's eyes were wide, his pointed ears twitching nervously. I smiled at him and nodded. The nod was supposed to say, "It's okay. I've got everything under control," but I was no good at such things. It might have said, "Dude, you are so screwed and I could give a shit." Hopefully the former. His feline face wasn't very easy to read, so I couldn't tell how he took it.

A voice wafted into my ear and, for a moment, my heart raced, thinking it was Mind. It only took a word or two to realize that it was Gale using her power to agitate the air in my ear. Ironically, it sounded more mechanical than even Mind's male "company" voice.

"I expect you have a plan?"

I smiled, keeping my eyes and face forward.

"And it extends beyond getting a drink?"

I glanced at Gale without moving my head and grimaced. Her eyes widened. I smiled. 

"You're an asshole." The voice stopped for a moment then added, "Just give me some sort of sign when it is time to do something."

I hid my nod with a cough. I circled my desk and pulled open my drawer. Gale crossed behind me and stood between my chair and the closet where I kept my terminal. I pulled out my decanter of scotch and three glasses. I poured one for myself and looked up at the supers. I was in familiar territory. Me behind my desk. Supers all around that thought they had the upper hand. And me holding all the cards. This was right. This felt like home.

The last few days...hell, few months...felt like a dream. I'd been so focused. So on the edge. I hadn't realized. Hadn't seen it. But now I was back. I was where I was supposed to be. I had a plan, more information than anyone else in the room, and an ace in the hole. 

I felt like laughing at the futility of it all. I could think of no situation where Doe could walk out of here with what he wanted. But there were things I wanted. First of all, to know what this was all about. But, more importantly, if my guess was right, Doe would have the answer to the question that had been burning in my mind for months. If I played my hand too strongly, Doe would likely clam up. I'd have to let him think he still had the upper hand.

"Gale?" I turned to my ex-wife, "Would you like anything? I have scotch, brandy, and...it looks like more scotch. I suppose I could mix them, but that sounds fairly horrible."

Gale shook her head tightly, her eyes fixed on Doe and Leon.

"Doe?"

Doe's eyes narrowed, "Scotch. Two ice cubes, if you please."

I frowned, "I'll have to go to the kitchen for ice. If you don't mind waiting..."

Doe smiled.

"Ah. I didn't think so. Neat then?"

Doe nodded.

"So, where should we begin?"

"Let's begin with Doe letting your assistant go," Gale's voice was hard, her power giving it an edge that made it roll like thunder.

I put a hand out, "Now, Gale, let's not be hasty. We're all perfectly safe, right?" I looked at Doe, "Right?"

Doe nodded, "As long as no one tries anything, we'll all be fine." He pushed Leon around the side of my single guest chair and down into it. Doe stood behind the chair with the barrels of the gun pressed into the back of his head. "My drink, please?" Leon passed the drink over his head and into Doe's waiting hand. He sipped it, "Hmm...not bad. Not great, but not bad."

I shook my head, "I had some scotch at Snow that was just fantastic."

Doe nodded, "I've had it. It's wonderful." He pointed a finger at me, "I have to say, Bob, you had me worried on that one."

"What?"

"Going into Proving Ground. That was incredibly reckless."

I sipped my scotch, "It seems that the current situation would indicate that my wellbeing isn't very high on your list."

"Well, that may be true in the long run, but at that moment, I wanted you alive. Just in case I needed you later on down the line." Doe took a sip, "You don't know what sort of strings I had to pull to get the word to Gale after your USB turned red...it was a real pain."

"Um..." I shrugged, "Thank you."

"You really should be more careful, Bob," Doe chided.

"So, my USB locking up and staying on red wasn't you?"

"Certainly not. From what I could tell, it wasn't part of my system at all. Probably a super. Any number of them could manage it."

Did that exonerate Ted? I couldn't tell. But I couldn't see why Ted would have changed the color anymore. Now that it was clear he wasn't behind the rest of it.

Gale shook her head, "I'm sorry, but am I missing something here? Are you two planning a guy's night out or are we being held hostage?"

Doe and I looked at Gale. Her eyes darted between us.

Doe turned back to me, "She doesn't get it."

I shook my head, "Nope."

The air took a decidedly chilly turn with frost starting to line the pictures in the frames on the shelves.

"Hold on now, Gale," Doe pushed the gun into the back of Leon's head, "Just because we are in a...situation, doesn't mean we can't be civil. Right, Bob?"

I nodded my agreement. More to the point, I needed to get information out of him. Like how to push his buttons. How to piss him off. And other than letting Gale talk, I hadn't seen a crack in his veneer.

Doe smiled, "But we're getting ahead of ourselves."

Gale blurted, "What is this all about, Doe?"

Doe sighed, exasperated, "Please. Could you be less boring? I'm sick of you hero-types and your clichés." He stared her down, "For that, you must wait. And if you say another word, I'll put a bullet in the back of this..." he leaned over to get a better look at Leon, "cat-thing's head."

Gale's jaw shut with a snap, but her eyes were blazing behind her eyemask.

Doe turned to me, "You're wondering how I bypassed your, admittedly impressive, security system?"

I lifted an eyebrow, "I've spent a lot of time and money on my system, so, yes. It had crossed my mind."

Doe smiled, "It was easy enough to get in and get basic access...once I had your assistant here." Gale started to react, but caught herself. Doe waited until she settled down again, "I thought I could hack the rest of the system, but it is being...difficult."

"So that's why you let us out."

"Exactly."

I shook my head, "That's crazy, Doe. All this, for an apartment?"

Doe laughed, "You're joking, right? You're not even a small part of my plan. You just happened to have caught my interest. I got wind of you a while back and was intrigued. You just kept showing up in my businesses. Over and over - Bob Moore, Private Eye. So, I sort of added you to my 'to do' list." Doe took a small sip of his scotch.

A while back. How far back, Doe? How far? "So, you planted the idea in the Vice President's head just so you could get me up to the Super City?"

"Yes. I wanted to get a look at you myself. But then I found out about your apartment." Doe glanced around the room, "It is quite a system you have here. I can't say I'm often impressed, but your security system has done it. It would make a fantastic lair. I had some of my best henchmen working on it. None of them got past even the exterior defenses."

I smirked, "So, that is what those puddles were outside."

Doe nodded, "I don't take failure lightly."

A small sigh escaped. I'd thought that Mind had done that. I was somewhat heartened to learn that my security system hadn't gone homicidal. Though, right about now, a little violence would go a long way. I wasn't sure what she was waiting for, but I was glad she was. Gave me time to pump Doe for information.

"Until Leon let you in."

I glared at my assistant.

"Of course."

"So, now you're here. You have what you want. And yet, you're still holding us hostage. Why?"

Doe's eyes narrowed, "You don't know?"

"I suspect."

"Don't lie, Bob. Admitting that you don't know is the key to knowledge."

"Or, in your organization, a one-way ticket to a bullet to the brain."

Doe's smile was almost wistful, "At times. Yes. It's unfortunate, but it happens."

"You don't have full access," I offered.

"Exactly." Doe looked pleased. 

"I'm not sure I'm going to be able to help you with that one."

Doe's gaze darkened, "Can't or won't."

"Can't," I crossed my arms over my chest. "There were all sorts of things I had to do to be made the owner. And the system is keyed to me. It was designed so that ownership couldn't be transferred over at the slightest whim. The original programmer has to come out and reprogram the interface. A programmer, I can't help but point out, that is now trapped in the Super City."

Doe turned his head to the side, keeping his eyes on me, "You're lying." He looked past Gale at the closet where the terminal was housed behind my desk, "In there. There is a computer of some sort. You can use that to give me access."

I shook my head, "I really can't."

I wasn't totally lying. All that crap about programmers and the system being keyed to me was nonsense. But there was no way Mind would allow me, or anyone for that matter, to give any person access that she didn't trust. 

"Computer!" Doe called out.

"Affirmative," the male, robotic voice answered.

"What is my security clearance?"

"Privileged Visitor."

Privileged Visitor? What the hell was that?

"Define!" Doe called out again.

"A Privileged Visitor may enter without the owner present, may access non-restricted files, and may disable the defenses as needed."

I'd never heard of any of that. God! I wished Mind would speak to me! I felt a small crack in the foundation of my certainty that I had control of this situation. I ignored it. The plan would work. I just knew it.

Doe locked eyes with me, "Define security clearance, Bob Moore."

"Owner. Full access."

"Define how transfer of ownership may be achieved."

"Owner must manually enter password. Password must be accepted. New owner identified and new password must be defined. System must be restarted."

Doe looked at me. I swallowed.

"Oh." I shrugged, "You learn something every day."

If, in my wildest dreams, I could have envisioned being in this situation, I might have discussed with Mind a cover story. But with her constantly telling me how impregnable she was, I had let stuff like that slide. 

"I will say, the bit about the programmer being still in the City? That was good. It would have been perfect had it been true." Doe turned to the super standing mute next to me, "Gale? You've been good. I've decided to give you a reward. Please don't bore me with your questions."

Gale tensed, speaking through clenched teeth, "What's this all about, Doe? What do you hope to accomplish? There is no way you can keep all those supers trapped. They'll find a way. Even if you kill me, they'll find a way."

Doe rolled his eyes and swirled his drink. When she tapered off, he started talking, his voice high and mocking, "You'll never get away with this! We'll stop you! Evil never wins." He stopped, laughing, "Do you know how many times I've heard that? How many heroes swore that they would stop me if it killed them?" He lowered his eyes and his voice, "And do you know what? It did."

I stayed motionless as he spoke. This wasn't for Gale. He was speaking to me. He wanted me to know who he was. But I didn't know what to say. Did he want me to reveal his identity or would he rather do it himself? I didn't mind pissing him off, but I was fairly sure that Leon wasn't the only leverage he had on us. I needed more information, plus I had to know about the clones.

Gale continued, "So why not tell us, then? Why not, since you are so sure of your superiority?"

Even I had to roll my eyes at this one. Gale still thought she was dealing with a normal super. Meatheaded and impulsive. The thing was, I was fairly sure Doe would tell us anyhow.

"When you ask like that," Doe scowled, "it makes me not want to." He turned to me. "Convince me to tell you my master plan."

I sipped my drink and met his eyes. His narrowed as the silence extended. I started counting. By the time I got to twenty-three, he smiled, "I like you, Bob. What I said in the shuttle? That was true. I do like you. You're not like them," Doe motioned to Gale with his drink hand. "You get me."

I laughed bitterly, "I'm not sure that's the compliment you mean it as."

Doe's eyes flashed annoyance. I kept mine level. So there was something under there. Something that could be poked and aggravated. Good to know.

Doe painted a smile on his face that didn't quite reach his eyes, "Maybe. But take it in the spirit offered. Yes, I do have a plan. And yes, it is brilliant. And," he turned to Gale, "no, your super friends won't find a way out of the City."

It was Gale's turn to laugh, "You think a little blue shield is going to contain them? Tinkerer is there right now, probably taking down your system."

Doe shrugged, "Let him. I hope he does. The only thing keeping the supers alive is that field."

Gale shook her head, "They know better than to lower the shield without lowering the City first. They wouldn't open it that high in the atmosphere."

Doe shook his head, "It wouldn't matter. They'd still die."

I licked my lips, a staggering thought jumping into my head, "Why couldn't Ted find the engines?"

Doe turned to me, his smile wide, "Now, that is a good question, Bob."

Gale turned to me, "What? What do you mean?"

I turned to Gale, "We all thought Ted was just being paranoid. That the City was flying, so of course it had to have engines. And that just because Ted couldn't find them, it didn't mean they weren't there. But what if Ted was right? What if there were no engines?"

Gale shook her head emphatically, "No, Bob. I was there. I saw the schematics. There are engines. Big, massive things that keep the City aloft."

"But have you seen them?" I challenged. 

"Well, no. Not in person. But I'm sure they were made. I was even there for some of the tests."

"They were," Doe chimed in, his voice joyous.

I stood and turned to Doe, "Where is the Super City, Doe. Where is it really?"

Doe shook his head, "Now that would be telling, wouldn't it?"

I simply blinked, my hands on my desk, staring into Doe's eyes. Where could it be? I thought back to passing through the barrier. About Gale trying to get back. Were there any clues? 

"He's just messing with your head, Bob," Gale grumbled. "Don't listen to him."

I shook my head, thinking. Gale said there were engines. That they were made. Doe confirmed it. But Ted couldn't find them. So, maybe the City wasn't...Tay's underground technology smuggling ring. What had I seen when his super opened his field through the bottom of the City? 

"Rock," I turned to Gale. "I saw rock."

Doe cocked his head, "Very good!" Doe paused for a moment, studying me, "Was it Tay that gave it away?" He laughed, "That talkative bastard. It was."

Gale shook her head as if the motion could ward off the truth, "What are you saying?"

I didn't turn to her, but instead focused on Doe, "When we exited the City through the bottom, what did you see?"

Gale shrugged, "Nothing, really. Just the metal hull."

"But when Tay's super pal created a field that passed through the bottom of the city, I saw rock."

"Rock? What does that mean?"

I turned back to Doe, "That the City isn't in the air at all. That it is really surrounded by rock."

Doe laughed, "Very good. Exactly right."

Gale's eyes were far away, "That would mean that the blue field around the Super City is..."

"Really a huge teleportation field," I finished. I fell back into my chair, "My God. The scale of it. I should have realized. I've been through teleportation devices that made me feel just like that. So we are looking through the teleportation field at the City and they are looking back out at the world. No one realizes that the City isn't in the sky at all!"

Doe nodded, pleased that we were catching on to the brilliance of his plan, "It was so easy to convince people that the effects were just part of the scanning or because of the strength of the field. Believe me; I tried to work out the distortion effects. They affected me the same as you. But I couldn't do everything."

Gale leaned forward, "So, where are they? Where!" she yelled.

Doe pressed the gun into the back of Leon's head, "Now, now, let's keep this cordial, shall we?" Leon squeaked, his eyes wide. 

"Gale, settle down. Doe, do you need a refill?" 

He looked at his glass, "No, thank you. Wouldn't want my reflexes to be dulled." He downed the last of his scotch and threw the glass to the side. It shattered on the bookshelf and rained glass down onto the floor. 

I rolled my neck, trying to release some of the tension that had been building. "Underground. It must be. All that space, not to mention the explosions and such from Proving Ground...it couldn't be above ground." I shook my head, "And if they release the field?"

"Good guess. I have to say," Doe laughed, "I'm not entirely sure. Eventually they'd run out of air at the very least. More likely, though, the cavern would just collapse. It was designed with the field as support." Doe's hand, moments ago holding the glass, appeared with the metal box topped with buttons he'd used to drop the tubes on us before. "Of course, I've set enough explosives in there to make sure that the latter will happen." His thumb caressed a button.

Gale gasped, "No!"

"Oh yes. I plan on finishing the job of The Raven. By the time the sun rises, the rest of the world's supers will be dead!"

 

* * *

 




  

Chapter 22

I sat, stunned. Could he do it? Could it be true? Could nearly all the supers left in the world be wiped out by the unassuming man standing before me? Mass murder? It was...staggering. Had he really tricked all of them into thinking that they were on a floating city when, instead, they were passing through a teleportation field to a city built completely underground? 

"But..." I stammered, "you seem so...sane."

A smile played at Doe's lips, "I'm not sure that was a compliment."

I responded automatically, "Take it in the spirit offered." I shook my head. I knew he had a plan. That it had something to do with the City. But this? This was absurd. He had to be bluffing.

Gale beat me to it, "You're bluffing."

Doe laughed, "We'll find out soon enough."

Gale put her hands up, "Fine. Okay. Let's just say you can do what you say. That you are willing to do what you say. First, there aren't just heroes in there. Lots of villains have decided to take up residence as well."

Doe's brow furrowed, "And?"

"Surely you have friends in the City? Someone you don't want to leave behind."

Doe's mouth hung open for a moment as he considered his reply, "Are you trying to appeal to my good side? Get me to think about the lives I'll be ending? Really?"

I licked my lips. Gale was smart, but she was out of her element. She couldn't possibly understand a mind as twisted as the one in front of us. 

"You're...what?" I interrupted, "Trying to make yourself top dog? Get rid of all the supers so that you can rule the world?" 

Doe slumped behind Leon, both bored and exasperated, "Did you know that supers are showing up younger and younger now? Used to be that you wouldn't see anyone without hair under their arms exhibiting a power. Now?" He shook his head, "They are like weeds. Everywhere."

"That's no reason..." Gale pulled up short as Doe whipped the gun onto her.

"I swear to God, if you say another word, I'll kill you where you stand. And no amount of wind will save you. I've made sure of that."

Gale swallowed, her face red. I thought I was the only one who could make her this mad. At least I didn't need a gun to do it. Time to scale back the tension in the room.

"So, tell us, Doe. Kill them all, or at least most of them, and you're the oldest super left in the room."

Doe pushed the gun back to Leon's temple, "Bingo, Bob."

"And no ransom? Isn't there anything you want?"

"Nothing that killing all of them won't get me. Plus, I'm not an idiot. Gale is right; if I give them enough time, they'll work out a way to stop me." He paused, thinking, "When The Raven arrived, I saw something I'd never expected. I saw a way to bring all the supers in the world under one rule. One leader. With so many supers, it could never happen. But with the herd culled...it was possible. I could make it happen. And I'd be that leader. In the end, as you said, I'll effectively rule the world."

"From the throne of the Bulwark?" I asked.

He sighed, "Actually, I thought about that. It would make sense. Keep this body. This history. They'd call me the one that survived. Or maybe I'd change my name from Doe to Survivor." He shook his head, disgusted, "You know how we love to change our names. But, in the end, I just couldn't. Being around all that...crap. Ugh. I could barely stand it for these last couple of months."

I let a touch of mirth into my voice, "I can understand. They can be a bit..."

Doe glanced at my shirt, "Sucky?"

I laughed, "Quite."

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Gale shaking. This lack of movement, action, was killing her. She just wanted to reach out and grab him. There probably wasn't enough air in the room for her to do much. I wasn't sure what that gun fired, but it probably wasn't anything she could block anyhow. We were, technically, at Doe's mercy. Time to give her something to think about.

"You were at the Tournament. When The Raven showed up."

"Of course. Nearly everyone was. At least everyone important."

"But you lived."

"I'm never without an exit plan."

"Like now?"

"Of course. Not that I need much of one. You'll give me what I want or I'll kill your assistant. If you still don't, I'll start killing other people close to you."

"Like Gale?"

"Or that fat friend of yours from the City. Chris you called him?" He turned to Gale, "You'd know him as Dirk Dirtwater. The reporter that has been working with your ex-husband for the last few months."

Gale turned to me, slowly, "You were told you could bring anyone but him."

I shrugged, "Sorry. I mean, not really, but yeah..."

"Do you know how much trouble you two could have been in if anyone found out?"

I looked at her, "You mean, more trouble than we're in now?"

"That's not the point, Bob."

Doe interrupted, "That's right, it isn't the point. The point is that I'll kill him, his family, your friend Liz, and anyone that's ever talked to you if that is what it takes. No one is looking for me. No one is looking for you. I have all the time in the world. And your friends don't."

I sat up, "What do you mean?"

"I mean that if I don't check in with my henchmen by daybreak, they have their instructions."

"Which are?"

Doe smiled, "Perfectly timed and planned, I can assure you. If we do nothing but sit here and talk, you'll be without friends or family by the end of the day." Doe cringed for a moment, "I have to say, your friend Liz? I assigned a particularly disturbed henchman to her. He sort of has issues with women. I'm afraid she won't die quickly."

I gritted my teeth, "You're a monster."

"That's not the insult you think it is. Not to me at least."

It was time. I'd had enough. All but the last piece of information I wanted.

"Siddeon."

His eyes grew wide, "You know?"

"You must be more of an idiot than I'd heard if you thought I couldn't see through this silly disguise."

"Silly?" Siddeon sputtered. "I had my entire body changed. Completely rebuilt. My own mother wouldn't have recognized me."

Gale was staring at us like we were explosives on a hair trigger. Siddeon was shaking with rage, as I'd hoped. It was time for him to make a mistake. All I had to do was push him a little harder.

"You kept talking about all the stuff you designed. All the inventions. But you're just a charlatan. We saw your labs. All the bodies. You used them and threw them away."

"I gave them purpose!" Siddeon yelled, "They had good ideas, but they weren't smart enough to pass the tests. They weren't super geniuses. But those tippys built the Super City. Each one contributing a single idea, but one by one, they built it. And the Super State? They didn't want to have anything to do with them."

"There were supers there too."

Siddeon sputtered, "A few. Yes. When I found out what they had designed, I made sure they didn't pass."

"And stole their ideas. Passed them off as your own."

"The plan is all that mattered. Those people were just tools."

Siddeon's hand started to shake, but the gun was still pointed at Leon's temple. I had to push harder.

"You're like the kid cheating on his math test. Just a kid too stupid to solve for X."

Siddeon shouted, "Fuck you, Bob. You have no idea who you are dealing with!"

I stood, yelling, "You killed them! Piled them up like firewood."

"You make that sound like a bad thing!"

The gun started to angle away as he leaned forward to yell at me. I almost had him! Just one more...

"Take me."

I almost screamed in frustration. I turned to Gale, my eyes pleading.

"What?" Siddeon's voice was suddenly quiet, the rage draining from his face.

"She doesn't mean it. Don't listen." I needed to keep control. Keep him angry.

"No," Gale turned to me, "I know what I'm doing." She turned back to Siddeon, "Take me, instead of all those others."

Siddeon's hand was again rock steady, "I have you already. How does this benefit me exactly?"

"I won't fight you. I'll be your willing hostage. Bob will give you what you want."

"He'll do that anyway."

"Gale," I implored, "shut up. You don't know what you're doing."

She turned to me, "I'm saving lives. I'm a member of the Bulwark. It's what we do."

Siddeon turned to me, a gleam in his eyes. I glanced up at "Mind's" corner. Why wasn't she stepping in? Why wasn't she doing anything?

"Okay, just...wait." I put a hand up. "Before either of you do something that I regret, I have one last question."

Siddeon turned to me, his eyes hard and piercing, "And we finally get to it." He licked his lips, "You were right about me, Bob," Siddeon's calm demeanor was back. 

All that work I'd done in getting him angry was gone. Damn it. Damn it all. Why couldn't she just keep her mouth shut?

"Right about what?"

"I'm not a genius." Siddeon sighed, "Do you know that my power was once considered too minor for inclusion in any super group? They didn't want to have anything to do with me."

"So, now you're killing them? Isn't that sort of cliché?" I taunted.

He didn't take the bait, "Maybe. But, though they claimed it was my lack of combat ability, I knew the truth: they were jealous. See," his eyes bored into mine, "I'm not some sort of sob story. I wasn't cast out or some sort of disenfranchised youth looking for attention." His smile was cold, "I just like killing people. This?" Siddeon nodded toward the gun in his hand still pointed at Leon's head, "I rarely get to do this. Usually, it is someone else or some trap. That just seems so impersonal to me. So...I don't know...impolite? I would much rather be here, but alas, it often isn't to be."

I swallowed. "I see."

"I doubt that, but let's leave it at that for now. I was saying?"

"Your power."

"Do you have a guess?"

I shook my head, "Looks like I'm taking the first step toward knowledge."

Siddeon laughed, "Quick learner. I do like you, Bob. I wouldn't have expected you to guess. That would have suggested that you were a super. And, I think, I probably would have liked you less. No, not a genius. I can see patterns. Mostly weaknesses. All I have to do is look at someone, see how they walk, hear them talk, and patterns emerge. I can look at a building and see which bricks I'd have to remove to have it fall down. Patterns, Bob, weaknesses."

This power excluded from super groups? I couldn't believe it. The only thing that made sense was that his teammates weren't jealous; they were likely ending up dead at the conclusion of one of his plans. 

I thought back, "The cars that were following me? That was you."

Siddeon clicked his tongue, "You're a quick one. What I said before was true. I had heard of you. I angled to get you up to the Super City so I could check you out. The way you kept popping up in many of my side businesses, I figured you must be a super or have something special about you. Even if you weren't a super, I could get rid of you along with the other supers. Two birds, one stone sort of thing. But then, on a whim, I swung by your place. And I got a look at this glorious apartment. That's when the pattern clicked into place. Whatever is special about you? It isn't in you. It is all around you. Like this apartment. I don't know how you did this, but it is beautiful. Once I saw it, I just had to have it."

"It was you," I accused. "In the car, with the window down."

"And outside during the S-Clipse and a half dozen other times. I studied this place from every conceivable angle. For the first time since my powers manifested, I found something without a weakness. Not a single one. Of course, I couldn't resist. I had to have it."

I shook my head, "All this, for an apartment."

Siddeon looked around, "It's magnificent, Bob. I...I can't explain it to you, you can't understand. To see the weak points in everyone...everything...it's a world of disappointment. Did you know that often it takes little more than a poke in the right place at the right time to kill a person? But this place...what you've created here...it's amazing." He paused for moment, and then added, "Are you listening?"

I hadn't been listening. Not in me, he had said. All around me. Mind's help. Gale's frequent interventions. Ted's legs and clothes. All the devices I'd used over the years. All provided by or created by supers. I shook the thoughts from my head, trying to focus, "Gideon Sans."

"Yes."

"He works for you?"

"I sometimes use that name, yes."

I swallowed, muttering to myself, "My God, Tay was getting the clones directly from you all along and he never knew it."

Siddeon leaned in, "What was that? Clones? Did you say clones?"

I shut my mouth. Patterns. He saw patterns. I couldn't ask about Nineteen. He'd know. He'd use it against me.

I needed to change the subject. Talk about anything else. Steer the conversation toward anything.

"He's been meeting with you, talking to you, and didn't know it. This whole time, Tay has been under your direct control."

"Unlike my fellow supers, I'm not averse to recognizing the abilities of tippys. Your friend Master Tay, for example, proved quite useful in keeping my machinations hidden from the Bulwark. My henchmen, once properly motivated, are loyal and effective.

"But you, Bob Moore. What motivates you?"

I shifted my weight in my chair, uncomfortable under Siddeon's stare.

"You can't be intimidated. You can't be bought or pandered to. I could promise you...everything. But all you seem to want is more pain. Ever since the death of your daughter, it's the only thing you understand any more, isn't it? It's been with you for so long that you've forgotten what life is like without it."

"Fuck you," I growled through gritted teeth.

"So all I can do is give you the option between two pains and let you choose the less painful one. Because that's what you really want, isn't it?"

"Fuck you!" I screamed, my body shaking. "You don't know me! You don't understand anything!"

Gale interrupted, her eyes wide, "Do we have a deal, Siddeon? Me for the rest of them? You make that call. Call off your goons and Bob will give you what you want. Right, Bob?"

All I could do was nod and shake under Siddeon's piercing gaze. 

Siddeon focused on me, "Clones." 

I tried not to react. Tried to turn to stone. But the rage was still racking my body. The edge of Siddeon's eye twitched.

He looked at Gale, "I'm going to have to decline." Siddeon raised the gun and shot her in the chest.

"NO!" I cried, my movements in slow motion. I threw myself toward Gale as Siddeon pointed the gun, but I knew, from the moment I started moving, that I wouldn't get there in time. Gale's face was full of determination and resolution. It wasn't until the energy beam hit her chest that it transformed into confusion and pain. She fell backward into the bookshelf and then slid down. 

The moment she hit the ground, time started to flow normally. I was on my knees, her head in my lap. The smell of charred flesh filled my nostrils. Her chest was completely hollowed out. The beam hadn't come out the other side, but instead, had burned a hole big enough to fit half a basketball. I looked for some way to cover the wound. But it wasn't bleeding and it was far too large. My hand waved above it of its own accord, looking for some good to do. There was nothing.

My ears thumped with muted sound. Gale's power? Had the gun discharge been that loud? Or maybe just the emotions of the moment. It didn't matter. 

Gale's head rolled toward me, her eyes glassy. I begged her not to die. I stroked her hair. She was gone. No last words. No last kiss. No meaningful looks. Nothing.

"See, Bob. Don't you feel better now that I've added some more pain to your life? Calmer? More focused?"

"She was pregnant," my voice shook. I felt my cheeks and was surprised to find them dry.

"I know," Siddeon sounded bored. "I was her doctor."

I continued to stare at Gale. I pushed her eyes closed. It worked. I'd always seen that on TV and thought it was some TV thing. But it worked. I slid her head off my lap and gently set it down on the ground. I put my hands down to push myself up.

Something metal touched the back of my head, "Slowly, Bob."

It wasn't Siddeon, but I knew the voice. "You son of a bitch."

My former assistant smiled cattily over the barrel of the gun, now in his hand, "Daughter, actually. I'm a girl. Leon...Noel...I can be either or both...or at least I could."

I took a calming breath, glancing over at Siddeon, "I'm going to be cliché for a moment. I hope you don't mind."

He smiled as if nothing had happened, "Understandable."

"I'm going to make you pay for that." The threat sounded as impotent as I felt, but I had to say something. For once, I knew why supers spouted such nonsense. It was better than the alternative, which in my case, was crumpling to the ground in a fetal position. 

I just wanted to escape. To hide. How had this happened? I had everything under control. I was with Mind. She should have been able to stop this. What was going on?

Siddeon motioned me to sit. I glanced over. One of Gale's arms was draped over the leg of the chair. I couldn't keep my eyes on her. My legs started to shake, my fists clenched. I felt like both running and collapsing. I had to turn away from her. 

She couldn't be dead. It was impossible. 

A giggle escaped. Oh, God, I even sounded like her. Like them. Supers. Impossible. What did that mean? I started laughing. I couldn't help it. The tension, the stress, the horror - it flooded out of me in a fit of inappropriate laughter. Leon...Noel kept glancing back at Siddeon, confused and nervous. Where Siddeon had held the gun with perfect calm, the gun in Noel's hand shook violently. When he...she...turned to Siddeon, I sprang. 

Too close. Amateurs always hold guns too close. I slammed into Noel and pushed her back into the wall. The gun clattered to the ground. I pounced on it. My back exploded in pain, Noel jumping on me, her claws raking though the thin T-shirt and my skin with equal adeptness. My anger, adrenalin, and loss pushed that pain out of my mind. I fumbled with the gun, finally getting it into my hand. 

A second fiery pain on my back, this one going the opposite direction. I cried out, pushing up and backward. Noel tried to hang on, but couldn't. I heard a sound of tearing that, moments later, was followed by a tug that released with a jerk. I turned and I could feel the blood run down my back as the pain blossomed across it. My former assistant was on the ground behind my desk. She had knocked my chair back. At the sight of that chair on top of Gale, I could feel my blood boil.

"Get off her, you..." I couldn't think of an insult so I just fired. 

Noel jumped to the side, but the beam still caught her in the shoulder. She spun backward with a feline yelp and landed on top of my desk, skidding off the side. She crawled back toward her master. The gun's barrels rotated, placing a new barrel into the firing position. 

Siddeon looked annoyed, "If you two are done?" He nodded to me, "Well, Bob, you have one shot left. I'd suggest kitty here, but it is, of course, up to you." 

My former assistant was ignoring both of us, examining her wound. The beam had taken out a long line of flesh and muscle down her left arm. It wasn't deep though. The wound had been cauterized by the beam, but was tearing open and dripping blood from the movement. 

Doe reached down and started stroking Noel's head, "She was my cat, you know. Before." He put his hands up, "I know, very James Bond, but what are you going to do? I like cats." He bent down and put his hands on Noel's shoulders, careful not to touch her wound, "Do you know why? Because any cat, any of them, if they were big enough, they'd at least try and eat you." He turned to Noel, "Right?" 

She didn't answer and, instead, started cleaning herself by licking her hand and arms. 

Doe shook his head, "It worked at first, you know. The transformation. One of our early successes. But she started to revert. Such a shame." Doe ran a hand over Noel's head slowly. "She was supposed to get me information. Tell me more about the tippy who seemed to be everywhere. But then she started having problems with the transformations and had to come back for treatments. And she never did mention your wonderful apartment. Even when she let me in after my henchmen failed, she couldn't give me full access." He leaned forward and whispered into her ear loud enough for me to hear, "You know how I feel about failure, right?" As understanding dawned on Noel, he reached forward and grabbed her chin. Pulling hard, he spun her head. A loud crack. Noel collapsed in a heap. 

Siddeon laughed, "Whoops. Looks like I made your choice for you." He stood slowly, keeping his eyes on mine. 

I don't think my expression changed. Too much had happened for me to be shocked. The man could have pulled out two huge salamis and suggested a duel to the death and I probably wouldn't have blinked an eye.

"You are one crazy bastard."

Siddeon nodded, "I really don't see how this changes much. I still hold your friends' lives in my hands. If I don't make my calls, they will die. And there is nothing you can do about it."

I closed my eyes for a moment, my brain spinning. I couldn't think. 

"Bob?"

I wanted to cry. She had been here the whole time. She had known. She had watched it happen, but she hadn't done anything. The gun shook in my hand.

"Bob, ask him to prove it."

I opened my eyes. Siddeon was watching me guardedly. "Something's happened. What is it?"

"Prove it."

"What?"

"You say you have my friends hostage? Prove it."

Siddeon paused, "I see your point. I haven't been one to lie or bluff, but I could be." He nodded, decision made. "Fine." He put the metal box, still in his hand, up to his mouth. He pressed a button. "Unit Five. Capture target. Call apartment when complete. No fatalities. Yet."

An acknowledgement rang back. We stood in silence for a few moments. My mind was racing and yet empty. It was like I was overloaded. Nothing but numb static. I wondered how Nineteen would have reacted to my current mental state.

"Clones, huh?" Siddeon asked.

For a second, I couldn't tell if he was talking or if I was still thinking about Nineteen, "Huh?"

"Clones. That seems to be a pressure point for you. When you said the word, I could see how vulnerable you were. How much pain that word caused you. I was so surprised I couldn't believe it at first."

"I don't know what you are talking about."

"Sure you do. You may have a gun, but I have all the cards. The supers are trapped in the Super City, your friends and family, and now this. I'll make you a deal: you pick, your friends and family, or a clone of whoever is making you so vulnerable. Your daughter I assume. But maybe Gale given recent events," he laughed. "The supers? That's just going to happen. But I'll give you one of the others."

I blinked, "You just killed my ex-wife. And your own creation. If your plan comes to fruition, you'll wipe out just about every other super on the planet. And you think I still want to deal? I could turn you over, they get out, and we find your cloning equipment and I'll get what I want anyhow."

Siddeon shook his head, sadly, "Unlikely. They've been searching for me for years. They've captured me a few times but that was by my design. But it's too bad you have to feel that way. I'd like to say that I remember a time when death meant something to me, but honestly, I don't think it ever did. I'm just not wired that way." He sat down in my company seat.

The phone rang. I picked it up. It was my father. He told me that some men had him and mom at gunpoint. I told him not to worry. 

Siddeon smiled, "Your move."

I took a breath, "Over here." 

We went through the routine for transferring ownership. I insisted on keeping Privileged Visitor status so that he couldn't turn the defenses on me right away. A ruse, but a necessary one. Finally, we flipped the "kill" switch to reset the system and it was done. I stood across from him, he behind my desk, me in front of my guest chair. 

"Very good, Bob. Tell me, which did you choose?"

I licked my lips. Nineteen. I'd worked for months to get her back. To find the next clone in the line and keep the promise I had made to Nineteen all those months ago. I wanted to touch her more than anything. Even now, even with all this death around me, the thought of her filled me with a longing I didn't think possible. I wanted her back. I needed her back. 

"Let them go," I heard myself say, my eyes closed.

"Hmm...I wouldn't have guessed that. I was sure you would go with the clone. Though I suppose, family does count for something." He held out his hand, "Give me the gun."

"Fuck you," I replied, my voice flat. "Call off your henchmen."

Siddeon thought for a moment, studying me, "No. Give me the gun first." 

I paused, thinking. Mind was whispering into my ear, but I couldn't concentrate on her voice. He was right there. Right in front of me. All I had to do was pull the trigger and he'd be gone. Dead. I'd lose Nineteen for certain, but I'd already lost so much. Wouldn't it be better? Wouldn't I be doing the world a service?

I tried to swallow on a dry mouth. Liz. Alan. Mom and Dad. He had them all and probably more. Could I kill him and still save them? Mind might know the supers that were still around. We could call them. Could it work? Maybe. Was it worth it? Was it worth the risk for my revenge?

Doc Arts. I'd let my need for revenge cloud my judgment before. 

I exhaled, decided. I placed the gun on the desk and pushed it to the middle. "It stays there until I leave. Now call your men."

Siddeon stared at the gun for a long moment and then nodded, never moving from his seat. He put the metal box back up to his mouth and rattled off a long series of random words. A few moments later, I picked up the phone and called my parents. They answered and confirmed that the men had left. 

I exhaled, my eyes drawn to the gun. What to do? Mind could capture him. Hold him for the authorities. Or I could grab that gun and finish it now.

"I can see you're considering your options. May I remind you that, if you try to kill me, if the defenses don't stop you, there is still the matter of the clones. I'm sure you could find something in the future to bargain for what you want. Or, perhaps, you want to owe me one?" He smiled wickedly.

I lowered my head, "Computer."

"Affirmative." Mind obviously wasn't sure what I was going to do and was still using the male voice.

"Define Privileged Visitor clearance."

"No such clearance exists."

Siddeon's eyes grew wide.

"Computer," I continued, "define clearance: Bob Moore."

"Owner, full access."

"But," Siddeon sputtered, "but that's impossible!"

"Yeah, you supers like to say that. But it doesn't make it true."

Siddeon dove for the gun, but Mind placed one of her immobility fields around it. He pulled his hand back, his mouth turning up in a snarl, "You give it back! We had a deal! You give me the access you promised or I'll kill them all!"

I slowly reached forward, picking up the gun, "Do you want to make a new deal? One that gives me everything I want and you get to live?" I asked, my voice flat.

"Fuck you and your deals," Siddeon mashed down on one of the buttons on his device.

"Signal neutralized," the computer intoned.

Siddeon screamed in protest, his face flush with anger and confusion.

I sighed, "I thought you might feel that way."

I pulled the trigger.

 

* * * 

 




  

Chapter 23

"I'm saving people. That's what we do." Rod's accented voice cracked at the last word. He cleared his throat, "Those were her last words. And fitting ones. Gale was everything that was good about the Bulwark. She represented the best of us. And she died doing what she loved: fighting evil. Standing up for what is right. And..."

Rod's voice faded off. He didn't start bawling or biting his fist or anything. He just stared off into space. Lost in his grief. 

"Man, he seems really torn up," Alan whispered into my ear. I nodded. "Is he going to be okay?"

I didn't answer. Someone put a hand on my shoulder and said something. I winced at the pain from my bandaged back. My ex-assistant had really done a number on me. I'd taken a look at it in the mirror; it wasn't pretty. A minor super at the local hospital had been able to close up all the wounds pretty well, but they still ached and would probably scar. 

I looked over my shoulder. A masked face looked back at me. I didn't recognize him. 

A television camera panned toward me. I turned away again, hanging my head. They'd been trying to get a clean picture of me for the entire service. I was doing my damnedest not to let them. 

"Can I get you anything?" Alan had asked the question something like the thirteenth time. He didn't know what to say. For once. The reporter didn't know what to say. 

I suppressed a giggle. 

"A drink?"

"Don't you think you've had enough?"

I turned to him, my bloodshot eyes boring into his, "No. No, I don't."

Alan frowned, but handed me my flask, which he had confiscated. It was new. I'd lost the other one in the Super City along with my dartboard and keychain. I couldn't remember where I'd lost the flask. Probably dissolved by that acid chick. I couldn't remember. 

I took a quick hit. Then another. I was about to take a third when Alan put out his hand. I huffed, but I passed it back. He tucked it in his jacket pocket, looking around.

Some time passed. I didn't know how much. All I could see were my shoes peeking out from my pant leg. The comfortable ones that Gale had given me in the Super City. They still looked too small.

Alan grabbed my elbow. "Bob, it's time."

I stood, confused. The row of people was filing out. Where were we going again? It didn't seem like we were going out. I glanced around. The stadium was full to capacity. Thousands of people. Only those on the floor, the grass would be a better descriptor, were standing. And, of those, only a select few rows were being ushered up. 

Damn it. Viewing.

I kept my face pointed, as best as I could, away from the cameras. I hated this. Hated it. And hated the man that made it happen.

Before I knew it, I was there. In front of her. It wasn't an open casket. But there was a viewing window. Rod had put her in her costume. I blinked away my revulsion. She could have been sleeping. I kept expecting to see fog on the window from her breathing. It never came.

I put my hand out. Placed it on the window. My breathing became erratic. It was like someone was shaking me. I closed my eyes. 

A felt a touch at my elbow. "We should go, Bob."

It was Alan. How long had I stopped? I turned and headed back to my seat. I thought. I was a bit confused as to where I was sitting.

"Bob." Rod's German accent was light, but unmistakable. 

I looked down. He was sitting in an oversized chair, reinforced to take his massive bulk. He wasn't fat. I imagined if you cut all the muscle off his leg and weighed it, it'd weigh more than me. I glanced at my belly. Well, maybe not.

"Thank you for coming," Rod continued, his voice a monotone drone. He barely looked at me. His black costume was polished to a shine, his eyemask, a match to Gale's, gleaming as well.  

I nodded, "I'm sorry for your loss."

I glanced around. Tippys. The stadium was full of them. Very few costumes were in evidence, and the more colorful ones were covered in black capes or had black armbands on their left biceps. I wondered if they'd charged admission. 

"Bob?"

I turned. Gale's parents. Oh, God, I wanted to be anywhere but here. 

"Mr. and Mrs. Angin." I stuttered. "I'm sorry, I didn't see you there."

Gale's mom reached out. I took her hand. It was trembling. Or maybe that was mine. 

"Thank you."

I blinked for a moment. Had I missed something? "Thank you?"

"I know you did everything you could."

I swallowed. 

She continued, "We're having a...a gathering. Your assistant has the address. I hope you'll come."

I answered without thinking, "Of course."

Mrs. Angin pulled her hand back and wrapped it around her husband's arm. Her eyes were swollen. So were his, for that matter. Gale was their only child. This was hitting them hard. 

Alan came up behind me and led me away. Around me, people were whispering and crying. I didn't recognize most of them. But I wasn't looking. It didn't matter. Alan stepped in front of me and motioned to our row, but I walked around him. He turned and followed.

"We really shouldn't leave yet. It isn't..."

I turned on Alan, hissing, "Don't say it, Alan. Don't you dare say it. If I hear one more person tell me what Gale would have wanted or what I'm supposed to do, I'm going to lose it."

Alan's eyes were kind. Sad. Understanding. They made me want to punch him. I bit back a scream and tried to keep myself from running out of the stadium.

The upside of having Alan for a friend was that the other reporters assumed he was covering my story. It sometimes brought me a little extra attention, but as I walked out, the few reporters that approached took one look at Alan and they stepped back. He probably gave them some sort of super secret reporter hand signal or something. 

When we pushed open the doors and stepped out, I stopped, breathing in deeply. The air felt musty, damp. But it was colder and much farther away from that circus. I looked around. I had no idea where I was. I saw a bench and headed for it. I sat down with a plop. A moment later, Alan sat next to me.

"That was wrong," I muttered. "They had her in costume, the sons of bitches. In costume. Like that's who she was."

"To many people, that's exactly who she was."

"It wasn't like they were protecting her identity. Christ, they had her parents in the front row!"

"And her name on the program."

I turned to Alan," There was a program?"

Alan nodded, "Check your pocket." 

I reached into my coat pocket. Sure enough, there was one. "Huh. Look at that." I flipped it open, "They didn't put me in it anywhere, did they?"

"After the scene you made?"

"Didn't stop them from holding this fiasco."

"No, Bob. They didn't. I checked - your name isn't in there."

I nodded and closed the program and rolled it into a tight cylinder. I couldn't concentrate enough on the words to read them anyhow. 

I squeezed the paper at the center, the program deforming in my fist, "What now?"

Alan sat back, "We wait, I suppose. The wake isn't for another couple of hours."

"They are having a wake as well? Did they invite the whole world again?" I couldn't keep the anger out of my voice.

"No. The one with Wendi's parents. It'll be small."

"I'm not going."

"You just told them you would."

"Well, I'm not."

"It would probably mean a lot to them."

I stood, hitting the rolled program on my metal thigh, "Well, I'm not going, okay?" I yelled, "I don't care."

"Bob," Alan's voice was measured, calm. "Everyone grieves in their own way."

"On national fucking television!" I screamed, tears ripped from my eyes, "Is that how they grieve? Because..." I turned away, my throat tight. I swallowed, blinking my eyes clear, "I'm not going."

"Fine. We won't go."

"Good." 

A few cars drove by.  A bird landed on the grass, pecked at the ground and flew off.

"And why can't I grieve in my own way too," I shook my head. "They get to have their way, but I just have to go along with it."

"I know it seems that way..."

I spun, my face red, "Seems! Seems? They didn't listen to a thing I said. Not a single thing. They just all sat there and made their damn decisions about what Gale would have wanted. But they didn't know her like I did. No one did. But don't listen to Bob. They were divorced. She's a different person now."

Alan just sat there. Watching me. 

"She wasn't different. She wasn't. I knew her," I pointed at my chest. "I knew her better than anyone and they wouldn't even listen to me." I turned away again, my hands clenched. "It isn't fair."

"No, Bob. It isn't."

I sniffed. My nose was running. I didn't have a tissue. Who would forget to bring tissues to a funeral? 

"I'm not going."

"I understand."

"Okay. Just so we are clear."

"Crystal."

"Thanks." I looked up at the sky. It was cloudless. Had been for days. "What am I supposed to do now, Alan?" I turned back to him. "What do I do?"

Alan shook his head. 

I sat down next to him, my head in my hands, staring at the shoes Gale had given me in the Super City. He put a hand on my back between my shoulder blades, the touch sending small arcs of pain across my back. I sort of relished them. My mind was racing. All I could see was the last few minutes of Gale's life. Over and over again. Everything I could have done, everything I should have done. 

I sat back with Alan, watching the sky. The Super City was gone. It had been for days now. Days? I couldn't remember. The news had been playing it continuously. Pictures of what everyone thought was the Super City covered in a blue field. Then the field had slowly faded. As it did, a huge, mountain-sized rock about one third the size of the original City came into view. It was ringed with large engines. The engines that Ted had been looking for. The ones that Gale had said she was sure had been constructed. In a wink, the rock and engines had disappeared, just like the Super City used to when it moved from place to place. So far, no one had been able to locate it. 

That picture of the rock and engines had been plastered across the news. Over and over. People were concerned. What was that rock? Why had it been up there? Where had it gone? Most importantly, where was the Super City? 

The television talking heads were full of theories. But I knew the truth. Me. Rod. Alan. The Vice President. Other leaders and important people. The rock and the engines had been some sort of placeholder for the Super City. Siddeon needed to make the supers believe that the Super City was real and the engines were part of that. Some scientists had hypothesized that the rock was used simply to trick any passing supers that may have had the power to sense such things. Others thought that it might be used as some sort of weapon. Siddeon had a reputation for backup plans. It made sense. 

But the supers? They were trapped underground somewhere. There was no use looking for them. Rod and the remaining supers had spent the last few days looking frantically for any super of any age that might be able to help them. Anyone. 

No luck as of yet.

It didn't matter. Rod had tried to find the henchmen, but they'd disappeared. At least no one was hurt. Most hadn't even known they were being targeted, including, thankfully, Suzi. 

"I know this isn't the right time, but I have a question."

"Yeah? From a reporter? Shocking."

Alan laughed, "Yeah. Well, why? Why didn't you kill him?"

I thought back to that room. My office. How I should have melted the face off of Doe...Siddeon. That I should have left him as a puddle. But something, at that moment, stayed my hand. Was it Nineteen? Was it the knowledge that I'd probably lose her forever? I didn't think so but I hadn't been thinking very clearly at the time and didn't feel any clearer now. 

I'd pulled the trigger, of course, and Siddeon had lost most of an arm. But they'd had no problems stabilizing him. Rod had picked him up personally. Rod dragging him out of my garage was all over the news as well. I wasn't sure anyone would see him again. Now that they knew his power.

"Honestly, I don't know." I sighed, "I was numb. In shock they said. But I just didn't."

Alan nodded. Thinking. "Do you wish you had?"

I turned to him, "Off the record."

Alan smiled, "With you, Bob, everything is off the record. No one has a record that long."

I managed a smile. "Alan, and I mean this. If I could go back. Do it again. I'd kill him slow. I'd make him suffer."

Alan nodded as I spoke. He licked his lips, "Seriously? You really think you could?"

I turned away. "Right now? Yes." I dropped my head, "Tomorrow? I don’t know."

"I understand."

I felt the flask pushed into my hand. I pushed it back, "No thanks."

Alan looked shocked, "Really?"

"Yeah. They'll probably have free booze at the wake. No use wasting mine."

Alan didn't comment. We sat there until people started filing out. 

 

* * *

 

"How was it?" Mind's voice was the same as always. Businesslike and impersonal. 

"It sucked. It was a funeral."

"And the wake?" 

I shrugged. It had been better. They'd had a separate showing. She'd been re-dressed in something more normal. But the eyemask was still on. They couldn't get it off without cutting her they'd said. I'd drunk too much and Alan had to help me out before I made a fool out of myself. Even now, hours later, I was still having trouble focusing. Using one eye at a time helped.

"Bob, do you want to do this later?"

"No," I snapped. "Let's just finish it."

Mind continued to give me directions. After a few hours, and a pot of coffee, I stood. In front of me was a construct of metal and wires. It resembled an iron shoebox with four prehensile hands extending from long arms at each corner. The hands each had two fingers and a sort of thumb. There was nothing that I could identify as a head. I opened the panel in the center of the construct and pressed the power button. The panel shut on its own and melted into the surrounding metal. After, it looked as smooth as a single piece. 

The construct pushed itself up onto two of its hands. It flopped over onto the other two and handsprung across the room. After a minute or two of it doing this and various other movement tests, it cartwheeled over to a wall and plugged itself in.

"Satisfied?" I called out. 

"Very," Mind reported. "This will make things considerably easier around here."

I exhaled, "Good."

Behind me, the TV switched on. I turned.

"...eiving images now. Yes, it looks like the supers have reappeared. Again, this is amateur video shot by a vacationing couple in southern China. As you can see, the supers seem to be coming out of what appears to be a cave or cavern near what looks to be a small river. We've been informed that Force and the rest of the supers are en route. But, from what we can see, there are dozens if not more survivors."

I frowned, "They won't find Ted."

"Monitoring communications now." 

I shook my head, "He's not coming out."

"You think he sacrificed himself to save the others?"

I couldn't help but laugh, "Ted? Give me a break. Down there in that City with all that technology...you couldn't drag him out."

"How can you be sure?"

I allowed myself to sink into the couch. My back hurt, "I just am." 

"The consensus from the survivors is that Ted saved them. He took control of the system and figured out where they were. He even organized the digging."

"Of course."

"They are saying he stayed behind to make sure the tunnel didn't collapse."

I shook my head, "That doesn't sound like the Ted I know...knew."

"Knew?"

"We had a bit of a...falling out. I'm not sure how it'll affect him. Ted never was one to let bygones be bygones."

"There are still some exiting. He might still appear."

I smiled grimly. "Ted," I whispered under my breath, "I'm sorry."

"Bob," Mind continued, "really, thank you for finishing the project. I don't know why you went through all this."

I stood and walked to my bedroom.

"Gale only died four days ago. The funeral was this afternoon. And you've barely slept. You've done nothing but work on the project for me since you returned."

I pulled out a duffle bag. I started rifling through my shelves and drawers.

"It isn't that I don't appreciate it, but...Bob, what are you doing?"

"Packing."

"Packing?"

"Did I stutter?" I growled.

"But you are packing nothing but money."

I glanced down at the duffle bag. I'd placed every cent I had hidden around the apartment in it. "You're right. I should probably bring a change of clothes."

"Bob? Where are you going?"

"Away."

"Away where?"

"Away. I'm sure you'll figure out where."

"Bob? Why?"

I stopped. My blood beating in my ears, "Why? Now that is a good question." I turned back to my packing, "I have another good question that may help you answer yours. Why, Mind, did Gale have to die?"

"I don't understand, Bob."

"I think you do."

Mind paused. She actually paused. Was that guilt? Was the program trying to convince me it was having a hard time answering? I didn't buy it. Not for a minute.

"You know the conditions of me being here."

I laughed, "Yeah. I do. I don't reveal your presence or else."

"I'm here because no one would look for me here."

"Siddeon did."

"That's not true, Bob. He was interested in the defenses. He never made the connection to me."

I stopped, my voice low, "You killed her."

"I did no such thing."

"You let her die."

Mind didn't answer.

I shook my head, "I'm leaving."

"Bob, please. You must understand. If I had intervened, she would have known. I couldn't do anything without risking everything we've built here."

"Oh, I understand. I understand everything clearly. You could play the 'not quite as dumb as he thought' computer system for Siddeon, but not to save Gale."

"She would have known," Mind pleaded. "Siddeon never had any experience with me. Gale did. She would have known."

"You don't know that," I yelled. "You can't know that."

"The probability was very high. Too high."

"Shut up," I waved a hand at the wall. I started to pace, fuming. "I was up there. All alone. That stupid Mulitkey didn't do anything."

"That wasn't my fault! You plugged it into a bathroom."

"It was the Goddamn Super City! Everything was near a computer. You should have been able to take over that system in an hour."

"I couldn't get a signal past the teleportation field. You can't blame me for that."

"You'd be surprised what I can blame you for."

"Bob. Please. Don't leave."

"Just...stop talking."

Mind actually obeyed. I finished my packing and lifted the heavier-than-I-expected duffle by the strap. I put the strap over my head and hung the duffle off one hip.

"I could have sent her away, you know. I had that option," I muttered, softly.

"Why didn't you?"

"For the same reasons you let her die. Because she would have been suspicious."

"What are you saying, Bob?"

"I'm saying that I trusted you! I trusted that you'd do the right thing if it came to it. That you'd never let her, or anyone for that matter, die to save yourself."

"I...I don't know what to say."

I paused, thinking, "You've been wondering about your past. About if the stories are true. That you are really a super that somehow melded with a computer and not some sort of sophisticated program." I swallowed a lump, "I vote for program."

"Why?"

"I'd hope that a human would at least consider the lives of others."

"Siddeon wouldn't."

I laughed, "I'm sorry, are you justifying your actions by identifying with a sociopath?"

Mind didn't respond.

"I'm out of here."

"So, you built my construct so that I could do...what?"

"Whatever you want. Just don't answer the door."

"That was thoughtful. It will be helpful."

I started to walk out. 

"Are you going to take the earpiece?"

I glanced back toward the bathroom. I'd left the earpiece on the charging station in there. Would I need it? I certainly didn't want it. I could just call my home phone. Mind would pick up. Wouldn't that be enough?

"Please."

I looked up. "Are you begging me?"

"I don't want you to go."

I glanced down the hall toward my office. "I can't stay here."

Mind paused, and then said, "I understand. But take the earpiece. Just in case."

I frowned. She was using one of my catchphrases against me.

But damned if it didn't work.

"Okay."

 

* * *

 




  

Epilogue

I sat in my car, hands on the steering wheel, my knuckles white. The top was down and the engine was idling, the keys dangling off a plain ring. The only thing that wasn't ready to go, apparently, was me. I knew that Mind could still see me; I hadn't left the garage. Hell, she'd probably follow me until I left the city. After that, without all the local systems under her control and with the lack of cameras, she'd have a hard time finding me. 

At least for a while.

"You've packed a bag."

I jumped at the voice. Next to the passenger side door was a grey-cloaked figure. 

"Chevalier. Wow, you got here fast."

"Are you leaving?"

I turned away, the gate to the garage drawing my eye, "Yes."

The door opened and I turned as she sat, pulling her cloak around her.

"What are you doing?"

She turned to me, her face featureless in the gloom of her hood, "Fulfilling my duty."

I shook my head, "Your duty?"

"I promised to keep you safe. I plan on doing just that."

"But I thought that was just on the Super City."

She turned forward, drawing her scabbarded sword out of her cloak and holding it with a gloved hand in her lap, "I failed you on the Super City. I must make amends."

"But..." I let the objection drop. She hadn't listened to a thing I'd said on the Super City, she sure wasn't going to start now.

I didn't want a companion. I didn't need one. I just needed...

"Where are we going?"

I took a deep breath, "I was just wondering the same thing." I chewed my lip, "I have a friend. Had a friend. I'm not sure. She said she didn't know me anymore. Over the last few days, I've been thinking." I chuckled, "A lot of thinking. About everything that happened. About Gale...Wendi's death. And the more I think about it, the more I think about what I did and why, the more I realize that she was right. She doesn't know me anymore. And neither do I."

"So you are going to find yourself?"

I couldn't hear any mocking in her voice but I still winced at the phrase. "I don't know if I'd say that. I just need a change. A chance to figure it all out. Away from all this," I waved my hand. 

"As you wish."

I took out my flask and flicked the top off with a practiced motion of my thumb. I brought it to my lips but stopped. I opened the door and slowly poured the liquid onto the ground. I replaced the top and threw the flask over my shoulder and into the backseat.

When I turned, Chevalier was again looking at me.

"Interesting. This friend of yours. The one that doesn't know you. She have a name?"

"Liz."

"Liz." Chevlier nodded, "She must be very special to inspire such change."

I dropped my head. I hadn't considered that. So many things I hadn't considered. 

I ignored the comment and pulled the car out of the garage and pointed it toward the nearest highway, "How long do you plan on sticking around?"

"As long as it takes."

"Might be a while. Thinking isn't dangerous work."

"I'll take my chances."

 

# # #
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Note from the Author

I've been thinking a lot about writing lately. Not just because I've been working on Bob Moore books for just well over a year now. Not just because I've started to connect with an audience. But because of the connections I've made with fans and fellow writers alike. If you noticed the dedication (I rarely do when I read books), I dedicated this book to you, the reader. That was not done lightly. 

As you may realize, writing is an intensely personal and lonely endeavor. We (writers) sit in empty rooms staring at blank screens (or paper if you are old school) and struggle to put into words the stories in our heads. It's hard work. It's especially hard to finish. As I mentioned at the end of Bob Moore: No Hero, I've had a few books that I haven't finished. But now, after No Hero, a 35,000 word novella, I have put out two 100,000+ word books and have a 80,000 word draft novel waiting for me to start the editing process. How is that possible?

You. 

Knowing that people are out there, hungry for more Bob Moore stories, is all the motivation I need to keep writing more. Your emails, your tweets, your reviews...they all add fuel to the writing fire. I find myself more motivated to write daily. Not less. And for that, and for so many other things, I thank you. You, the readers. 

Now, some of you may be wondering what is next for Bob. Well, in all honesty, a break. I have a really, really bad habit of fucking with my characters. Poor Bob has committed murder (albeit a murder of inaction rather than action), has found and lost a replacement daughter, and now has tragically lost the love of his life. He's had it pretty rough. So, I have decided to write something a bit different for my next work. I hope you'll stick with me.

My next book is a fantasy novel titled Touch of Pain. Set in a city protected by the gods and ruled by their clerics, Cassian is cursed to feel pain at the slightest touch. With the help of his brother, he'll have to risk everything to lift his curse and save the woman he loves. 

You can find me at the websites below to keep up with my current progress. When writing, I often post exactly what I'm doing (as far as what chapter I'm on) on twitter (@avrant_tom). With both No Hero and Desperate Times, I posted on my website behind the scenes information for those who like that sort of thing. Stuff like where I got the names, podcasts discussing the process and themes, early art drafts (for the cover), and even the original outline for Desperate Times with some notes. On top of that, I've chronicled exactly how I formatted my books for all the major ebook outlets for other people to use as guides. Because, honestly, sometimes these things can be hard for the author doing it all themselves.

If you are worried about Bob, don't be. There is plenty more in store for our tortured protagonist. I told my wife tonight that I wanted to do a smaller story with the next Bob book. Not in length, per se, but so far, the stories have just gotten bigger. World ending stuff. But life isn't like that. Going to work is life changing. Getting a bonus is life changing. Fighting with your parents is life changing. I'd like to say that Bob's next adventure would be a little more mundane, but no less compelling. I'm as curious to find out as you. 

Once again, as if I hadn't said it enough, thank you. 
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