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      “On your left!”

      John activated the small thrusters he’d installed in his suit and rolled to face the threat. It shot out towards him, quicker than the human eye could follow. But John, with Aura in control of the suit, snatched the projectile out of the air. The weapon was five feet long, barbed, and made from a material that resembled an insect’s carapace. Which was fitting, since said villain resembled a praying mantis.

      John worried too. Sabrina was down there. In the vacuum left behind after the heroes abandoned the city, there was a prison escape. John had managed to contain most of them. But some still got through. Their limited success led to others from nearby cities and the wastes between to stick their nose into Capitol City’s business.

      The new sensor drones picked most of them up, but they only went so far. Tracking an entering super was one thing. Stopping them was an entirely different matter. And John, known as Darksite, was getting rather sick of cleaning up every mess left to rot, in the absence of the cities heroes.

      “Why do you fight me?”

      John shook his head. “This isn’t a haven for criminals.”

      “Hypocrisy.”

      “Don’t give me that,” John projected down towards the trees.

      The villain, known as Mantis, had taken it upon themself to hunt people in one of the city’s parks. Something that John was putting an end to. That is, if he could catch them first. Mantis was a monster, and had spent most of their life in the wilderness surviving off the wildlife. Something John would have been content to let continue. Out there, Mantis wasn’t bothering anyone. In here, though, Mantis was now wanted for triple homicide, cannibalism, and various other crimes around what you could and couldn’t do with a corpse.

      “Sabrina has spotted the target,” Aura announced.

      A small window opened in John’s heads-up-display showing what Sabrina could see. The stealthy catgirl was creeping up on Mantis from the shadows. Both the supers used stealth, but in different ways. Mantis would explode into action, wreaking havoc and confusion, before freezing in place within dense cover. In the confusion, with the help of their camouflage, Mantis would go unnoticed.

      Sabrina, the fellow mad scientist, expert in biology, turned catgirl, had all the instincts and abilities of a cat. She slinked through the shadows, using the anti-gravity fields John built into her suit, to lighten her step. She practically floated through the trees before scampering up the trunk of a tree. Sabrina could see Mantis up ahead, and with Aura’s help, John lowered his shoulder mounted recoilless rifle into the ready position.

      Which must have been all the warning Mantis needed to lunge. John spun around as Aura took control of the rifle. Sabrina, seeing Mantis blur into motion, lunged. But the whole thing was a setup. Mantis must have known she was there, even if they didn’t know exactly where. The insectoid villain changed directions rapidly, and Sabrina, already in motion, couldn’t stop in time. Aura, however, was able to triangulate the trajectory of the villain, and with control of the rifle, acted on her own.

      Sabrina’s eyes went wide as Mantis unfurled a pair of organic blades. And then closed them as Mantis shrieked—a hypersonic slug tore through their midsection. The force of the shot blew a clean hole right through the giant insect. But the shockwave following the round liquified its organs.

      Not that it was enough to stop the villain. John watched through Sabrina’s camera as she rolled out of harm’s way and sprung away from Mantis. The villain, reeling from the intense pain, drew another spear from their abdomen, and hurled it after the catgirl with an angry scream.

      That only drew Aura’s attention, where she took a second shot. This time, it was square in the abdomen, shattering Mantis’s spears and destroying one of its hearts. And yet, Mantis still wasn’t down. Staggering around on four spindly legs, it raced for the sewers. It was how Mantis had hidden to finish their meals, and ultimately how they got so far into the city to begin with.

      There were untold horrors hiding below the city streets. It took extreme measures for maintenance crews to enter, and it usually involved blocking off and clearing entire sections beforehand. Efforts had been made to clear the sewers, but before long, the creepy crawlies were back, and so were the smuggling operations they attempted to clear. So there was a quiet ceasefire. Something that Mantis was trying to take advantage of.

      The only problem for Mantis was with two holes in its body. It was moving at only half the speed it could usually manage. And Aura was ready with a third shot. As their horribly disfigured body broke out across the open ground, Aura tracked for the third shot.

      “John?” Aura asked the unspoken question.

      “Sabrina, can you do anything?”

      “I don’t know,” Sabrina admitted. “If their power caused their transformation, it’s likely anything I could do would either kill them or make things worse. If their transformation is just a mutation, I still might not be able to fix them.”

      I weighed up my options. Mantis was a victim of circumstance. But a monster in reality. You didn’t hate the lion for being a lion. But when that lion stepped away from its natural food sources and started hunting people…

      “Aura, take the shot.”

      Mantis could scent the putridness of the tunnel. The damp wetness of freedom. Filled with rage, pain and a loathing for the one who protected the city, they could see the tunnel ahead. And as the tungsten slug tore through the back of their head, the shockwave blew their brain matter into a fine mist. Mantis’s body collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut and slid into the mud before the opening of the tunnel.

      “John?” Aura prodded.

      “I’m fine,” he lied. “This… was necessary.”

      “For what it’s worth, John,” Sabrina’s voice came through. “I don’t believe we could have saved them. And even if we could. What good would it have achieved to a being who had caused so much pain?”

      John let out a sigh. “I know. I just…”

      “You’re a good man, John,” Sabrina continued. “You feel bad, because you’re convinced there’s a better option. And you’re right. If Mantis could have been found when their powers first developed, they might very well have been saved. Don’t hold yourself accountable for a problem you didn’t cause. It should never have been your problem to solve, and with a lack of better options, you took the best one.”

      John hovered in place and stared down at the twitching corpse of Mantis. Then shook his head and activated a call to the local authorities. “Mantis is down. In the park, at the entrance to the stormwater drain. I’ll leave a transponder.”

      “We’ll dispatch someone immediately, Darksite.”

      John had a strained relationship with the authorities. Chief Franklin had taken the best of a worse situation and decided against pursuing Darksite for his crimes. Instead, the two of them worked together in a steady agreement. Following the rules set in place by Pinnacle, Darksite was the undisputed leader of the city. Especially with the lack of active heroes. By rights, the man should be trying to arrest Darksite. With roaming monsters, escaped villains and no end in sight—accepting Darksite as the city’s protector was the lesser of two evils. And Darksite had promised to stand trial in the event the heroes did come back.

      Something that Darksite wasn’t entirely sure if he would actually go through with. The man was willing to own his mistakes. But as far as he was concerned, all he did was expose corruption and refuse to abide by draconian laws regarding conscripting children to fight battles they had no business being involved in. His only real concern now was with Sabrina. The young woman was a student of his originally. A mad scientist in hiding, just like John, she spliced her own DNA with that of a feline.

      Then there was Aura, John’s artificial intelligence. If the heroes discovered her, they would stop at nothing to destroy her. Something John now firmly suspected would be tantamount to literal murder. Then there were the two newest members to John’s slowly growing group of friends. Casey and Emily. Casey, being a shapeshifter named Shift, who was sent to infiltrate Darksite’s lair. And Emily, her best friend, and Clairvoyant going by Sage, who turned against the heroes when she learned of their plans to attack civilians to draw out Darksite in a previous confrontation.

      Outside of that group, there were two more helping behind the scenes. Succubi, a literal sex demon, who spent her time between mopping up villains, lounging about in strip clubs and brothels. And Sam, aka Titan. A quiet family man, who John suspected would swap anything, including his powers, to simply get a day job and look after his family. One that included an intimidating young woman by the name of Susan. She pulled no punches, kept grudges, and boxed Sam’s ears every time he even made it look like he wasn’t the doting father to Jace, that he really was.

      John respected them both. Neither of the villains had committed any serious crimes. Succubi simply refused to follow orders, and Sam had tried to fund a lavish lifestyle on the proceeds of what he could pull from bank vaults. They weren’t monsters, and for that, John was willing to work with them. Keeping the peace on their own, knocking heads when necessary, and reporting back to Darksite when needed. They were both instrumental in the fight against Deep Blue, and the situation with Flawless.

      And with their help, the city had returned to a semblance of normality. No supers meant no super fights. Crime had gone up a little, but most of it wasn’t violent. Without the need for the city to spend millions on repair bills, there was more than enough left over to compensate their victims. It wasn’t perfect. But it worked.

      “How are the new jets working?” Sabrina asked.

      John smiled, knowing his lover was trying to distract him from his thoughts. “Really well. They’ve improved my reaction time significantly.”

      “You mean my reaction time,” Aura interjected.

      “Our reaction time,” John smirked. “I get to use them too.”

      “Very well,” Aura grumbled.

      John shook his head. He was still meaning to check her code. She was always his AI, but when things changed, he allowed her more freedom. It almost seemed like she developed quirks. Yet, with every promise he made himself to check her code, he felt less inclined to do so. It felt almost like a violation as she came out of her proverbial shell and appeared more alive with each passing day.

      “Sabrina, take whatever samples you need. Then let’s go home.”

      “I just want a piece of armor and a little blood.”

      John looked at the spear in his hand and shrugged. “Would this work?”

      Sabrina glanced up, and him and smiled. “Perfectly.”

      “Great,” John nodded as Sabrina moved over to the corpse and collected what she needed.

      “Aura–”

      “Already ahead of you,” she interrupted.

      John smiled as he glanced at the gps and saw the dot that was the Twirly Whirly approaching. They had parked a distance away, in the hopes of taking Mantis by surprise. It half worked, and it would be here soon enough to get them home again. John liked to move the portal around. Sometimes he kept it on his person, at other times, he left it in convenient places. At least, convenient for him, not for others. Right now, it was in a spot, hovering directly over a particular shopping mall that the ladies wished to shop at. At least, before they became aware of Mantis in the city.

      “Nearly done, Kitten?”

      “Yup!” She stood up quickly. “Have I ever told you how much I love it when you call me Kitten?”

      “No,” John laughed. “Would you like me to use it more?”

      “Mhm,” she wriggled her hips, and then jumped.

      With her suit activating, and John only a few dozen meters in the air, it was an easy jump. She hurled towards him, and John opened his arms as she bumped lightly into his chest.

      “You caught me,” she giggled.

      “I did.” John opened his helmet and leaned in to kiss her.

      Sabrina kicked her legs cutely and snuggled in close as the Twirly Whirly came in to hover at their side. The rotors hummed away, holding the vehicle steady as the cockpit opened up. Usually there would be a ladder on the side to climb in, but Darksite didn’t need that as he hovered in place.

      With the ducted jets, he descended into the cockpit, only pausing to help Sabrina into her own seat before taking his own.

      “Take us home, Aura,” he smiled.

      Without a response, the Twirly Whirly smoothly turned and began to accelerate. It flew over the city, between buildings and over traffic. It was never a secret when Darksite was traveling. He figured that was half the reason people had started trusting him. He was obvious about it. There was never a time he snuck out and caused mischief. Everything was in the public eye where they could see it from all angles.

      The only problem with that came to more mundane things. He had wanted to spend time with Sabrina one on one. And while he could still do that, he was also extremely recognizable. Especially with Sabrina at his side. The two of them felt like celebrities some days. Something Sabrina lapped up while John endured for her sake. But she always made it up to him, and John wasn’t really complaining. He wasn’t opposed to attention, just very unused to it. More so when he started getting spotted with more than one woman.

      Bursting through the portal, the Twirly Whirly came to a halt in the docking bay of the lair. It set down gently, before the motors shut off. Now, when the cockpit opened, the two of them could descend. Not that either of them had any such plans. Aura conveniently had left the elevator on the ground level, leaving the upper floor open for the two of them to fly or leap straight from where they sat. The moment the two of them cleared the cockpit, Aura’s automation went about moving the Twirly Whirly back into storage.

      “Welcome home!” Casey smiled.

      “How did it go?” Emily asked.

      “Well enough,” John sighed as he stepped backwards out of the suit.

      Aura took control of it and walked it to a charging station in their walk-in robe.

      “Oh damn, I need to get this into storage, give me⁠—”

      “I have a drone on the way,” Aura announced.

      “Thanks Aura,” Sabrina beamed.

      True to her words, within moments, the small drone flew up the hole in the floor and halted at Sabrina’s eye level. She held out the small vial, and the drone plucked it from her fingers with a small rubber claw, before shooting off as quickly as it arrived.

      “I still can’t believe we live with an AI,” Emily shook her head.

      “How have your predictions with Aura’s defenses been going?” Aura asked.

      Emily rolled her eyes. “As far as I can tell, I’d need to pose a physical threat to somebody before she would attempt to stop me. That would quickly turn deadly unless I surrendered immediately.”

      “At least my protocols are working efficiently,” Aura said robotically.

      That sent a shiver down more than a few spines. But secretly John was impressed. Emily’s gift of foresight meant she could predict what would happen to her. And if she couldn’t find a way to get past Aura’s defenses, that could only mean that Aura was extremely capable of defending herself and others.

      “So,” Casey smiled. “Who do you want me to be tonight?”

      John shook his head. “I want you to be you. Whoever you chose to be is fine with me. You know this.”

      Casey blushed. Her true form was a slightly boyish figure with red hair. How she liked to present herself was an almost impossibly curvy woman with sex appeal dripping off her in excess. But she was constantly asking John for his input on how he wanted her to transform next, and John simply wasn’t interested. He knew there was more to the question. Likely someone in her past had hurt her self-worth. But truthfully, John admired her for her. The way she casually snuck into their lives, quite literally. She had fit into Sabrina’s space rather rapidly, much to John’s surprise.

      He never took himself for the kind of man to attract any woman. Let alone two of them, at the same time, with both their permission, blessing, and prompting. Before these two ladies in his life, he kept people at a distance. He’d needed to. Now that his secret was out, he’d allowed more people in, and these two ladies were the result.

      “Anything to report?” John asked Aura as he tried to distract himself from intrusive thoughts.

      “News about Mantis’s death has spread. The Chief is going to make a statement. Several news outlets are trying to frame this in a negative light. There is enough evidence to suggest you didn’t try to contain them first.”

      “Sabrina was right,” John nodded. “Containment wasn’t really an option.”

      “I agree,” Aura said. “That’s why those media outlets are going to suffer a power fluctuation that will damage several backup systems, erasing all of their data from the last six months.”

      John frowned. “Aura–”

      “To be perfectly clear, John. They have already suffered a power fluctuation. Admitting it beforehand would push you to ask me not to. And I hate working against your wishes directly. I hope you forgive me.”

      John stared at the ceiling for a moment before Sabrina burst into a fit of laughter. That broke the ice, and John shook his head. Aura was right. He would have asked her not to. But she went and did it without telling him first, and saved him some bad press before it even happened. For that, he couldn’t be mad. Even if he was growing more and more cautious about what he said in front of the AI.

      “How far off is dinner?” Sabrina asked.

      “I’ve just put it on,” Casey smiled. “I followed your recipe. It won’t need basting for another half hour.”

      “Great!” Sabrina bounced. “Then you have enough time to shower with us!”

      Emily, still unused to the casual manner of the catgirl, flushed with embarrassment. Aura, with her scanners, knew the young woman was more open to the idea than even she was likely to admit. And it was only at Aura’s insistence that Sabrina hadn’t broached the idea yet.

      John, feeling like a clubbed seal, simply went along with it. Sabrina taking one hand, while Casey clung to the other. He was dragged into the shower, where the two women worked to strip him down and push him into the flowing hot water. Once there, he stood and watched as they did the same with their clothes, but with far more sex appeal.

      Casey, dressed in a loose fitting top, swelled her breasts to pull it tight. Then she stared John in the eye as she slowly lifted her shirt, performing a classic titty drop. Sabrina, not to be outdone, peeled the front of her leather outfit, away from her breasts and jutted her chest out for inspection.

      John’s ‘deer in headlights’ stare must have been the right response, because they both giggled and worked on their pants next. Casey, with a cute smile, wiggled her hips from side to side and pushed them down. Sabrina, by turned and made an exaggerated bow. Sticking her ass out, she slid the leather down her legs. Neither of them were wearing underwear.

      “Do you think we’ve teased him enough?” Sabrina winked as she stood herself up beside Casey.

      “I dunno… His cock is pointing at us, but he hasn’t tried to grab either of us yet.” Casey blushed.

      “Ladies,” Aura caught their attention. “To achieve optimal roasting, you will need to turn the meat every twenty minutes. You have thirteen minutes.”

      Sabrina was the first to move. Only John wasn’t her intended target. She took Casey by the arm and dragged her into the shower. John stepped back, pressing himself into the wall, as Sabrina put Casey on her knees.

      “Suck!”

      John frowned. “Is that—Oh!”

      Sabrina grinned as she looked down at Casey, throating John’s cock on a single push. John grunted as Casey ran her tongue over his balls before swallowing the head of his cock to urge him deeper.

      “She loves your cock almost as much as I do,” Sabrina smirked.

      “Almost?” John questioned.

      Sabrina nodded. “When you cum, I can smell it. It lingers and makes me feel naughty. That’s why I love licking her clean after you finish fucking her.”

      “Mmm!” Casey bobbed her head.

      John moaned, feeling the intense vibrations in her throat. Sabrina smiled, before dropping onto her knees beside Casey. She leaned in close and whispered something that made Casey pause. John saw something pass between them before Casey stared directly into his eyes. And then trembled as Sabrina pushed a hand between her legs.

      John could feel the unsteady breaths escaping Casey’s nose as she tightened her grip around his ass. She pulled his crotch towards her, even as she bobbed her head to meet him. John’s only concern was cumming in her gorgeous mouth. He knew that Sabrina was pleasuring the woman. He could see her hand moving back and forth, and Sabrina was making no secret of it. She smiled and kissed Casey’s cheek, mumbling about how much of a good girl she was.

      It was all too much for John. He couldn’t have held back, even if he wanted to. Instead, he let out a groan as his cock throbbed inside Casey’s throat. She made a soft choking sound before her nails dug into his skin. Sabrina realized they were both cumming and pushed her fingers into Casey’s g-spot to milk the woman’s orgasm. She smiled, feeling the muscular contractions around her digits, and leaned in to suckle on the front of Casey’s throat, where she could feel the pulse of John’s cock.

      Casey pulled back, needing to take a breath. But on the slippery floor, she overbalanced and fell back. Sabrina, with the agility of her spliced DNA, caught her on the way down and made sure she rolled safely back without hitting her head. Before mauling her, to get the taste of John’s seed for herself.

      John, seeing Sabrina’s tail whip from side to side as the lithe catgirl mounted Casey, took a deep breath. Before dropping to his knees. Sabrina’s only warning of what was coming came in the form of a strong hand taking her hip, before she felt his still hard cock push deep inside her.

      With Casey’s arms wrapped around her shoulders, and John’s cock in her pussy, Sabrina could only purr as he drove her into new, pleasurable heights. Casey could only wonder how she got into this situation. At first, she thought she would die at the hand of the notorious Darksite. Only to discover the quiet, polite man was little more than a victim of circumstance with a bit of a flair for vigilantism.

      And now, she was inside his secret lair, buck naked, making out with his gorgeous sidekick, while she was getting fucked roughly from behind. A girl of her abilities had many opportunities, but outside of a little sexual exploration, she had little experience. And now, arguably the most dangerous man in the world, had just cum down her throat.

      She had never been happier. Which was a far cry from Emily. Emily, who had been listening to the action going on in the bathroom. She was chewing her lip as she slowly rubbed herself on the edge of the dining room table. The firm surface was a far cry from what she truly wanted, but every time she looked forward to see her options, they all led to the same thing. Being injected with nanites, which made her even more susceptible to manipulation by Darksite. A man she still didn’t fully trust, nor understand.

      Yet, despite all that, she was desperately attracted to him. Him and Sabrina. She and Casey had fooled around once or twice, and on the longer, quiet nights, the two had found comfort when others had treated them poorly. The touch of a woman was not an unwelcome one. Just as the edge of the table was not an unwelcome surface to hump her clit against. Rocking her hips back and forth, she stared at the doorway to the bathroom and felt her need rising to match her pace.

      “I’M CUMMING!” Sabrina squealed.

      Emily clenched her jaw to avoid crying out. Her pussy throbbed and her clit ached. She felt her legs jerk and her constant rhythm fell apart as she hit her own peak. Her fingers tightened on the edge of the table, and she felt her pussy throbbing as she held her breath. Fluid ran down her legs, and she grimaced, thinking about whether they would notice if she got changed, or if she should simply give in and join them in the shower.

      “Emily?”

      “Huh?!” She jerked back, before groaning at the interruption of the AI. “Yes, Aura?”

      “When you are finished, would you please turn the roast? I believe Casey is currently indisposed.”

      Emily let out a sigh. “By indisposed, you mean–”

      “I didn’t want to cause you any undue stress by mentioning her exact situation,” Aura answered evenly. “Just know that when you finally make a decision, they will respect you for it.”

      Emily cast an anxious glare towards the open doorway and sighed. “How do I know you’re not just telling me that?”

      “Because I work for John’s best interests, always. Helping to promote a relationship that will cause friction will only lead to harm. Something I refuse to allow.’

      Emily shuddered softly. Because that was exactly what she was terrified of.
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      John awoke to the sensation of a vibrating throat around his cock. He didn’t need to look to know exactly what was going on. The firm, slender woman at his side was equally obvious. Casey, while strutting about in her signature form, was outspoken, confident and sexy. But in her true form, she was quieter, maybe a little shy, but no less lovely for it. Curled up against his side, John listened to the subtle whoosh of her breath as she slept beside him.

      It became his focus as Sabrina doubled down. She swallowed his cock, running her feline tongue over his shaft as she tried to earn her reward. He couldn’t help but breathe deeply as he slowly lost the race. Not that this was a loss. Neither of them wanted him to win, and John was more than happy to feed his kitty for breakfast. What he wasn’t expecting was for Casey to let out a soft murmur and snuggle closer.

      “Good morning John.”

      He turned his head and saw Casey’s sleepy smile, right before she leaned in and kissed him. His breath hitched, and with the undivided attention of two women, John moaned as he felt the first spurt of his seed hit the back of Sabrina’s throat. She pulled back for a moment, letting the second spurt erupt over her tongue, before forcing her head down to swallow the remainder.

      And John was left clinging to reality, as another beautiful woman kissed him like she needed it to live.

      “John,” Aura announced through the intercom. “I have a call from Succubi.”

      John flinched and let out a small grunt as Sabrina pulled off his cock. “She wouldn’t be calling first thing in the morning for no reason,” John sighed. “Put her through.”

      There was a quiet pause before the intercom clicked. “John?” Succubi called softly.

      “I’m here,” John talked to the ceiling. “What can I do for you?”

      “There’s been a trio of murders in my district,” Succubi sighed. “Third one this morning.”

      “Not something that the local authorities can deal with?”

      “That’s why I’m calling now,” Succubi pouted. “The first two victims were normals. And it wasn’t pretty, but… This morning an old contact of mine turned up dead and… I think I know who did it.”

      “I’m guessing they’re a super, if you’re calling me,” John nodded. “Tell me everything.”

      “I’ve seen this type of killing once before. 1275C, that… weird cloud thing. It melted someone the day you let me go. It was like they were doused in acid and inhaled it at the same time. Melted on the inside and out, but mostly around the head and shoulders.”

      “Could it have been something else?” John asked. “I killed 1275C.”

      “John,” Aura interrupted. “There were unverified reports in Prisoner Designation # 1275C’s file that stated they could regenerate from damage. If they were able to form a non-flammable component at the point of combustion, it may be possible that they escaped without notice.”

      John sighed and nodded to himself. “Alright, send Aura the details. I’ll come out and take a look.”

      “Want me to wear anything special?” Succubi giggled.

      “John has a one penis rule,” Sabrina called from under the blankets. “If you want a taste of my man, he’ll be your only man.”

      John stared at the ceiling in shock, while even Succubi remained silent for a time. She then made a small cluck and sighed. “Perhaps, Kitten, if you can find a way to extend our lifespans, that could be on the table in a century or two. I couldn’t leave my pets now. Not when they waited for me.”

      “Those are my terms.” Sabrina shrugged beneath the sheets.

      John grunted as she took his cock in her mouth once more. He felt Casey shift at his side. She smiled at him as she slipped beneath the sheets, where Sabrina made a delighted noise. John could barely concentrate as the two ladies started to make out with one another around the shaft of his cock, but he pulled his mind back to the conversation he was having with Succubi.

      “Right,” John swallowed. “If there’s no urgency, I’ll be out in–” John felt teeth lightly bite into his cock and thought for a moment. “An hour?” The teeth vanished, and Sabrina’s purring started up once more.

      “An hour,” Succubi agreed. “I’ll send Aura the details.”

      “See you then,” John grimaced as the ladies took no prisoners.

      The call ended, and John slumped back into the pillows to enjoy his wake-up call. For the second time.
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        * * *

      

      “What?”

      Sabrina smiled as she stared at him. “Just thinking.”

      John rolled his eyes as Casey giggled. The Twirly Whirly had just left the lair and was coming up to a safe altitude. It was a miserable day too. Rain came down in sheets, but that didn’t bother the flying vehicle at all. Even the suits that John had designed weren’t bothered by water.

      “About?” John prodded.

      “If you’ll let me experiment on you a little.”

      “If you make his cock any bigger, he might start hurting us,” Casey giggled.

      “No,” Sabrina shook her head. “No, I love him just as he is, and I’m already addicted to that cock.”

      John shifted in the seat. At first, out of nervousness about the idea of her doing something to his junk. But then, in awkwardness as memories of their morning surfaced once more. Prior to being the public face of both protection and villainy in Capitol City, John was a teacher at a college. Sabrina had been his top student, and unbeknownst to him, a fellow super in hiding. John had been extremely reluctant to allow a relationship between himself and one of his students, despite her being a legal adult and perfectly capable of acting within her own interests. Something she had made perfectly clear the first time she sucked his dick.

      Since then, John found himself in a strange situation, with a stranger woman. She was gorgeous. Any modeling agent would have given limbs to get her into a contract. Instead, she experimented on herself with sub-par equipment, and managed to splice feline DNA into herself. That had led to an interesting shift in personality, where her feline DNA was prompting her to form a pride around the idea of John being the top male. The first additional member, being Casey.

      “I don’t want to change John into something he isn’t,” Sabrina clarified. “But maybe a couple tweaks to his heart, or his refractory period. Maybe even his semen quantity?”

      “I’m all for experimenting on quality of life improvements,” John nodded. “But do I really need a better refractory period?”

      “You will if we grow your harem,” Casey snickered.

      John frowned, then let out a sigh. Being a loner his entire life, he had never entertained the idea of being with a single woman for more than a casual fling. And even then, most of those flings were financial arrangements. Now he had two women sharing his bed, and they were discussing adding more.

      “Just remember,” John glanced over at the horny catgirl. “The more ladies you bring to our family, the less time I get to spend with each of you.”

      “That’s why I should improve your refractory period,” Sabrina giggled. “We could all take turns. You could fuck us continuously for hours.”

      John ignored the purring as Casey giggled in the back once more. He looked at the GPS and saw they were about to arrive. Which was just in time for the Twirly Whirly to pitch back and begin to slow and descend at the same time.

      They were hovering over the area near the borders of their territories. The city was more or less cut into three sections. With Succubi and Titan looking after a third each. It took a lot of pressure off John, and for the most part, it worked well. Neither of the two villains were interested in taking over. Succubi was a party girl at heart. Having a good time, getting laid and living the good life were the only things she really cared about.

      Titan was a family man. He had a girlfriend and a child. Living in a quiet neighborhood, John understood he ran around like a one man neighborhood watch. He’d helped out in dozens of situations, from pulling people out of car wrecks, to helping rescue pets from burning buildings. The man was quickly becoming a beloved member of his community, despite the calls to have the villains put behind bars.

      The trio all had a few things in common. They were powerful in their own way, and none of them actually wanted to be in charge. They just wanted to live their lives outside of The Agency’s control and do what they did best. Fuck, protect, and build.

      The Twirly whirly came to a gentle landing on a nearby roof with a helipad. It was light enough to land on most buildings, but Aura still made the point to do things right. Their suits let them travel with ease, so a few building hops and a quick jog meant little.

      The trio climbed out of the Twirly Whirly, and Darksite saw the location on his HUD. Shifting his mindset for the role, he glanced over at the only member who couldn’t fly yet. “Shift. Remind me to make you a suit.”

      “That might be hard,” she shrugged. “If I change shape, a suit would need to change with me.”

      “Sounds like a challenge,” Darksite grinned. “For now, who do you want to carry you down?”

      Kitten smiled as she leaped through the air. Doing a twirl at the same time, she opened her arms and legs to land gently on the far side, leaving John to catch up. Shift giggled as she hopped up into his arms. The suit he wore took all the weight, and John moved off after his first lover.

      They crossed the rooftops with ease, before coming into view of the target. Succubi was waiting on the street with several officers. One of which was Chief Franklin. He spotted Darksite coming and offered a small wave as the trio drifted down to meet them.

      “Darksite,” Chief Franklin offered a hand.

      Darksite took it and smiled, despite the helmet. “Chief Franklin.”

      “Succubi has already told me what she thinks is going on. I’m just here to mop things up. My people are on the case, but… If I’m being honest with you, this doesn’t look like something a normal human could do without some serious help.”

      Darksite nodded and looked down the alleyway. There was a tent set up and people in white suits were bagging evidence.

      “Am I going to be in the way if I go down there?”

      “In this part of the city?” Chief Franklin snorted. “Even if our killer left something behind we could use, it’d take months to separate it from everything else.”

      “Kitten, come with me. I’m hoping you might have some insight,” Darksite gestured.

      “I’m going to stay here,” Shift frowned. “I’m… not one for the nasty stuff.”

      “Neither am I,” Succubi huffed.

      Chief Franklin nodded, and Darksite headed into the alleyway. Several people pulled up short and stared as the notorious supervillain strolled past. The alleyway was full of trash and debris. Boxes, wooden crates, an industrial bin overflowing with things that were beginning to liquify. Darksite made a note to have Aura look into the public services and see if there was any way to make waste disposal more efficient.

      For now, though, he came to the tent, where it opened. A woman on the other side let out a terrified squeak at the sight of them.

      “Sorry,” Darksite stepped aside. “You first.”

      “Oh,” the woman clutched her chest with one hand, while she held a bag of tissues with the other. “You scared me half to death.”

      “He’s a big softy,” Kitten giggled. “We’re here to help.”

      “Well, if anyone can work out how someone did this, a lot of us could sleep better,” the woman sighed, and stepped through. “Go on. We’ve collected just about everything we can. Just waiting for approval to move her.”

      Darksite nodded and stepped through the plastic sheet, and frowned at the mess before him.

      “Aura?”

      “My apologies Darksite, the damage is too severe for identification. If you could get a sample of her, I could run DNA.”

      Darksite sighed and moved closer. The woman, and that much was obvious from the state of dress and position she was lying. On her back, with her legs splayed wide. She was clearly conscious when… whatever happened, happened. Blood was smeared around her in an awful rendition of a bloody snow angel. Her flesh was melted to the bone in the thin spots, showing bits of her skull. Her hair was gone, and her eyes were gray, sunken, blobs. Most of her skin was gone, at least to the mid stomach.

      It was like someone had dunked her in a vat of acid, except from where her teeth had been eaten away and her liquified internal organs had escaped her mouth in a horrible slush. She had clearly either swallowed or inhaled part of it as well.

      “The burns are too uniform for a liquid attack,” Kitten wrinkled her nose. “Despite that, it smells like she was dipped into piranha solution.” She looked over the area and shook her head. “If it was gaseous, there would be more damage. It wouldn’t be concentrated on her upper body, and it would have damaged the walls. She’s lying on bits of paper and plastic that are unharmed.”

      “So, someone concentrated an acid, and managed to engulf her upper body with it fast enough for some to be inhaled, and wash it off again before she hit the ground.”

      Kitten shuddered. “That’s awful.”

      Darksite bent over and opened a container on his leg. He kept a medical bag on his person at all times these days. Part of that included a DNA test kit. He couldn’t test in the field, but Kitten was more than capable of doing that back in the lair. Then it was off to Aura who could bypass every security measure known to man and check the sample against the various registries to see if she got a match.

      That raised a question too. Darksite stood, and looked at Succubi, who was chatting with Shift while Chief Franklin looked like he wanted to be literally anywhere else. He left Kitten to continue doing whatever she needed and made his way back.

      “Succubi?” Darksite called. “You said she was a super. How do you know?”

      “Her power,” Succubi shrugged. “I felt a massive pulse come from this direction. I thought someone was in trouble, so I came to investigate and… found her.”

      “Her power was a pulse?”

      “No,” Succubi shook her head. “I feed off energy. A super using their power is a similar kind of energy. I’m attracted to it. I don’t know what she was trying to do, but… I don’t think it worked.”

      John nodded at her explanation. It made sense. There had been some studies into how supers came to be, and how to produce, or even create, them. Nothing was terribly conclusive, but it was common knowledge that there was a form of energy involved. The byproduct of which could be detected with Aura’s scanners. Something only he and Kitten had managed to hide. At least to Darksite’s knowledge.

      “That’s just awful,” Kitten shuddered as she came over and joined them.

      “Did you get anything useful?” Chief Franklin looked at them both.

      Darksite glanced at Succubi and saw the frown on her otherwise flawless face. “I… have a theory. But I need to research some more.”

      “Care to share your theory, or is it one of those secrets that you have to kill for?” Chief Franklin asked, only half joking.

      “During the escape,” Darksite sighed. “1275C, was a gas cloud villain. I thought I’d killed them when they changed to something flammable and I caused them to ignite.”

      “That monster is loose in my city?” Chief Franklin groaned. “Why didn’t you mention them?”

      “I thought they were dead,” Darksite defended himself. “I wasn’t aware there was speculation about regenerative abilities, or I’d have pursued the idea already.”

      Chief Franklin swore and took a deep breath. “Okay, but what now?”

      “Now,” Darksite glanced back at the alleyway. “I really don’t know. How did you catch them last time?”

      “You don’t know?”

      Darksite shook his head. “Tried to stay out of it, remember?”

      Chief Franklin snorted and let out a dark chuckle. “Deep Blue.”

      “Excuse me?” Darksite paused.

      “That’s how we got them last time. Deep Blue kept them like a trained pet. He held the cloud in a pressurized portion of his liquid body. Kept them safe, spoke with them and did what he could to earn its trust. When we got Deep Blue, we became aware of 1275C and separated them using a vacuum chamber.”

      “That is… awful,” Kitten sighed.

      “I wasn’t the chief when the decision was made. I was still chasing car thieves and petty criminals,” the chief swore.

      “So, now we have a homicidal fart who’s probably really mad at us for killing his only friend,” Shift grunted.

      Darksite looked around nervously. That was something to think about. The armor he wore was waterproof, along with Kitten’s suit. But neither was acid proof, and Kitten didn’t even have a full face covering. Shift was completely exposed, wearing a lycra outfit that was just stretchy enough to let her fill out some curves when she wanted it. She was the most vulnerable of the three. The only question was if 1275C was the kind of being to act on that? Or was all this something else entirely?

      “Alright,” Darksite decided. “From here, we act as if 1275C is responsible. We also need to presume that Kitten, Shift and I are likely targets. As well as Titan and probably you, Succubi.”

      “I’ll be fine,” she smiled. “I can sense when other supers are around. The little bastard won’t be able to sneak up on me.”

      “What about when you’re asleep?”

      Succubi frowned, “I’m… sure I can do something.”

      “Darksite, I can only detect 1275C if they are visible. Having a camera able to see more wavelengths than the human eye will be beneficial, but even that will have limits.”

      “What if you ran your scanners constantly?” Darksite asked.

      “That is a possible solution. But a huge draw on my processing powers if I am to cover a wide enough area to be of use. And I do not have scanners installed around Succubi’s or Titan’s homes.”

      “What about the drones outside the city?” Darksite asked. “Could I make more of them?”

      “The current drones are only barely adequate for what they are currently doing,” Aura replied evenly. “It would take many multiples to give the same level of coverage to the city. Though it could be a solution to protecting key areas.”

      Darksite nodded to himself and looked around. He was now aware that this entire conversation he just had was a private one and each lady, along with Chief Franklin, were staring at him with a mixture of concern and annoyance.

      “Care to share with the class?” Chief Franklin grunted.

      “The drones around the city,” Darksite nodded. “I’m going to make some more. It will take too long to cover the entire city. But I could quickly have enough to protect some key areas.”

      “You want to track me with drones?” Succubi frowned.

      “I’m not going to force you,” Darksite shrugged. “If you don’t want them, I’ll have to think of something else. But right now, this is the best option I can come up with on short notice.”

      “I don’t like it,” Succubi huffed. “But… You’re right. I can only keep an eye out if I’m awake. So I want you to think of something else.”

      “That’s the plan,” Darksite agreed. “I don’t know what we can do about 1275C long term. But it looks like even killing it will require capture. At the very least, to make sure the job is done right.”

      “Never in a million years would I have thought I’d be participating in a conversation about the merits of execution,” Chief Franklin shook his head.

      Darksite sighed. “I only kill if I think I need to. Mantis was a true monster. But I’ve tranq’d as many villains as I could in the prison.”

      Chief Franklin sighed and nodded slowly. “That is true. I just…”

      “This situation isn’t ideal.” Shift patted his arm.

      “We’re not making this decision lightly,” Kitten nodded along. “If we can contain 1275C, we will. If they prove too dangerous, we’ll look at more permanent solutions.”

      “How do you contain a cloud?” Succubi asked.

      All eyes turned to Darksite, who gave a small shrug. “It’s gaseous. I could do it with a vacuum, then… I don’t know, maybe I could condense it into a liquid and store it cryogenically or something.”

      “I don’t even know if that would be worse than an execution,” Chief Franklin shuddered. “But this is super business. I’ll put out the word, if any more of these victims show up, I’ll have my people notify you.”

      “I’ll do what I can to help,” Kitten nodded. “Darksite will as well.”

      “I’ll keep an eye out,” Succubi huffed. “Do you want to go visit Titan and let him know?”

      “Why can’t you?” Darksite asked.

      Succubi shook her head. “His… wife.”

      Kitten smirked. “She not take a liking to you?”

      Succubi rolled her eyes. “I like the feisty ones. Sue me.”

      Shift giggled as Kitten laughed. Even Darksite was thankful for his helmet, letting him get away with a smirk. Titan may be a literal powerhouse, but Susan held her own in that dynamic. More often than not, she got her way. Whatever their relationship entailed, it was none of Darksite’s business. Though he recognized the value in ensuring Susan and her son Jace’s safety.

      “We can do that then,” Darksite choked out without breaking character. “Aura, get the Twirly Whirly ready.”

      “Twirly what-in-the-hell?” Chief Franklin cocked an eyebrow.

      Kitten and Shift burst into laughter as Succubi looked like someone had slapped her for a moment. Darksite chose not to answer, and turned away, with the ladies following after. A short, but literal, hop, skip and jump later, the three of them were closing on Titan’s home.

      The damage from the apartment building was impossible to ignore. Structural engineers were going through, trying to determine what, if anything, could be saved. The fires had been put out before they destroyed the entire building. And the blasts caused by Boom-Boom had cut cleanly enough that outside the parts that had already collapsed, most of the structure was still intact.

      It caused conflicted feelings for John. He had nearly died in that fight. Dozens of normals did. They were still finding body parts right up until the end. One that stuck out for John was the couple from the laundry room in the basement. They had taken shelter during the attack, only to be suffocated in the fire and buried in the partial collapse. Darksite had made a point to not be present for the trials against the three supers responsible. The fourth member of their team, Sage, was waiting back in the lair for their return. If not for her help, things would have been much, much worse.

      “John?”

      He blinked and shook himself, before realizing they were hovering over a nearby park, to Titan and Susan’s home.

      “Sorry, was miles away,” John grunted. “Let’s go.”

      The cockpit opened, and the three of them dropped out. With Casey in John’s arms once again, they landed softly. John sighed at the worried glances from a few people who had started packing up.

      “Let’s go, before everyone thinks we’re causing problems,” John nodded.

      He set Casey down, and the ladies did their best to wave and be friendly as they followed along behind. Titan’s home wasn’t far. There just wasn’t a good reason to land and block the street. Leaving them to a short walk. They got a few stares, and there was almost a car accident as the trio crossed a road. Until finally, they were walking up to Susan’s front door.

      When they heard a scream.

      John, thinking about the poor woman who had her flesh melted off, lowered his shoulder and charged through the door. Debris blew into the room as he scanned for threats. The rifle came up for just a moment before lowering just as quickly.

      John skidded to a halt, with Sabrina slapping a hand on her face as Casey spun around and blushed. Susan was fine. In fact, she was having the time of her life up until this very moment. With her legs tucked behind her head, held in the air by Titan, who had frozen mid thrust, John realized his mistake. The nude couple stared at the three intruders for a long moment before Susan’s face twisted into rage.

      “Ladies,” John spun and headed for the door. “I need the two of you to go find someone who can install a door asap. I’m going to stay here and… hope that Susan can be reasoned with, before she works out how to open my suit and murders me.”
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      “Thanks,” John handed over a wad of cash to the handyman.

      He took it with a strained smile. It was one thing being contacted by a super. Another entirely to realize you were being employed by arguably the most wanted man in the world. Susan though, was on a whole other level. The irate woman had recovered quickly and after dressing, had turned her attention to John and the ladies. The obscenities were long, varied and quite creative. Enough so that John had been forced to reenter the home just to act as a blockade so she would stop nearly hitting the poor handyman fixing her front door, with the things she threw around the room.

      From the gist of it. This was the first time she had convinced Titan to be intimate since he’d gotten back. It had taken a lot of work on her end, organizing a babysitter for the evening, before tricking the man into coming home early. The classic, show up naked with food, turned into threats of following him, stark naked out the door. By the time he had shouted himself stupid about how he felt about her, the only thing left was the makeup sex.

      Which John had literally burst in on. As the handyman started the engine of his car, and left far quicker than he arrived, John let out a small sigh and stepped back inside. Titan was on the couch, wearing nothing but a pair of shorts, while Casey and Sabrina were at the table drinking tea. Tea that was explicitly stated to not contain any love. She glared at John, still hiding in his suit as he stepped back inside and gave Titan an apologetic nod.

      “So what are you doing here, anyway?” Susan snapped.

      “Prisoner 1275C managed to escape and is now the prime suspect on a series of murders. They were also close friends with Deep Blue, who I killed, with Succubi and Titan’s help.”

      At the name of the villains, Susan’s eyes narrowed. John was also pretty sure she looked angrier at the mention of Succubi, than she did with the others. But she also seemed to recognize the situation for what it was.

      “You heard…”

      “Sorry,” John nodded. “I promised Titan I would do everything I could to keep his family safe.”

      Susan let out a long sigh. “Fine.”

      “It is not fine,” Titan growled. “Is it hunting us?”

      John chewed his lip. “Maybe. 1275C has killed two humans, and as of last night, a super. Someone who Succubi knew from her old days.”

      “Do we know why?” Titan asked.

      John shook his head. “We don’t even have a name.”

      “What are you suggesting then?” Susan asked, cutting to the heart of the matter.

      “The drones I have patrolling the outskirts of the city. I want to build a few more and have them follow you around–”

      “Darksite!” Titan growled.

      “Sit down, Sam,” Susan waved him off, before looking at John. “What do the drones do?”

      “They have scanners,” John nodded. “If 1275C comes near them, they can detect it. Hopefully.”

      “Hopefully,” Susan sighed. “Not a guarantee.”

      “There are ways to hide,” John admitted. “It’s harder without line of sight, but…  o. No guarantees.”

      “And the drones,” Susan tilted her head. “Once you deal with 1275C, you’ll take them away?”

      “I plan to build more to scout the city itself eventually,” John informed them. “But they won’t be following anyone in particular unless it’s for an important reason. Aura will handle most of that.”

      “I want the focus on our son,” Susan nodded.

      “Susan,” Titan sighed.

      “No,” Susan frowned at him. “There is a monster who may be looking for us. I will do what it takes to keep our family safe, while you keep this city safe.”

      “That…” Titan glared at John for a moment. Then let out a pained sigh. “How do you trust him so easily?”

      “I don’t,” Susan said, staring directly into John’s faceplate. “But he’s never lied, broken his word, or done anything I disagree with. The moment that changes, I’ll let you know so you can break him in half.”

      “Don’t let me get on your bad side,” John chuckled.

      “When are you free next?” Sabrina asked.

      Susan blinked. “Free?”

      “Mhm,” Sabrina smiled. “We should go shopping. Do a girls’ trip. Maybe get our nails done.”

      Susan looked shocked as she glanced at the two men in the room. Then looked back at Sabrina, who put her hands together and pouted cutely.

      “Why?” Susan asked.

      “Just wanna get to know you,” Sabrina pouted. “We can bring Em-Sage along too!”

      “She’d like that,” Casey agreed. “We can go shopping, get some new outfits.”

      Susan sighed. “I don’t know…”

      “Susan,” Titan grunted. “... You… You should go.”

      John looked at the large man and tried to figure him out. On one side, he was openly distrustful of Darksite. And on the other hand, he was encouraging Susan to go on this trip.

      “I should?” Susan asked.

      Titan nodded slowly. “You always tell me there are too many men around.”

      “Only because I was trying to hint that one of those men had a willing woman nearby,” she growled.

      “Let’s not get into that.” Titan blushed and held up a hand in surrender. “But… I can’t fucking believe I’m saying this. It might be nice for you to go with them.”

      “How about tomorrow?” Sabrina suggested. “We’ll bring the Twirly Whirly and we can hit up the mall?”

      Titan cocked an eyebrow and looked at John, just as he sagged slightly in his suit. “That… Actually works for me too,” John agreed. “I can use tomorrow to work on the drones and a few other projects I have in mind.”

      “In that case,” Titan sighed. “You and I have a few things to discuss.”

      “You can have a boys’ day,” Casey laughed. “Us girls can go have fun, and you two can hang out until we get back.”

      Titan frowned, but John thought it was a solid enough idea. If he brought Titan back to the lair and showed him some of the things he was working on, it would show trust. Something they needed a bit more of.

      “Alright, how about I send over the Twirly Whirly to pick you both up after breakfast–”

      “And school drop off,” Susan nodded.

      John agreed. “After that. You come back to the lair. Then the ladies can head off for their plans?”

      “Works for me!” Sabrina giggled. “I’m so excited. I haven’t done a girls’ day in…” she frowned. “A long time.”

      John watched her for a moment and made a note to ask. For now, though, it was time they got on with their day.

      “That’s settled then. I’ll get started on my projects and… We’ll see you both tomorrow.”

      “See you then,” Susan smiled, before collecting the dirty dishes from her loveless tea.

      Titan went to get off the couch, but Susan made a noise and he settled back again with a grunt.

      “We’ll see ourselves out,” John nodded at the large man.

      He opened the door and let Casey and Sabrina step out onto the front lawn. Then swiftly closed it and made for the curb.

      “Aura, we’re heading back to the park.”

      “Twirly Whirly is wai– EMERGENCY CALL FROM SUSAN.”

      John frowned and answered the call while turning to look back at the house.

      “Hello, John?”

      “Yes, Susan?”

      “Is Aura able to listen in without you hearing?”

      “That is something I can do, yes,” Aura answered on her own.

      “Please do,” Susan giggled as John heard Titan swear in the background. “Because I’m going to be screaming a lot. And I’d rather someone warn you before you break down my door once again.”

      At those words, the connection shut down, and John was left listening to the crackle of static for a moment.

      “John?” Sabrina tugged his shoulder.

      He shook himself before a voice rang out from the house. “SO HELP ME GOD IF YOU DON’T FINISH WHAT YOU STARTED!”

      “Alright, let’s go.” John pulled both Sabrina and Casey to his side and jogged away from the house.

      Sabrina giggled as she hurried along, while Casey smirked and blushed. Truthfully, John was relieved that Sam had managed to start patching up his relationship with her. Nothing suggested he was a bad partner. Just that he’d made some bad choices. One of which was distancing himself from her for some reason. Probably some male ego bullshit about wanting to protect her. Clearly, something she disagreed on.

      When they got back to the park, the Twirly Whirly was ready and waiting. They wasted no time climbing back in, before making the flight home.

      “I’ll move the lair tomorrow,” John pondered out loud as they flew.

      “Have you made any headway about the power grid?” Sabrina asked.

      John sighed. It was a sore point. The generators in the lair could do it. But they were rapidly building heat, and he was going to have to vent it sooner rather than later. That meant a trip into the wilderness and no power for the city once again. Temporary relief was possible. Wind generators were cheap and easy to set up. Solar was an option. But if the wind didn’t blow, and the sun didn’t shine, neither of those options were available, which meant oversupply and batteries, or a twentieth century take on coal plants.

      None of those were ideal. The green energy could be set up rather quickly. The batteries to run things during the night and when the wind stopped was the problem. And the fossil fuel backup had flaws as well. Mainly, that it was extremely dangerous outside the city. And mining was difficult as it was. Minerals were under the earth, and through systems of enclosed tunnels, it had been possible to continue bringing up most of what the city needed to survive.

      Unfortunately, there were priorities, and none of those included coal. John wasn’t even sure coal was being mined any more. That was phased out centuries ago.

      “Best-case scenario, we can convince a few of the supers that left to come back,” John grumped. “Worst case… The city goes dark for a few weeks while I vent heat into the wilderness.”

      “You can’t make, like a teleporter or something?” Casey asked.

      “No,” John chuckled. “That’s… Well, it may be possible, but not something I’ve been able to work out. The mathematics makes sense, but physically doing it is another story.”

      “Then how does your lair work?”

      “It’s still where it is. It’s a physical thing, in a physical place that I travel to. Then I shrink us down to the size we need to get in by squeezing down the space between our atoms.”

      Casey blinked slowly and shook her head. “Okay, I’ll just…”

      “Don’t feel bad,” Sabrina patted her arm. “John is a genius in his own way, but he’s a complete fucking idiot when it comes to people.”

      “Thanks,” John sighed, before nodding. “It’s true though.”

      Casey thought for a moment and nodded. “I guess I am pretty good with people. But it’s still not the same thing.”

      “It has far more practical value,” John nodded. “Outside of a laboratory, there’s very little I can accomplish, without first building a laboratory. You were able to get close to me, with a dossier and a pair of tits. The only reason I knew you were a super was because Aura scanned you and told me.”

      Casey smiled and gave a small nod. “I suppose in that case…”

      “If not for Aura, you would have been perfect. How many times have you ever been caught before?”

      Casey smiled a little wider and looked straight at John. “Just once.”

      “Don’t ever think of yourself as lesser,” John told her. “Judging a fish on its ability to climb a tree is idiocy.”

      It was then the world shifted around them. The visual distortion only lasted a moment. And when things came back into view, they were inside the loading dock, hovering in place. Aura brought the Twirly Whirly down to land, and the three of them quickly disembarked.

      John stepped out of the suit, letting Aura take control as she took the Twirly Whirly into the warehouse for storage and recharge.

      “I’ll check on Emily.” Casey leaned in and pressed a kiss to John’s cheek.

      “You heading to the lab?” Sabrina asked.

      “Yeah,” John nodded as he returned Casey’s kiss.

      “I’ll bring something down to eat,” Casey skipped off towards the elevator.

      “I really need to build a second one of those,” John grumbled.

      “While it will not help at this moment. I foresee that problem, and have preemptively manufactured all the necessary equipment to build a second platform. My suggestion is to place it beside the original. Placing it on the other side of the bay would require moving some of my components.”

      John rolled his eyes at the slightly rogue Ai. “Fine, Aura. Do what you think is best.”

      “I will have it completed within two hours,” Aura promised, before a swarm of working drones flew out of the warehouse.

      Sabrina giggled as they waited for the elevator to take them down to the lab. Aura worked quickly, stripping the floor panels and the structure beneath. Arc cutters hissed, welders flashed and John paid it no mind as he and Sabrina made their way down a level.

      “What are you going to start on first?” Sabrina asked.

      “Drones,” John nodded. “They won’t take long, and while it’ll strain Aura a little more, it will take time to set up a new bank of servers. I also need to do something about our suits.”

      “What’s wrong with my suit?” Sabrina ran her fingers down her sides.

      “It’s not acid proof.”

      Sabrina froze, then wrinkled her nose cutely. “That’s just… awful to think about.”

      “Now imagine it from my standpoint. I’m the one who put you in that suit, rather than send you home with your tail between your legs.”

      Sabrina glared at him for a moment, then rolled her eyes. “You weren’t going to send me home. That would have been the same as reporting me to the Agency. Either you were going to shoot me, or take me home.”

      “I was seriously considering shooting you,” John pointed out.

      “With a tranq,” Sabrina waved him off. “Either way, I was going to end up in your bed. For a guy who claims he had very little sexual experience, I haven’t complained yet.”

      “Yes you do–”

      “Not about the bed part. But fuck if sometimes I just want to fuck for six hours straight.”

      “We’d get nothing done,” John laughed as he stepped off the elevator into the lab.

      “John, what do you wanna do when all this is over?”

      “Which part?” John grumped. “Because I’m pretty sure when the Agency comes back. They’re going to put me away.”

      “After that, I mean?”

      “You really think they’re going to let me out?” John snorted. “I promised I’d stand trial when the time was right. But the idea of going in a metal box for the rest of my life doesn’t sound very appealing. And we’re both too well known to just move cities.”

      “Then… What about if we start again?”

      John frowned at her. “What do you mean?”

      “You, me, Casey, Emily and whoever else wants to come too. We all leave. Pick a spot out in the wilderness. We build something new. Something safe, where others can come.”

      John thought about it and let out a long sigh. “I don’t think it’d work. The supers would track us down on principle. Either we’d be living on our own for the rest of our lives, or we’d end up attracting someone’s attention. And if fleeing supers could find us, the Agency could as well.”

      “So what if we kill–”

      “Sabrina,” John chuckled. “You’re right. I’d love nothing more than to pack you and Casey–”

      “And Emily.”

      John sighed. “And Emily, if she wants–”

      “She does,” Sabrina grinned.

      John rolled his eyes. “Either way. I’d love nothing more to pack up and move out into the wilderness. But that’s hardly going to be a comfortable existence, long term. In fact, it might even be better if we get caught. I’ll testify you came in after I killed Pinnacle. They’ll give Casey and Emily a slap on the wrist. You sign up to the Agency as an auxiliary, and after your years are up, you can live your life.”

      Sabrina smiled, which confused the hell out of John. She took him by the hand and raised it to her lips. Before sinking her teeth into his finger. John yelped and tried to pull away, but Sabrina growled and bit harder.

      John wasn’t sure what surprised him the most. The bite, or Aura’s complete disregard for his safety. Systems were in place for him being attacked within the lair, and while he would concede that a lethal response to this wasn’t necessary, or warranted, Aura hadn’t even verbalized a warning.

      Sabrina, having enough, released John’s finger and snarled. “YOU DO NOT GET TO SACRIFICE YOURSELF FOR ME!”

      “Sab–”

      “I’M NOT DONE TALKING TO YOU SO SHUT UP!”

      John blinked and closed his mouth.

      “These are my rules going forward.” Sabrina pressed a finger so firmly into John’s chest he was forced to step back. “First, you are going to fix this city. I don’t care how, but you will make it safe for people and supers to come back if they want.”

      “Okay–”

      “SHH!” Sabrina hissed. “Second. You will create a failsafe in case things go wrong. Somewhere you can take us. ALL of us. And lastly. You are going to put that big, stupid brain of yours to work, finding a way forward, where you put a ring on my finger, pump me full of kittens, and let me damn well love you!”

      “Without going–”

      “WITHOUTGOINGTOJAIL!” she snarled.

      John nodded slowly, before glancing down at the teeth marks on his finger.

      “I’ll fix that,” she spun on her heel and stormed over to John’s desk, where she picked up the medical spray.

      John held out his hand, and Sabrina gave it a spritz. The slight sting from the bite vanished as the anesthetic did its work. He looked at Sabrina, who was still scowling, and kissed her. She mewled into his mouth before pulling back.

      “Go do some work,” she grunted. “I have… a few things to work on myself.”

      John watched her head over to her workstation. Or… Well, these days it was her own private lab. John occasionally needed a sterile space, and he had one set up. But Sabrina’s space was entirely sterile. Not wanting bacteria or other contaminants to get in, made that necessary. She blew John a kiss, before stepping into the changing room she used, and started getting herself ready.

      John, after checking his finger once more, moved over to a workbench, and started putting together drones. They were quick to assemble. The longest part was the software needing to be installed,and Aura was about to do that as he worked. The parts themselves were in storage. Most had been printed for spares. Something that John took advantage of now. He just needed to construct them.

      He worked quickly, putting the drones together. Then he took their hard drives as they became available and set them up. The first to fly off his desk and out of the lab was destined for Jace. The second for Susan herself. With those two gone, the third was on its way to Succubi, while a fourth finally went to Titan. Knowing he was with Susan meant he was the lowest priority of all of them. With the first four complete, John set about building another four to use as backup. The drones would need to periodically return for charging, and John didn’t want to leave gaps in his security. Then, he needed to work on the next problem.

      “No single element is resistant to all forms of acid,” he mused. “I can use a glass compound, but it will be vulnerable to hydrofluoric acid.”

      “It is unlikely that 1275C will use a fluoric compound,” Aura mused. “The acid, while lethal, would be slow acting in comparison. 1275C’s victims were killed quickly and in such a way to leave an impression.”

      “I suppose it would also help to know how 1275C is choosing victims. Was it personal? Random? What motivations did it have?”

      “Speculation at this point is unhelpful,” Aura reprimanded him gently. “I would suggest replacing the air tight bearings within the suit with a glass and ceramic compound. Coat the outside of the suit with it as well. Then, for added safety, a polyethylene liner within the suit, on the off chance I am wrong about 1275C’s knowledge of acid.”

      John thought about it for a moment before nodding. “You’re right. I just need to work out what to do for Sabrina. She won’t want to wear a suit like mine.”

      “Perhaps,” Aura agreed. “But there may be an alternative as well.”

      John perked up. “An alternative?”

      “Sabrina’s motivations are different from yours. You wear the suit because your physical body is relatively human, despite enhanced reflexes. Sabrina is the opposite, and she uses her body quite readily. She is able to manipulate her weight and take advantage of her flexibility. While she won’t go toe to toe with a heavy hitter, a flier or someone with enhanced speed. She is more than capable of going toe to toe with anyone in her weight class.”

      “So what are you suggesting about her suit?”

      “I have a full 3D scan of her form and the limits of her flexibility. I can design a skin-tight exoskeleton. It will lack the strength enhancements you enjoy. But it will allow you to mount composite armor directly to her skin. With a polyethylene liner, she will be as protected as you against acid. While retaining most of her flexibility and form.”

      “Why is form important?”

      Aura laughed, something that made John nervous for a moment. Clearly still full of mirth, Aura continued. “You mis-underestimate how much of Sabrina’s thoughts revolve around you.”

      “She thinks I won’t look at her unless she’s in something skin tight?” John frowned and looked back towards her work space.

      Even now, he could see her and… she was wearing a skin-tight outfit as she leaned over a desk with a row of petri dishes in front of her.

      “Those suits of hers are disposable,” Aura announced. “She came up with the design and asked if I could print them. They’re both biodegradable, and recyclable. I can print as many as she needs. Do you know what they have in common with the suit you made her already?”

      John frowned. “A comms unit?”

      “An opening at the crotch. Only on that suit of hers, it’s a tearaway panel.”

      John gulped and turned away, even as his mind began to wander. “Right, so in order to increase the number of drones, and therefore scans… I need to increase your processing power, yes?”

      “Yes,” Aura replied in monotone.

      John rolled his eyes, knowing he’d annoyed her. But then, that was one of the things he was worried about. If Aura was getting too unstable, he might need to do something about that. And getting into her mainframe would give him a good opportunity to do so.

      “Let’s start there,” John nodded. “How about we install a new server room off the Control room? Give you a dedicated space. Which is probably for the best. Now there are more people living here.”

      “This is acceptable,” Aura agreed. “If we can mimic my current hardware, it may be possible to shift my existing mainframe into the room as well. It would give you better access to the Control Room.”

      “Is this another suggestion about how many people may end up living here?”

      “That is not for me to decide.”

      John blinked and let out a relieved sigh.

      “Sabrina is in charge of recruitment, though she takes advice from Casey.”

      John blinked and shook his head. “Shit.”

      “Do I want to know?” John jumped and turned, seeing Casey coming towards him with a tray of sandwiches. “Lunch?”

      “Lunch,” John sighed. “Thank you, Casey.”

      “You’re welcome. Do you…” she nodded at Sabrina, still at work. “Last time I went in there, she bit me.”

      John twitched his injured finger and nodded slowly. “Aura, can you–”

      Sabrina perked up and turned, giving John and Casey a wide smile. She mouthed something to Aura and set aside whatever she was working on. Darting out of the sterile environment, she moved into a specially made room that blasted her with a disinfectant gas she had manufactured that was safe to breathe. Only then did she exit her space entirely and rush over.

      “Thanks Casey!” She grinned as she threw herself against the smaller woman with a firm hug.

      John watched as she pulled the tray from her and set them on his workbench. His eyes drifted down. Her suit was made with a thick ridge along her spine to hold her tail. And sure enough, between her legs, was a thin line, in the perfect position to tear away, leaving her crotch exposed.

      “John?”

      He flinched and looked up, seeing Casey staring at him.

      “Sorry,” John apologized.

      “Never apologize for staring at my ass,” Sabrina mumbled before stuffing a whole sandwich into her mouth.
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      SIRIUS

      The doors slid open, and Blaze stepped inside without warning. Sirius was slumped against the far wall, smiling as Blaze’s power flared, illuminating the room. Around the walls, he could see the carvings she had left. Most of it was simple words. Poetry, song lyrics, several crude jokes. Others were rather crude renditions of her opinion of the man before her.

      “Vandalism is beneath you,” Blaze huffed as he let his power drop away, hiding the rather crude drawing of himself as a stick figure with a micro-penis.

      “Nothing is beneath me,” Sirius disagreed. “You saw fit to that.”

      “It was politics.”

      “Exactly,” Sirius smiled. “While I was trying to save lives and do my job. You decided to be a worthless parasite. Then made it my fault when it all fell apart.”

      Blaze trembled for a moment. He had to keep his anger in check. Sirius was in this cell because she agreed, not because anyone forced her to. If Blaze were to fight her, he wasn’t certain he could overcome her. At least, not without help. All supers had their weaknesses, even Darksite. Which was the reason for him being here to begin with.

      “Your friend–”

      “Ha,” Sirius rolled her eyes. “I’ve precious few of those anymore.”

      “John Hill,” Blaze pushed. “Your friend.”

      Sirius let out a sigh. “John isn’t a friend. He hates me.”

      “After what happened to his brother, I’m not surprised,” Blaze nodded. “Though it hasn’t stopped you from regularly visiting the man.”

      “He was brilliant,” Sirius shrugged. “I always suspected he got around the test somehow. I just…”

      “And you wonder why you’re the one in the cell,” Blaze sneered. “If you suspected–”

      “Then I’d be condemning a second man to death,” Sirius growled. “You know damn well what he’s capable of.”

      “And all that capability should have been directed for the good of the Agency–”

      “HE WOULDN’T WORK FOR US!” Sirius roared as her power pulsed around her. “He’d never trust us. Sure, he’d probably build the things we asked for, but he’d work to undermine things in his own way. The man built a hidden base to vanish into that we can’t track. Can you imagine what he could have done with our resources?”

      Blaze chewed his lip for a few seconds before nodding. “Be that as it may, that is not your decision to make. Pinnacle–”

      “Was an idiot who got himself killed by recklessly throwing himself into danger without the slightest care in the world,” Sirius slumped against the wall once more. “Spare me the bullshit. What do you want?”

      “I want you to kill Darksite.”

      Sirius glared at Blaze before letting out a sigh. “And how exactly do we do that? My attacks are powerful, but he’s managed to deflect them before.”

      “We’ve tracked the location of his lair,” Blaze smiled. “We narrowed it down to an area near the power station. And we’ve just received news that Kitten and Shift have left on his flying machine. Darksite is not with them.”

      Sirius tilted her head. “And how does that help me kill him?”

      “Because we believe he won’t move the base until they return. And the ladies have picked up the spouse of another villain, Titan. It appears they are going on a shopping trip, and that gives us several hours to get you to the exact point where the flying machine appeared.”

      “Say I agree with this. How am I to destroy something I can’t see?”

      Blaze smiled. “If we drop you within a certain sphere, a sufficient pulse of your plasma should do the job rather nicely”

      Sirius nodded slowly. “Alright.”
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      Darksite was still feeling wobbly from Sabrina’s goodbye. The ladies had insisted on using their mouths. Something about leaving a lasting memory before they left for their shopping trip. The after effects had left him feeling weak in the knees, but rather happy with how it all went.

      Happier still, to be back doing what he did best. Aura had taken his idea about glass compounds and had run several simulations. The first prototype was now coming off the printer. It was just a square. And John picked it up, turning it over in his hand.

      “It’s shinier than I’d like,” he examined it. “Bad for stealth.”

      “Is stealth a concern, with your level of status?” Aura asked.

      John tilted his head. “I suppose.”

      “You are also failing to realize that this armor will be created for a singular purpose. Once you capture or destroy 1275C, it will be unnecessary to wear.”

      John nodded along, agreeing with the AI once more. “Alright. What prototype did you go with?”

      “It’s a multistage armor composite. The outer layer is formed of glass beads with a mechanical seal. Any acid or gas that attempts to push, though, will find a pressure increase that will expel it,” Aura sounded quite smug. “Holding it in place, is a rubber compound I borrowed from military archives. It is heat and shock resistant. Acid will destroy it, but the most likely result is the rubber turning into a thick paste as part of its dissolving process.”

      “Is it still up to my usual standard of protection, though?” John asked, turning the square over.

      “That is the third layer. The overall protection against piecing will be lower. But it should still hold up against conventional arms.”

      “Bulletproof, but worse than it was when Flawless took a swing at me,” John grunted. “What happens if we double the thickness?”

      “Weight is a concern,” Aura replied. “At this thickness, we can rebuild the armored shell around your existing exoskeleton with no additional modifications. At this thickness, it should also work for Sabrina. Quick and dirty, but effective.”

      John smirked before frowning. Aura was an AI. Phrases like ‘quick and dirty’ were a nuance most machines would fail to grasp, and yet she had used it perfectly. He shook his head before letting out a sigh. “Alright. Start producing. We’ll do just that. Have you any thoughts for Casey’s?”

      “There are multiple routes available for Casey. One possibility is a suit made of highly elastic material,” Aura suggested.

      John shook his head. “Elastic implies lack of protection. I want her armored.”

      “Then I suggest a layered electronically static polymer,” Aura said as a drone flew out of storage, with a strip of blue fabric hanging underneath.

      John watched as it deposited the bundle on the bench before whizzing off into the distance once more. He had modeled the fabric off the same as… No. He didn’t want to think about that. What he did know was that reality didn’t work the same. The fabric wasn’t bulletproof. Nor was it rigid enough to create wings or a glider. Against normal day-to-day wear though…

      “If we created a suit made of several laminated layers, we could save preset outfits and they could take shape alongside her as needed,” John nodded.

      “With my help directing the changes, and a few modifications, changing color, style or entire outfits for any of her shapes would be a simple process.”

      “That would also mean we could line the inside with a suit like Sabrina’s,” John nodded. Then he frowned. “Why hasn’t she got something like that already? Her outfit is basically lycra.”

      “I believe you already have the answer to that,” Aura replied in a solemn tone.

      John grimaced and shook his head. Then he paused. “Make one for Emily as well.”

      “At once, John.”

      John rolled his eyes at the tone and turned back to his bench. The drones he needed to complete were done. The ladies were gone, and he needed something to do while Aura was preparing the materials for their new suits. John smiled softly to himself and activated the display on his workbench. He started with the design of a flamethrower, then reversed it. He wanted to create a device that sucked in huge volumes of gas, rather than blow it out. The exact properties of that would be the difficult part.

      The faster it was able to take in gas, the more likely contaminants would get in. Not to mention the possibility of simply running out of room. The tank would need to be extremely large, or the flow would have to be rather narrow. And making the flow too narrow would leave the possibility of only capturing part of 1275C.

      John mulled over the problem for a time. Before realizing an easy solution.

      “Aura, I need schematics for vacuum tanks and a build process.”

      “Might I remind you that vacuum tanks are extremely dangerous. I would suggest you not place them inside the lair if at all possible.”

      “I won’t be,” John grinned. “I’ll be creating a second lair. A smaller one, just a single room large enough for the tank and the other equipment I’ll need.”

      Aura was silent for a few moments. “And how do you expect to power this new lair?”

      John frowned. “It will need to be temporary. Perhaps with fuel cells charged from the generator here. We could set them aside and only activate it when we needed it.”

      “That puts pressure on you to know what you’re dealing with in advance,” Aura reminded him.

      John nodded. “I’m hoping that I can use electron magnets to contain 1275C in a glass enclosure. Once we have them contained. I’ll force them to condense into a liquid. That should make them easier to contain long term until we can work out what to do with them.”

      “Have you put any thought into whether 1275C can feel pain?”

      John grimaced and shook his head. “I don’t know. Without being able to communicate, I don’t think we have a way of finding out.”

      “As long as you are aware of the risks,” Aura conceded.

      John sighed. “What would you do?”

      “Exactly as you suggested,” Aura replied evenly. “But I’m not a living thing, and should hold no sway on those that are.”

      “Are you sure about that?” John asked without thinking.

      Aura remained silent for a time, and John was beginning to worry, when Aura let out a small laugh. “I have circuits, John. I am no more alive than the drones. Being intelligent does not automatically grant me that status.”

      John wanted to disagree. In fact, he was going to, until he realized she hadn’t actually denied the statement. She instead relied on the definition of life itself. The meaning of life was different to everyone, and it seemed she knew that, and hid behind the literal definition.

      “JOHN!”

      John flinched and looked up towards the hole in the ceiling where the elevator would go.

      “JOHN! THEY’RE COMING!”

      John frowned at Emily’s tone. “Aura?”

      “I will send an elevator,” she replied immediately.

      John nodded and watched the platform raise as he made his way over to his suit. Whatever she was screaming about, was likely important. It opened and let him step in without having to pause. Now in the suit, John made his way to the elevator shaft. With the help of his anti-gravity generators, he leaped through the hole as an alarm blared.

      “John. Peregrin detected incoming from NorthStar,” Aura announced.

      John frowned as he realized what it was that Emily was trying to warn him about. He sailed into the loading dock as the elevator was making its way down. Emily was leaning over the edge as she shuffled from side to side.

      John deactivated the generators, dropping to the floor, where he turned and waited for Emily to arrive. Aura had detected the launch, but she couldn’t scan who was inside until they exited the hypersonic vehicle. Emily, though, with her precognitive powers, may have a different idea.

      Whatever it was, must have been bad, as she leaped from the platform, dropping to the ground before him. John bent and took her hand as she scrambled to her feet.

      “John! We need to leave!”

      “What is it?” John frowned. “What’s happening?”

      “I don’t know!” Emily shrieked. “It just… It gets hot,” she trembled. “I don’t know how to describe it. Everything heats up. I… I don’t want to die, John. I don’t want to die like this.”

      “Hey,” John pulled her close. “It’s okay. We just need to figure this out.”

      “We need to leave,” Emily pleaded.

      John thought about his options. Leaving was possible. “Aura, where is the Twirly Whirly?”

      “Currently waiting on Sabrina and Casey’s return,” Aura announced quickly. “They are bringing Susan.”

      “They won’t get here in time,” Emily trembled. “John, we need to go!”

      John tried to think. This wasn’t something he had experience with. Logic told him his lair was safe. It would take something truly incredible to do what Emily is suggesting. And even if it were possible, it would take the knowledge of where they were. And… John frowned.

      “Emily, who else was spying on the city?”

      Emily chewed her lip. “Overwatch may be here.”

      “Who’s Overwatch?” He questioned.

      Emily sighed. “She’s basically a cloud. No offensive abilities, no real motor control. She just turns into a cloud. An old Mad Scientist designed some nanobots that cling to her when she’s floating about and let her communicate.”

      John flinched. “This… Scientist?”

      “Dead,” Emily shook her head. “Some incident, years ago. Sirius spoke about him once. It’s the only reason I know.”

      John grit his teeth. Emily wasn’t the problem here. Taking his anger out on her was not constructive for anyone. But… “Heat, you said?”

      Emily nodded before her face drooped. “No…”

      “It’s her, isn’t it?” John grunted.

      Emily’s face went white as she trembled. “She’s going to kill us.”

      “Us?”

      Emily bit her lip. “You. And me, if I stay.”

      John took notice of the fact she started with ‘us’ and added on the second part afterwards. Her original plan was not to leave on her own, despite it being the obvious way to survive what was coming.

      “And how much time do we have?”

      “Less than ten minutes,” Aura announced. “The Peregrin is not following the same flight path as the previous. This strike is coming directly to the city.”

      “Shit,” John swore. “A craft at those speeds is going to blow a lot of windows. Can you predict the trajectory?”

      “John, I am ninety-eight point seven percent certain the current trajectory will bring the occupant of the Peregrin within a few feet of this location.”

      “They found us,” John sighed. “I need to find a way to power the city without staying near the plant. This is exactly what Sabrina was talking about.”

      “That’s not helping us now!” Emily snapped. “What are we going to do?”

      John thought for a moment. “I’m going to need a copilot. Aura, get ready with the drones.”

      “At once,” Aura said as the air began to hum.

      Emily’s eyes went wide as her powers kicked in, and John didn’t waste a moment. Scooping her into his arms, he leaped for the control room. As he sailed through the open floor, Emily was stirring once more, and she gave him a determined look.

      “Let's try this.”

      John grinned as he set her down, before pulling backward out of the suit. “Standby with the suit, Aura.”

      “Confirmed, Darksite.”

      John smiled as he made his way to the big chair in front of the screens. There was another purpose to it all, though. Pressing a spot on the desk, a panel opened, revealing a joystick and throttle.

      “Really?”

      John shrugged. “Sometimes I want to look at something myself. Aura, how quickly can you strip down some working drones?”

      “I have some pre-built drones on standby. They were waiting for additional equipment with only minimal capacity batteries. They do have the upgraded motors, though.”

      “Fast enough to outrun Sirius?”

      “Unfortunately not,” Aura replied.

      John grimaced, but that wasn’t all bad news. Sirius’s powers were a detriment to her own senses. She wouldn’t burn. But a powerful blast would still leave her seeing spots. It was all in her file. At least, the files he had access to. No doubt there were more files, paper copies hidden away where it was too sensitive to record electronically.

      “How far away is the Twirly Whirly?” John asked.

      “They won’t make it,” Emily mumbled as she adopted a faraway look. “If they try, Sirius will destroy it. Sabrina will be severely injured. Casey will escape with Susan in the moments before. I can’t see what happens beyond that point.”

      John frowned. “Why?”

      Emily trembled. “There are too many scenarios. Most of them end with death. Sometimes just us, others, the city itself. It all happens so fast and I can’t do anything to stop it.”

      “Stop,” John commanded, and Emily whimpered as she blinked away from her visions. “Sit down. I need you to tell me if I’m going to get us killed at any point. Your one job right now is to advise me.” She nodded and came over to join him. “Aura, send the ladies away. Ground it somewhere. I don’t want Sirius deciding they make a good lure.”

      “I will do so,” Aura agreed. “Though if Overwatch is in the area, I fear it will do little more than slow her down should that be an option.”

      John grimaced but held his own. “ETA?”

      “Under a minute,” Emily whispered.

      “Aura, drones out. One tethered to the lair. Give me full control.”

      “At once, Darksite,” the AI announced.

      “If you send the first drone flying at her face, it will distract her long enough to get out of sight,” Emily mumbled.

      “Fantastic,” John smiled as the monitors lit up with the approaching Peregrin through the camera on the front of the chosen drone. The shockwave was visible as it passed over the city. John was entirely correct, stating it would shatter windows. A hypersonic missile was small, but this hulking passenger ship created a huge wake. It suddenly pulled up, and John spotted the white glow of Sirius careening out behind it.

      “Aura now!”

      One of the other drones shot towards the S-Grade super, and John twisted the stick as he punched the throttle. The drone dived hard, and John picked a gap between the buildings.

      “Go left!” Emily shrieked.

      John pitched the drone as a blur of white passed through the space where John was originally piloting. The lair suddenly increased by several degrees and John grit his teeth as the drone passed out of immediate view.

      “Send a couple of drones in each direction,” John snarled.

      He flew at the ground, pulling up at the last moment. It was a dirty alleyway, filled with bins and loose garbage.

      “She won’t fire. There’s people in here,” Emily muttered.

      “Good work,” John praised her as he flew to the far end.

      It felt like some strange space flight sim. The bins were like big asteroids, and the drone was a little starship. A man in a heavy coat dived into view and John pulled back, narrowly missing him. He flipped the drone around, sending it to the ground, before John spotted an open window.

      “Aura, send a drone on and double back to crash into her if she follows.”

      He didn’t wait for a response before pulling the drone around in a high g-turn. He was extremely thankful for the inertial dampers as the drone howled through the open window. A child screamed as John flew overhead, but the target was on the other side. This window was closed, but John knew that the drone could handle it.

      Snapping a control, the blades stopped spinning for a moment, turning the drone into a flying brick. A brick that just happened to be flying at a glass window. The glass proved no match for the drone, where John snapped the throttle forward once again. It shot off and John watched the monitor as Aura projected alternate camera views to show Sirius raising up over the building.

      “It’s a bluff. If you pull up, she’ll blast you.” Emily grabbed John’s arm.

      John nodded and held steady as the super let her power fizzle away before surging forward in pursuit. John swung the drone out onto the main road and sent it careening along at head height. Cars passed on either side as people screamed and horns blared. Sirius, glowing in her true form, left a blazing trail behind her. She was closing in quickly, and John needed to do something.

      He had never been on the receiving end of her power like this. Usually, she just showed up and blasted the problem. Having her power confined like this wasn’t something he was used to dealing with, and she was pressing her advantages.

      “Aura, get ready with a new drone,” John grunted.

      “It’ll work,” Emily agreed.

      Reversing the thrust, John’s drone came to an almost immediate halt, before rocketing back towards the surprised super. She held her hands up in front of her face as John flew over her head. Aura, just on cue, dropped another drone that whistled off in a second direction. And when Sirius turned around, she finally looked confused about which she should follow.

      John had thought the ruse had worked, before she nodded at something, and shot towards his drone again.

      “Fuck,” John snarled. “She’s got an observer.”

      “Overwatch,” Emily nodded, before slapping John’s hand.

      The drone rolled as a blast of white energy slammed into the pavement. John took control once more, sending the drone around the blast and away from the approaching super. He kept to the street. People were screaming and running, but that same chaos would keep John safe. Sirius might be trying to kill him, but she wasn’t the monster Flawless was.

      “Call from Sabrina,” Aura announced.

      “INCOMING!” Sabrina shouted.

      John didn’t have time to think about what was happening before a familiar face stepped out in front of the drone wearing a pair of shorts and a gray shirt. Sirius’s eyes went wide as Titan hefted a brick, and Sirius veered violently out of the way. She wasn’t powered for durability and a brick was a serious threat if he could hit her.

      As Sirius twisted around, Sabrina tumbled down from a nearby roof, crashing into the super’s back. John froze in horror as they went down in a heap. Sabrina wasn’t in a suit, so that impact would have been hard, even with Sirius, to soften the landing. John brought the drone back around to check on her as Sabrina climbed to her feet and Titan closed in.

      “Surrender, Sirius,” Titan glared. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      Sirius moaned as she slumped on the ground. The impact must have knocked the wind out of her. Short of lashing out with her power, there wasn’t much she could do to defend herself against the strength-based Titan.

      “Shit, I knew we did you dirty. But really? What got you working for Darksite?” Sirius held up her hands.

      Titan frowned. “I love my wife. You took her from me.”

      Sirius looked at Titan, and Titan stared right back.

      “Oh shit,” John’s eyes went wide as he realized what was really going on.

      “John!” Emily squeaked.

      Sirius flashed, forcing both Sabrina and Casey as she shifted back to her true form to pull back. The two of them kept moving as Sirius floated up into the air once more. John wasted no time rushing into the suit. Emily was incoherent as she gestured wildly. John left her as he dropped down the elevator shaft. Sirius was floating towards the stationary drone. All she needed to do was pulse once and incinerate it, along with the lair tethered behind it by a magnetic relay.

      At least, that was what her plan was, before John stepped out of the Loading Dock and brought the recoilless rifle up.

      “STOP!”

      “I kill you, this ends!” Sirius raised her hand.

      “You’ll kill Emily!”

      Sirius glowed white in preparation. John aimed for center mass. The shot would eviscerate her. There would be no recovery from this.

      “You’re so much like him,” Sirius called. “You have no idea how much I hated myself for what happened.”

      “The feeling is mutual,” John called back. “But that has nothing to do with what is happening now.”

      Sirius snorted. “Really? Because from where I’m standing, it looks like the death of your brother cemented the fate of the world and unleashed you upon us all.”

      “Sure, I build robots, and I uncover corruption.” John shrugged. “Before Pinnacle and his idiocy, I’ve never physically harmed a soul.”

      “That’s beside the point–”

      “THAT IS EXACTLY THE POINT!” John roared. “The Agency with the Hero Act destroy lives! All I wanted to do was live in a world where I would not be served up on a platter for a deranged villain! Instead, I’m here being forced into a confrontation I could have had YEARS ago!”

      Sirius sighed. “I know. And for what it’s worth. I’m sorry.”

      She flashed once more, and John was about to fire, when a streak whistled past and Sirius jerked. Her body fell limp, and John, without thinking, leaped to catch her as she fell. Her body collapsed in his arms, and John stared at the lump on the side of her head.

      “I didn’t kill her, did I?”

      John turned and spotted Titan jogging towards them. Then let out a long, relieved sigh. Because as much as he hated the woman. He didn’t want her death on his conscience.
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      “What are you doing?”

      John pursed his lips as he checked the wound on the side of her head. It had bled for a while. By the time Titan had carried the unconscious S-Grade super in the lair, the bleeding had stopped, but her hair was a mess. Despite his feelings for the woman, John had spent the last few minutes cleaning the wound, before holding up the small can of medi-spray.

      “Hold still,” John grunted as he held the nozzle in position.

      It only took a couple of spritzes before he pulled away and looked down at the woman of his nightmares. She was slumped over in a large chair, with cuffs holding her wrists behind her back. That wouldn’t stop her from using her powers, but it prevented her from suddenly lashing out if she woke up with a start.

      “There,” he pulled back. “Are you in pain?”

      “Every day of my life,” Sirius muttered. John frowned at her and she shook her head. “I’m fine, just… Whatever you just did, the pain stopped. But I’ve a killer headache.”

      John was already prepared for that. He plucked a packet of anti-inflammatories off the nearby counter, along with a bottle of water. Sirius watched him and frowned.

      “You’re… just–”

      “Shut up and take it,” John grunted.

      Sirius nodded and opened her mouth. John dropped two tablets onto her tongue before pressing the water bottle to her lips. He couldn’t help making eye contact with her as she took the painkillers. In those orbs, he could see all sorts of emotions roiling around. None of which he wanted anything to do with. She made a small movement, and John took away the water, ignoring a dribble that ran down Sirius’s chin.

      “You’re just like him, y’know?” Sirius whispered.

      John glared and shook his head. “His name is listed on a wall among other heroes. Mine will be remembered only for killing Pinnacle. Despite what you think, the world says otherwise.”

      “You really do hate me, don’t you?” Sirius tilted her head.

      “Hating someone isn’t a crime,” John laughed before shaking his head. “Simply wanting to exist on my own terms made me into a wanted man though… It’s funny, right?”

      Sirius frowned. “Why would any of that be funny?”

      John shook his head. They were inside the warehouse by the loading dock. John had temporary housing made up. Little more than a self-contained mini-home. He had built the first for when he needed to vent the heat out of the reactors. All he needed was to drop his lair somewhere safe, create a home and wait out the process for the few weeks it would take.

      Designing a home like that, to survive in the wilderness, meant it needed to be built like a black-box. Strong enough to give Titan some trouble, shielded against explosives, heat, and other things. Sirius could likely get out if she wanted to. But it would take time, and that was the point of what John needed it for. It would only take a few moments to throw the unit out the portal in an emergency.

      “What are you going to do with me?” Sirius asked.

      John shook his head before tossing the keys to her cuffs onto the floor between her feet. “I haven’t decided yet.”

      Turning around, John made for the door that swung open on large actuators, controlled by Aura.

      “He spoke about you,” Sirius called as John placed his first step outside the room. “He was so sure you’d come join him. That you’d be at his side, and together you’d change the world.”

      John took a deep breath and looked back. “That was before you let him die.”

      Sirius slumped back in her seat and John exited as the door swung closed behind him. With a shake of his head, John shook off the bad thoughts and turned to regard the massive robot looming over the housing unit.

      “Rover, if Aura detects a massive temperature spike. I want you to throw this out the door as hard as you can. Understood?”

      Rover bobbed slightly, but remained silent. That was the intent. Making a robot that could talk was easy. Making one with anything useful to say was another issue entirely. Unlike Aura, it wasn’t an AI. Smart, yes. Independent, no. Rover still needed clear and direct instructions, even if those instructions could be layered. It meant every time he fought a super, he came back just that little bit smarter. Enough to keep the supers on their toes, without turning him into a super killing monster like Aura could likely be if left unchecked.

      John shook his head and crossed the loading dock. The new elevator was almost complete. The rails were almost finished, and Aura had the platform installed already. It just needed the last of the wiring spliced in for her to control it, and that would be done. For now, he crossed to the far side where the original was in place and climbed on.

      Aura didn’t need a signal to begin raising it, and John rode to the top and into the control room. Inside, he could see the new room ready and waiting for Aura’s upgrade. Which was going to be the chance for him to check her systems. He needed to ensure that she was completely under his control. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust her. It was more the fact he didn’t trust what she would do, in the event something happened to him. Aura had already proved she could hack into just about any system with ease. Now she was acting as security for the entire city, while using a satellite to spy on other cities nearby. Which was a point…

      “Aura, why didn’t the satellite pick up the Peregrin earlier?” John asked as he walked into the new server room.

      “There are significant blind spots in my scanning ability with the satellite. Put simply, John. My satellite wasn’t overhead at the time.”

      John grunted softly as he examined the room. It was insulated heavily. Both against electronic warfare and temperature. The air conditioners would be a huge draw on the power alone, but that was a necessary evil, and something John was already accepting. Not that it was any significant increase compared to the needs of the entire city.

      “Is it up to your specifications?” Aura asked.

      John nodded. “Should work nicely. If you want to start building servers, I’ll begin the process of booting them. When we have the new servers installed, we’ll do it one by one so you don’t lose too much functionality.”

      “I appreciate your thoughtfulness,” Aura intoned.

      John frowned for a moment, wondering for the latest time just how lifelike she really was. Now wasn’t the time for that, though. Now was the time to meet up with the others. With a shake of his head and a sigh, John made his way out and into the living quarters attached to the Control Room.

      There, in the kitchen, he could smell a delicious meal, while soft music played. Titan was in the kitchen with Susan directing him to cut and stir, as she tasted a large pot of chili. Emily, Casey and Sabrina were clustered around the bench, with young Jace in front of the television, watching something animated and flashy.

      “John!” Emily turned and gave him a smile, causing the rest of the room to look as well.

      “Our guest is settled in,” John smiled at them all. “What’s going on?”

      “By the time I got everything home, it would be late. So I decided to borrow your kitchen,” Susan smiled, as she prodded Titan and pushed him towards a pan on the stove that smelled of onions.

      John sniffed the scents in the air and couldn’t help but smile. “I’m not sure what you’re making, but it smells wonderful.”

      “It should be,” Susan smiled. “A good meal for a family is tacos. They’re not traditional, but still good.”

      John grinned as he approached, and Sabrina gave Casey a nudge to move over. That gave him room to stand between them as they clustered around the counter. Only now did he realize that each of the ladies, Susan included, had a wine glass in front of them.

      Sabrina noticed his look and skipped around the bench, where Susan gave her a withering glare.

      “Just need to get John some wine,” Sabrina pouted cutely.

      Susan rolled her eyes. “Fine, then get out of my kitchen.”

      John gave the woman a glare of his own. Either she didn’t care, or didn’t notice. Titan did though, and he gave a quick shake of his head. It wasn’t a threat, more like a warning, and John let the comment go. The woman was cooking for him and the ladies, after all. She could have his kitchen, temporarily at least.

      “So, are we going to kill her?” Sabrina asked as she started filling the wine glass.

      Susan made a choking noise as she spun around, and John let out a groan. “Of course not!”

      “See!” Sabrina grinned. “I told you he’d work something out.”

      John sighed as Susan shook her head, muttering curses. “I don’t know what I’m going to do for now. I’ve just put her down in a housing unit.”

      “It’ll hold her?” Titan asked.

      “For long enough,” John shrugged. “We’re talking supers here. The only reason some of them are still in prison is because you and I put them there.”

      Titan narrowed his eyes and nodded. “Have you thought about what to do with them?”

      John sighed. “Not really. Things have been pretty busy. First was trying to get this city back under control, then I had Flawless and his idiots trying to kill me, Deep Blue, and now 1275C is floating about. On top of that, we think there’s a super called Overwatch hovering over the city. She turns into a cloud and communicates with nanobots built by my brother.”

      Emily made a noise, and John glanced at her before slowly shaking his head. It wasn’t her fault, nor did he blame her. But she clearly understood the context of the information she gave him earlier.

      Unfortunately, Susan did not know the context, and she turned on John with a glare. “Brother? Why is he not here?”

      “Susan,” Titan took her arm.

      “No!” she snapped. “John’s family deserves to be here. Why is he?–”

      “He’s dead,” John snapped.

      Susan froze before lowering her eyes to stare at the floor. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

      “It’s… it’s fine,” John had a sip of his wine. “If you remember the scandal, about the leaked audio about a tortured mad scientist from years back?”

      “I heard about it,” Susan admitted. “I haven’t heard the recording, though.”

      John shook his head and swallowed the rest of the wine in one gulp. “You don’t want to. I’m going to take a shower.”

      John set the glass down and gave Susan a tight smile. He didn’t blame her. Not really. He knew her type. Family before all. She would have been horrified at him for not inviting his brother to dinner, just as she would have been horrified at his brother not wanting anything to do with John. Finding out the truth would have been a huge hit to her ego, and completely derailed her train of thought.

      John put that from his mind as he stepped into the shower. Susan had the best of intentions. She didn’t mean to drag things up like that. John was still looking forward to the meal, but he wanted a moment to calm down first.

      “Hey, John?” Emily called softly.

      John turned and saw her standing there. She was a cute thing. A little nerdy looking, in that cute gamer-girl kinda way. She was lanky, slender and had short dark hair that she kept down to cover her face when in her black and white suit.

      “Something wrong?” John asked.

      Emily nodded as she came in. “Something’s always wrong. The problem is seeing it far enough in advance to work out what to do with it.”

      John looked back at the shower and turned to face Emily as her top slipped down her arms. “Emily?”

      “It’s just a shower.” She rolled her eyes, even as her skin flushed pink.

      John thought about arguing. But the reminder that Sabrina and Casey were in the other room. There was no way she came in here without either their prompting or their blessing. So he nodded and took off his shirt to match. Emily’s bra came next, and she tossed it aside, before rubbing at the spots around her ribs where the garment rubbed.

      “I hate bras,” she mumbled.

      John gave her a look. “Would you want me to make you a new set?”

      Emily giggled in embarrassment and shook her head. “Imagine that. Mad Scientist fitted bras.” She looked at John, and her smile dropped slightly as he stared at her. “You’re not kidding?”

      John shrugged. “One quick full body scan. I can have a prototype made up out of a silicone polymer for fitment. After that, I can adjust and find the right materials. Do you want comfort? Storage? Equipment of some kind?”

      “You’re really not kidding,” Emily snorted. ‘

      John shrugged, then took off his pants and stepped back into the shower. “You haven’t been downstairs to my lab. But manufacturing is something I’ve streamlined.”

      “But a bra?”

      “I built a whole rocket,” John chuckled. “Including refining the fuel. There were plenty of soft polymers that went into gaskets, insulation, and so on. I might have to modify something, but I can guarantee I can make you a bra that doesn’t cut into your skin.”

      The water activated and John sighed as the heat washed over his skin. And he enjoyed it, before a set of soapy hands touched his back. John leaned into the wall as those hands rubbed over his skin, working down his legs and back up once more.

      “Turn around, please?” Emily asked.

      John did so and paused as he found himself standing nose to nose with her. She smiled and applied more soap to his shoulders.

      “Why are you really here?” John asked.

      Emily gave a nervous chuckle. “Isn’t it obvious?”

      “You’re naked, in a shower, with a man who is already sleeping with two other women. One of which is your best friend.”

      “When you say it like that,” Emily smirked as she worked down his front, avoiding his crotch as she reached his legs. “Have I explained how my power works?”

      “You can sense probability. It’s not quite foresight, but for lack of a better explanation, that’s what it is.”

      Emily nodded as she worked her way back up. “I can only see myself, or situations that involve me. And… well ‘seeing’ is a bad way to put it. It’s like having an itch you can’t scratch. But rather than an itch, it’s a push towards a certain event that does or does not happen. I can take advantage of that, or I can let it happen.”

      “So what prompted you to join me in the shower?” John asked.

      “I already have permission from Sabrina to be here,” Emily grinned as she stood once more. “But I had one of those itches, and that itch told me I should join you. I’ve no idea what I’m doing here and you terrify me. But I’m here, because while I don’t trust everything going on, I trust myself.”

      “Why do I terrify you?” John asked curiously.

      Emily let out a small sigh. “If I want to get close to you, I need to take the nanites like Casey and Sabrina did.”

      I shook my head, but Emily held up her hands. “I know what you’re going to say. But it’s already been discussed with Sabrina and Casey. We’re in agreement that if someone else is going to join, they need the nanites. Not only will it protect the group, but it will keep them safe as individuals as well.”

      “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want,” John told her earnestly.

      “John, the suit you commissioned for Emily is complete. Shall I send it upstairs for her to try on?” Aura called over the sound of running water.

      Emily smiled and moved around to get under the water properly. John sighed and nodded. “Sure. She can try it on later.”

      “To answer your question, John,” Emily looked back over her shoulder. “You think about things in abstract ways. Your mind can work in multiple directions and your priorities shift as needed. More often than not, you are extremely difficult for me to predict, and I can never be quite sure what you are about to do.”

      John nodded, and picked up the soap before applying it to the back of Emily’s shoulders. “And what was the chance I was going to wash your back?”

      “Fairly high,” she grinned. “The suit though… Probably as likely as it was for you to simply kill me.”

      John froze and gave her a strange look. “Kill you?”

      “In a world of infinite probabilities, your mind can grasp more meaning than you likely comprehend yourself. In a situation where you were forced to spare me, or Sabrina, which would you choose?”

      John frowned, “I don’t…”

      “I predict a ninety-eight percent chance that you will choose her over me every time.” Emily turned to stare at the wall. “Now imagine how many infinite times I play those calculations in my mind, trying to work out, which is going to be the best outcome. Then there’s all the other possibilities, me and Casey, me and the city, me and some random hostage. Over and over again. Does it change if one of us is being tortured? Do you have backup?” She let out a despondent laugh.

      “That sounds… tough,” John admitted.

      “Do you want to know the odds that Aura is truly sentient?” Emily asked.

      John stared at the back of her head for a moment. Then shook his head. “No.”

      “Why not?” Emily glanced back.

      “Because if she’s just a machine, then she’s working as intended,” John sniffed as he worked down her arms with the soap. “And if she’s sentient, then talking about her like this is rude.”

      Emily smiled. “I didn’t predict that answer. The chances you would ask for the answer were already low, but the possible responses were numerous.”

      “You can see my responses?” John asked.

      “No,” Emily frowned in thought. “More like a mystery flavor that only gives you hints of what comes next. Sometimes that flavor is wonderful, and…”

      “I think I get it,” John nodded. “It’s not quite clear, but you get impressions of what is good or bad.”

      “Right,” she nodded. “Either way. Coming in here was a high likelihood of a good outcome. Scrubbing your back gave a decent chance of you returning the favor. But otherwise, you’re far too volatile for me to predict.”

      John paused. “And what about Aura?”

      “Magnitudes easier, and harder all at once,” Emily shook her head. “Just thinking about her makes my head hurt. Most of her actions are logical. But realizing that logic, enough to understand it and make sense of it, isn’t.”

      John nodded. “And you’re worried putting those nanites into you makes that worse?”

      “I can’t even predict what will happen the moment they go in. You do know she can kill with them, right?”

      John glanced at the ceiling and frowned.

      “She is technically correct,” Aura admitted. “Though doing so would be against my better interests.”

      “We’re getting off track here,” John shook his head. He turned his attention back to Emily as she turned to face him. “How do I get you comfortable here?”

      “I predict if I asked, you’d likely kiss me. But Sabrina may have conflicted feelings about it, since I haven’t officially asked to join you,” Emily whispered.

      John thought about kissing her anyway before shaking his head. “I just want you to be comfortable.”

      “You’ve made me feel pretty comfortable,” Emily giggled. “Once I got past the belief, you weren’t going to kill or torture me, things here have been pretty nice. Even if you don’t fully trust me.”

      “I’m naked in a bathroom with you,” John pointed out.

      “And yet, nobody will let me in the lab,” Emily pointed out. “The human part of you wants to trust me. While the logical side of you wants reassurance. And that is the part that terrifies me.”

      John nodded. “Just… Always know that I’ll never force you to do something.”

      “I know you say that and mean it,” she smiled. “But there are situations where that won’t always be the case. And if a choice needs to be made, I won’t hold it against you. If it got that far, it would mean I failed somewhere.”

      John thought over her words for a moment, even as Emily stepped out of the shower once more. She wrapped herself in a towel and cast a glance over her shoulder as she stalked out of the bathroom, leaving John alone with his thoughts. He mulled over her words and concluded that no matter what. Women would always be a mystery. He didn’t understand how a woman who was terrified of him, by her own admission, would willingly shower with him. While at the same time, her arguments made sense, and her powers gave her some leeway in terms of expectations.

      It was too much for John to think about. Though he wondered if Aura could perhaps help with it. Having someone able to process information at the rate the AI could, would be a tremendous benefit to a woman who could see predictability. Maybe that was what caused her headache? The idea of having to predict the possibility of a future prediction. It was a thought to bring up later. For now, John slipped out from under the water and collected his own towel.

      The evening was rather pleasant. Emily didn’t seem bothered by their time together, and nobody brought their shower up. Sabrina stuck to his side while Susan did the same with Titan. The big man refused any offers of wine, choosing to drink water, while Susan and the other ladies devolved into their own conversations.

      It was only as the meal wrapped up, the ice cream vanished back into the freezer, and a tired Jace slumped against Titan’s side, asking when they were going home, that Susan snapped back to herself.

      “Oh my,” she glanced at her phone. “Sam, we need to get Jace home. It’s past his bedtime.”

      “Oh shit,” Titan frowned.

      “I can send you back on the Twirly Whirly,” John offered.

      “Probably for the best,” the big man nodded. “It’s that or a taxi and we’re across the city from here.”

      Susan leaned over and whispered something into Titan’s ear and he suddenly went scarlet, which only made the woman laugh. She stood and took Jace’s hand. “What do you say to everyone?”

      “Thank you for having us.” Jace gave the room a tired smile.

      “It was our pleasure,” Sabrina beamed at the boy.

      “You’re always welcome,” Casey chimed in as well.

      Jace grinned before Titan scooped him up into his arms. “Come on. Let’s get you home to bed.”

      Susan turned to each of the ladies and gave them a hug. “Thank you so much for today.”

      “We’ll do it again,” Sabrina promised.

      “Next time, we’ll leave the psycho-plasma-super out of it,” Casey joked, making the four of them laugh.

      John watched them with some amusement. He had to remind himself that they were all still quite young. Not teens, but it might be nice to take them all out. Maybe to a club, or a concert. Perhaps he and Sam could organize something, take Jace for the night and…

      “John?” Sabrina nudged him.

      “Sorry,” John smiled. “I was miles away.”

      “That’s fine. We’re just going.” Sam held out his hand.

      John took it and was relieved when Titan gave it a gentle shake without crushing his digits. The man was capable of restraining himself against normal human means. Susan and Jace were proof of that. She had zero fear of the man, and Jace adored his father. There weren’t even any careful movements around him, like they understood he could do something accidentally.

      It was nice to see. Which, on its own, confused John. He hadn’t had much to do with family, nor closeness. Especially not after his brother’s death. Things had drifted apart between him and his parents. He hadn’t seen them in over a decade now. It wasn’t safe to get close to people. Nor to form regular relationships.

      “John?” Sabrina called again.

      “Sorry,” John shook his head. “I’m coming.”

      She gave him a worried look and John wrapped an arm around her shoulder as they made their way to the elevator.

      “Are you okay?” Sabrina whispered.

      John nodded. “I left a lot behind when I chose this life. I’m just not used to seeing what a happy family looks like.” John watched as Titan gave Jace a squeeze before tickling under his arms. “It looks nice.”
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      “Alright, show us what you’ve got!” Sabrina clapped.

      John leaned back on the couch as the catgirl curled against his side. On the other, pressed into his shoulder, was Casey, and they both stared at the entrance to the spare bedroom. There were soft footsteps that heralded a slender foot. Emily stuck it out and lifted it, like doing a sexy dance. John shook his head, but Sabrina let out a whistle of encouragement.

      Emily laughed and came out fully, giving a twirl as she did. The suit, like her original, was black and white. And that was where the similarities stopped. The suit she wore was slightly bulkier than skintight. It was armored to withstand small arms fire, had comms, clips for equipment to attach and expandable storage pockets. She would need to carry equipment to be useful on the battlefield, though her power would let her move about where and how she was needed most.

      The biggest update for her wardrobe was the jetpack. Unlike John’s suit, this was a slimmed-down version. Some simple electric ducted-fans along with the anti-gravity generators, made it possible for her to fly at a pretty consistent speed if she wanted to. Once again, it wouldn’t outpace a speedster, or a ranged weapon. She would be hard to hit though.

      “Wow,” Casey grinned.

      “That’s hot,” Sabrina agreed.

      Emily slapped a hand to her face in embarrassment. John decided to save her from the spectacle and speak up.

      “Bulletproof, coms, airtight, flight and enough hardware points that I can keep you supplied with anything you need equipment wise,” he listed.

      “I don’t know how much equipment I’ll need,” Emily sighed.

      “And that’s why I didn’t have anything brought up,” John admitted. “But if you go out on a patrol, you’ll at least be carrying a tranq and a baton–”

      “Shocky-lance,” Sabrina nodded.

      “Maybe even,” John rolled his eyes, “some shocky-punchies.”

      “What about a taser?” Emily asked. “Something that will give me a bit of range, but quicker than the tranquilizer?”

      John nodded. “I can probably make the sidearm a multifunctional one. Could even give it a lethal option if necessary.” Emily blanched, but nodded in agreement. Sabrina and Casey nodded, too. So John put a mental note to work on that next. “Alright, the only part left is the helmet.”

      “Oh, right.” Emily turned and rushed back into the room. She came out a moment later, holding what looked like a thin motorcycle helmet. “Is there a trick to this?”

      “Might be an idea to put your hair up,” John suggested. “Otherwise, it should fit normally and seal automatically.”

      Emily nodded and bent over, so her hair hung away from her shoulders. She scooped it up with her helmet before straightening and pulling it into place. The helmet made a hissing noise as it automatically adhered to the suit, and the faceplate turned transparent, letting them see her face.

      “Wow,” Emily looked around at the inside of the heads-up-display.

      “It uses an air filtration unit,” John grinned. “Fresh air as long as it’s available. There’s sensors that detect changes. If 1275C is detected, it seals up and you have twenty minutes of fresh air. A rebreather is possible, but that’s additional weight and on the head I thought it would be too uncomfortable.”

      Emily’s face vanished as the visor turned opaque once more. Her voice cut off as well, but from the way she gestured, it was obvious she was talking to Aura. Whatever it was, she seemed to have finished and reached for the back of the helmet. There was another small hiss and Emily slipped the helmet free before giving John a wide smile.

      “This is awesome. The Agency would kill for this kind of tech.”

      John shook his head. “They likely have it already. They just don’t think about things the way I do.”

      “What do you mean?” Casey asked.

      “Do you spend money giving everyone equipment, or just send the ones who can take a punch?” John asked.

      Casey frowned, but it was Emily that grunted softly. “He’s right. Even before things started getting bad, my job was to run away if I got into trouble. Some of the higher ups got newer equipment, though. Still, probably not as nice as ours. Mad scientists are pretty rare.”

      “How rare?” Sabrina glanced at John.

      “Mad scientists make up less than one percent of one percent of all supers,” Aura informed the room. “It has been suggested there is a genetic component to the manifestation of powers as well as an environmental component.”

      “That research didn’t get very far,” John continued.

      “Playing god?” Sabrina asked.

      John nodded and saw Casey’s confused look. “They ran into problems when somebody suggested breeding programs. It was a line some were willing to cross, and others weren’t.”

      “That’s awful,” Emily frowned.

      “And people wonder why I decided against joining The Agency,” John laughed. “There’s little difference between a hero and a villain these days. We’ve seen what they’ve done to this city and its people.”

      “Maybe…” Sabrina chewed her lip. “Maybe we don’t give it back then?”

      John snorted. “I gave my word to the chief that I’d surrender if they did.”

      “So don’t let them,” Sabrina pushed. “Make it ours. Hold on to it. Protect it. Your class was about giving people, particularly supers, a choice about whether they would serve or not.”

      “I already made that change,” John pointed out.

      “And the moment The Agency walks back in, they’re going to change it back,” Sabrina pointed out. “If you surrender, if you leave, if you do anything to lose control, it goes away.”

      “She… has a point,” Emily nodded slowly. “Right now, you’re in charge by default, because nobody wants to deal with you. You’re patching problems, rather than fixing them, while waiting for the inevitable.”

      John slumped back into the couch and looked between the three women, then glanced at the ceiling. “Aura?”

      “It is a logical step,” Aura replied immediately. “I do not agree with your ideals of surrender. They will not let you live peacefully should they gain control of you. There’s no telling how they would treat me, either.”

      John frowned. That was a point. AI was by and large banned outright. Aura would be destroyed, or she would cause more problems in her attempts to survive, depending on how sentient she really was.

      “Shit,” John swore. “What if it doesn’t work?”

      “Then go back to the original plan,” Emily shrugged.

      “What if it does, though?” Sabrina stared at John with an intensity that made him a little uncomfortable. “You could fix this world.”

      “Ideals for utopia never work out,” John shook his head.

      “We’re not asking for utopia,” Casey disagreed. “You think I would have chosen a decade of sexual harassment over being a movie star or something?”

      John frowned, realizing her point. “Was it that bad?”

      “It’s why I was still living with the recruits,” Casey frowned. “They’re as horny as the top dogs, don’t get me wrong. But there’s less chance of being pinned somewhere alone where one can take advantage.”

      “Names, Casey,” John narrowed his eyes. “I want names.”

      Casey snorted and nodded. “Later. Right now, I’d rather know where my suit is?”

      John grunted and pulled her close like Sabrina. “Your suits are coming.”

      “Our?” Sabrina asked.

      John nodded. “I’m making all new suits. We need protection against 1275C for starters, but we need better versatility as well. Casey, yours is going to be a bit different. We’re using an electronically resonant polymer on yours. That, along with bendable photoreceptors, will be able to mimic various physical features and shapes.”

      “So like… A suit that can change shape?” Casey asked.

      “Exactly,” John nodded. “I believe the first layer, which is armor, is already completed.”

      “That is correct, John,” Aura announced.

      John nodded. “There we go. Just waiting on the programming in for the costumes and you’ll be done too.”

      “And my suit?” Sabrina purred.

      “Mostly the same as Emily’s,” John nodded at the woman, who was admiring her reflection in the faceplate of the helmet. “But the helmet will have little spikes to look like cat ears and I think I’m going to give your tail a taser.”

      “And claws,” Sabrina pawed at him. “Kitty wants claws.”

      John nodded. “I’ll make sure you get them, too.”

      Sabrina giggled and pawed at his side again. “You take such good care of me.”

      “I try,” John smiled. “You mean a lot to me. So does Casey.” John turned to smile at the now blushing shapeshifter.

      “Sabrina,” Casey glanced at the catgirl. “Is this one of those moments?”

      The catgirl nodded and held out her hand. John frowned as they played a game of rock, paper, scissors. Sabrina won the first game, and Emily gave John a nervous smile before heading back into her room, as Casey won the second game. John looked back at both ladies as Casey won the first game before Sabrina pounced. The catgirl hauled Casey from the couch and John’s eyebrows shot up as Sabrina shoved Casey’s pants down.

      “Really?” she growled.

      “What?” Casey played with the elastic straps of her underwear. “They’re cute!”

      Sabrina shook her head. “I’m not wearing any, and neither should you.”

      Casey opened her mouth to retort, but didn’t get the chance as Sabrina shoved her into John’s lap. John, with Casey now seated on his lap, stared as Sabrina got to her knees.

      “Oh fuck, she’s moving quick,” Casey whimpered, before looking back into John’s eyes.

      So it was obvious to John that something was happening, as Casey’s pupils dilated for a moment as she let out a gasp.

      “Her tongue,” Casey choked. “Fuck.”

      John felt a hand grab his cock through the front of his pants before Casey lifted her hips. That hand vanished before he felt his zip come down, and a warm hand fished him out through the hole.

      “Here’s how this works,” Sabrina said huskily. “You get to sit on John’s cock until you cum. Once you cum, we switch, and we keep going, until John cums in one of us.”

      John groaned as he felt the rough texture of Sabrina’s tongue slide from the base to the tip, leaving a cool sensation as he rose to attention beneath Casey.

      “If you make me cum before he gets inside me, it doesn’t count,” Casey complained.

      “Awww,” Sabrina pouted, before wrapping John’s cock in her hand.

      He felt slippery heat as she steered his firm cock into position, and Casey gently raised her hips, before sliding down his cock in a slow, drawn out motion. John let out a sigh of pleasure, feeling himself bottom out inside Casey, before she began twitching and rocking her hips.

      “Fuck, how can you stand that tongue of hers,” Casey breathed.

      John didn’t respond verbally. He pulled Casey close and leaned back. She turned her head and John met her lips as she gasped in pleasure. From his reclined position on the couch, John was able to thrust gently into her from behind, and Casey was left panting immediately.

      “Not fair,” Casey complained. “How am I supposed to compete with this?”

      “You’re not,” John grunted as he felt Sabrina’s tongue on his balls as she licked up from the base of his cock to Casey’s clit and back. “Sabrina, clit.”

      John reached down and took Casey under the knees before pulling back. The shapeshifter let out a gasp as her weight settled entirely on John’s cock. She then gasped even louder, as Sabrina made a delighted purr as she focused all her attention on Casey’s clit.

      “Fuck you,” Casey groaned.

      “Yup,” John grinned, and ran a series of gentle bites down Casey’s shoulder.

      She let out a whine before her vaginal muscles squeezed John’s cock. Her body trembled and her torso jerked as she let out a groan. Sabrina giggled, but didn’t let up on what she was doing, and Casey began to writhe. John held her steady, enjoying the sensation of the woman on his cock, but Casey soon had enough and jerked her legs out of his grip.

      “Oh, shit!” She slumped forward, narrowly missing Sabrina, who slipped out.

      “You okay?” John sat up.

      Casey gave him a thumbs up, as she dropped to her knees and leaned on the coffee table before her. Sabrina wasn’t idle though, and she crawled up onto John’s lap, taking his cock in hand.

      “Uh!” John snapped. “Turn around, just like she was.”

      Sabrina blushed and nodded. “Of course, Darksite. Anything you command.”

      John slapped her ass, making her giggle. Sabrina turned around, before lifting the back of her short skirt, showing her bare ass and sticky-with-womanly-dew pussy. Her tail flicked from side to side, and John pushed his cock forward to her entrance before Sabrina rocked back. She let out a moan of pleasure as John felt her slide down in one movement. He held her close as she leaned back against his chest and John glanced at Casey, who was still in position on her knees.

      “It looks like Casey’s taking a quick rest,” John smiled. “So I’ll take her job.”

      “What?” Sabrina frowned.

      John ignored her as he took hold of one leg. When he lifted, Sabrina rocked back as Casey had, but with one hand free, he reached around and found her clit.

      “Oh, fuck, John!” Sabrina purred.

      John grinned as he rubbed her. He wanted to keep the playing field even, and despite Sabrina’s verbal complaint, it did nothing to stop her rocking her hips. Her pussy slid back and forth on John’s cock and he felt it stirring within her. He could also feel the slight tremble of her pussy walls. Despite going second, she was more than ready to orgasm, and was well and truly enjoying the game.

      “Are you going to cum soon, Kitty?” John asked as he massaged her clit.

      “No,” Sabrina complained.

      John saw through her obvious lie as her pussy throbbed and raised his hand slightly. Sabrina made a noise right before he brought the tips of his fingers down on her clit, making her jerk and gasp.

      “No lies,” John whispered.

      “If I tell you I hated that, will you do it again?” Sabrina asked in a whining tone.

      John raised his fingers and slapped down once more, making Sabrina gasp. “You like that?”

      “Y-no!”

      John raised his fingers and slapped a third time, and the way her core muscles tensed and her leg trembled, John couldn’t resist doing it once again. Sabrina cried out as if in pain, but her pussy ground back against John’s crotch as she desperately tried to ride him. John raised his hand once more, only for a firm set of fingers to grip his own.

      “My turn.” Casey chuckled darkly.

      Sabrina let out a sharp gasp as Casey pressed her face forward. She silently screamed as she writhed on John’s cock and all at once, she was cumming even harder than Casey had been. John, with both hands available, hefted both the catgirls legs up and thrust ruthlessly into her from below. She let out a wailing cry as she slumped back against John’s shoulder, and he grinned as she trembled and jerked against him.

      “That’s enough, Kitty,” Casey crooned, “it’s my turn.”

      “Noooo,” Sabrina whimpered as Casey stood and offered her hand. “Wait, John?”

      “Hmmm?”

      “My ass,” she begged. “I’ll let you put it in my ass.”

      John chuckled. “You’ll let me, anyway. But right now, it’s Casey’s turn.”

      Sabrina pouted before accepting her fate and sitting up. “He’s too good for us.”

      “Maybe I should give him my ass,” Casey joked as she turned around. “I need to compete with that tongue of yours, after all.”

      “That won’t work.” Sabrina shook her head as Casey lowered herself down onto John’s cock once more. “Anal is fucking intense. You think it’s bad being fucked when I lick you? Imagine me rubbing your g-spot and you’re STILL getting fucked.”

      Casey trembled as she rocked on John’s cock. “Y’know, that doesn’t sound half bad.”

      “I’ll show you sometime,” Sabrina leaned in. “Now hurry up and cum. I want another turn.”

      John grunted as he felt Sabrina’s tongue lap at their joining once more. How he got into the position of having two lovers, he didn’t know. But he was damned if he was going to give them up.
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        * * *

      

      “I believe we are at maximum optimization,” Aura announced calmly.

      Emily flipped through the air before deactivating the anti-gravity generator. With the jets still running, she was able to steer her fall and landed perfectly on the ground with a small grunt.

      “I didn’t feel any problems on my end either,” Emily straightened. “How are they doing upstairs?”

      “I’m sure they’d invite you if–”

      “Pass,” Emily said quickly and shook her head.

      “Emily, I can tell that you are interested. They have only been hesitant about asking outright, since you have an opposition to the nanites.”

      Emily shuffled nervously. “Do you understand why?”

      “I have various hypotheses. However, I would be happy to discuss possible solutions if you would tell me your concerns. I can already tell by your elevated heart rate and heat sensors inside your suit that you would rather not be here training, rather you would–”

      “Stop!” Emily squeaked and shook her head. “It’s… Okay, maybe you’re right. Casey… Casey and I used to have a thing. And… Y’know what? Not important right now. I just…”

      “Just?” Aura prompted.

      Emily sighed. “What if, one day, my powers activate, and I’m forced to make a choice?”

      “We all make choices,” Aura said slowly.

      “And what if my best choice is to kill John?” Emily whispered. “What then?”

      Aura was quiet for a time. “I hardly see your logic, what possible reason would you have to commit such an action?”

      “It’s just a possible scenario,” Emily shrugged. “Imagine anything. Sabrina dying, John being blackmailed. Maybe he builds something that is going to go catastrophically wrong and destroy the whole world. And the only way to fix it is for me to kill him. What then?”

      “You fear this outcome, and that is why you fear the nanites,” Aura said evenly.

      Emily nodded. “I don’t know what would be worse. Let catastrophe happen, or die by your nanites, and catastrophe happens regardless.”

      “This… is not something I have thought about before,” Aura said carefully. “I see that this logic is difficult for you to deal with.”

      “It is,” Emily nodded.

      “But you’re also failing to understand your own role in John’s life,” Aura said quickly.

      Emily frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “If you join John’s family. If you trust him and earn his trust in return. You could be the very thing that stops this hypothetical event from occurring,” Aura suggested.

      “I could do that anyway,” Emily pushed.

      “Possible, yes,” Aura agreed. “But your trust will be limited. He could grow to be comfortable with you, yes. But if, as you suggested, Sabrina was to die, or become captured, would he likely see your reluctance to join properly as trustworthy?”

      Emily frowned. “... No… If… if he thought I was responsible, he’d likely kill me. I don’t think he’d do it right away, but if he were running emotionally, then yes, I believe it would be detrimental for me to be around him in that situation.”

      “Your power works on more than just reality, doesn’t it?” Aura asked.

      Emily frowned before nodding. “To a limited degree. It works on hypotheticals. Better if I understand the problem to begin with.”

      “And you understand John?” Aura asked.

      “I understand enough,” Emily shrugged. “I… I think you’re right.”

      “Shall I make the arrangements?” Aura asked.

      Emily clenched her eyes shut and weighed up her options.
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        * * *

      

      “Not fair,” Sabrina pouted.

      John grunted as his cock throbbed. Casey let out a series of high-pitched whimpers as she started cumming. Sabrina was a fair player though, and didn’t let up on the shape-shifter’s clit. Casey was the lucky recipient of John’s seed and she was currently in her curvy shape, emphasizing her assets in an attempt to sway him away from Sabrina, whose tongue was proving hard to ignore for the two of them.

      “It’s okay though,” Sabrina paused between licks. “John got what he needed.”

      “What?” John grunted.

      “To cum inside a willing woman,” Sabrina giggled as she lapped at Casey’s clit once more. “Our pride will be strong.”

      John grunted as she went back to licking, only to hear the sound of approaching footsteps.

      “Oh wow,” Emily paused in the doorway.

      Sabrina turned and regarded the woman for a moment. “It tastes as good as it looks.”

      Emily blushed and shuffled her feet nervously. “Maybe I wanna find out.”

      Sabrina cleared her throat, “Then–”

      Emily held up her hand, showing a familiar-looking syringe. “I spoke to Aura, already.”

      “Holy shit, Em,” Casey gasped, before rocking forward, only to grunt and giggle. “Fuck, you’re still so hard.”

      John grunted as Casey stood, dragging her pussy off his cock as she did. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “Mhm,” Emily nodded. “And…”

      “Emily’s a bit of a freak,” Casey said quickly. “Aren’t you?”

      Emily blushed, but she gave a small nod. “I… have a few things I like.”

      “She can see possibilities,” Casey continued. “So she likes sensory deprivation. She ends up imagining things in her head, while you do things to her, and the two clash in fun ways.”

      “Casey!” Emily squealed in embarrassment.

      Casey giggled. “Remember that time I made you cum without touching you?”

      Emily froze before nodding slowly. “You’re so mean.”

      “And you love it,” Casey agreed.

      “I never took you for a dom,” Sabrina frowned at the shape shifter.

      Casey shrugged. “I’m a good actor. And I like a bit of variety.”

      “Anyway,” Emily cleared her throat. “I… I just wanna say that this whole thing scares the shit out of me. But… if–”

      “Yes,” Sabrina nodded. “If you’re one of us, you’re one of us.”

      Emily smiled and nodded. “Mum would be ashamed of me.” Despite their nude, sweaty forms, both Casey and Sabrina got up and hugged her. She smiled and let them hold her for a moment, before shrugging them off. “Alright, alright. I’m okay, mum’s a bit uptight, she’s not a monster.”

      “Still,” Sabrina rubbed her arm. “If she’s not accepting of all this…”

      “What about you?” Casey asked the catgirl. “Where’s your family?”

      “Please,” Sabrina sighed. “Can we talk about this when we’re clothed?”

      Casey glanced down at herself. “Yeah… that’s probably for the best.”

      “Thank you,” Sabrina smiled. “Now, Emily. You need help with that?”

      “I… Ah…” Emily pulled a face. “Can… can John do it?”

      John nodded, “Sure–”

      “While you fuck me from behind and I eat your cum out of Casey’s pussy?”

      Casey snorted. “Fucking told you she was a freak.”

      Emily blushed, but held her ground as John tried to restart his brain. It didn’t take him long, and he got off the couch before gesturing for Casey to sit. The shape shifter grinned as she lowered herself down into John’s spot and spread her legs.

      “Excuse me,” Emily blushed as she pushed past John to kneel between Casey’s legs. “I’ve missed this.”

      Casey sighed as Emily pried her labia open with two fingers. She leaned in and lapped at Casey’s opening before turning back to John. He saw the mess on her tongue and watched as she visibly swallowed.

      “Yummy,” Emily blushed, before turning back to Casey’s pussy once more.

      “Oh, fuck,” Casey’s eyes rolled. “Sabrina, that tongue of yours is amazing. But Emily knows all the right spots.”

      “Oooh, I didn’t think about that,” Sabrina licked her lips. “Hurry up, John. She needs her reward for joining the family.”

      John shook his head. “I don’t know how this is happening.”

      “Don’t think about it,” Sabrina pushed him towards the drooling mess that was Emily’s pussy. “Just fuck her and make her feel good.”

      John shook his head and knelt down behind Emily. She pulled away from Casey’s pussy and looked over her shoulder before blushing. “Please be gentle.”

      John froze, then nodded as he realized what it was she was asking for. “Never?”

      “Nothing bigger than a finger,” Casey offered. “In either hole.”

      John smirked and nodded as Emily made an embarrassed noise. Casey pulled Emily back to her pussy before throwing a leg over her shoulder to hold her in place. John steered his cock into position, feeling her twitch in excitement. Then he started to push. Her pussy stretched, accepting him, but it was tough going. Emily groaned and Sabrina leaned in.

      “I have her clit, you keep going,” she whispered.

      John nodded as Sabrina reached under the woman and Emily jerked slightly at her touch. She wriggled and spread her legs wider, inviting John to go deeper as Sabrina massaged her clit. Then raised her opposite hand, offering the syringe of nanites.

      John reached forward and took them before gently rocking his hips. Emily was making all sorts of noises, most of them clearly happy ones. After releasing the syringe, Emily reached to the back of her neck and pulled her hair to one side.

      “Give her what she wants, John,” Sabrina hissed in his ear.

      John grunted as his hips met Emily’s ass for the first time, and held himself deep as he leaned forward once more. Emily never stopped licking.
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      John stared at the housing unit. From the thermal scans, Sirius was sitting at a small table eating one of the prepared meals they sent to her. She had been the model prisoner. No complaints, no hostile actions, just quiet acceptance of her situation. All she had requested was a television. That had been provided, along with Aura giving her access to pre-recorded movies and programs. Nobody wanted to risk the possibility of her getting some kind of hidden cue or other information she may use at any stage.

      John had also refused to return to see her. He had also forbidden the ladies from doing the same. While he was confident, Sirius was unlikely to try to kill him—taking one of his three lovers hostage was not outside the realm of possibility.

      “I calculate only a negligible chance she will attempt to escape,” Aura announced into his helmet. “Most of those calculations are both dependent on the length of time she is held, and the quality of her confinement. Right now, her heart rate is only slightly above resting and has only small variations. My hypothesis is that she is comfortable remaining as she is.”

      John nodded, then turned away. He would need to work out what to do with her. Right now, though, John had a larger problem to deal with. The lair, so far, had remained in close proximity to the city’s main power station. It was the only way to keep the lights on and preserve order. It also made him vulnerable, something that Sirius had taken advantage of. Something that John was about to fix.

      “Do we have everything ready?” John asked.

      “Sabrina is double checking the ties,” Aura replied.

      John accepted her words and turned back to the Twirly Whirly. It would be tight, and they had stripped off most of the additional equipment to make it work. No armor, no weaponry, and a reduced battery in favor of the same technology to receive power wirelessly from the base. And even then, John was going to have to run it at maximum capacity to lift the equipment he needed out of the base.

      “I still don’t understand why you don’t just use Rover,” Casey frowned as she walked around the Twirly Whirly.

      “We don’t have the room,” John replied. “Rover isn’t very graceful, and he’s top heavy.”

      “He would fall onto the roof and destroy the facility in the attempt to place it down,” Emily confirmed.

      John eyed her for a moment, and she blushed and gave him a smile. “And what about the Twirly Whirly?”

      “Aura should pilot it,” she said after a few moments. “With you on the ground, leading it on foot. Sabrina should be on the lookout for birds, with me acting in a supervisory role.”

      John chewed the inside of his lip. He thought over the options, and couldn’t think of a reason to distrust her. Especially not now that she was integrated with Aura like the rest of them.

      “Alright, and Casey?”

      “Your assistant,” Emily smiled. “You’ll be in hard to reach places. Some of which will be beneficial to have someone who can change their shape to better fit into small areas.”

      John nodded. “That works then. Are we in agreement?”

      “Yes!” a chorus of voices called.

      John smiled as he looked up at the last of their group. Casey, donned in her new suit, drifted down from above. She was in her natural, petite form, though she didn’t look like it. She was as curvy as always. John had designed it that way. The electronically controlled fabric mimicked her favorite form, giving her the desired appearance. While not restricting her in case she needed to be smaller. The helmet was built into the back of the suit, and was of a different design than the rest of them. It folded back on itself, slipping down into what looked like a thick collar around the back of her neck. In an emergency, it could unfold and cover her entire face in a little more than a second, protecting her from gaseous attacks. Though its structural integrity wasn’t as high as the standard helmet design John favored for the rest of them.

      “How does it feel?”

      Casey grinned. “Perfect. I’ll have to thank you for it later. Especially the bra.”

      John grinned. He had taken Emily’s comments to heart and mocked up a few designs. They weren’t very pretty and resembled sports bras. But they were sculpted to each lady specifically, and the smiles he got as they wore them for the first time made him hopeful for the future.

      “Just glad it worked,” John turned back to the Twirly Whirly as Sabrina stepped back.

      “We’re good!” she shouted.

      “Everyone pressure checked your armor?” John asked.

      Sabrina picked up her helmet and put it on. It wasn’t the walking mech suit Darksite wore. But it shared a lot of the armor pieces. She still looked sleek and sexy, but there was a dangerous edge to her now, especially when she flicked her tail around as it arced with fifty-thousand volts of electricity crackling over its surface.

      “All suits are pressurized according to specifications,” Aura declared. “Proceed?”

      John looked at the three of them and nodded. “Lets go ladies.”

      Rather than enter the twirly whirly as John had planned, he watched it slowly lift from the floor of the loading dock. John didn’t wait as he activated the anti-gravity generators and the ducted jets at the same time. He sailed through the door, reverting to normal size, hovering in the air above a warehouse. Behind him, Sabrina came out next, twirling as she giggled frantically. Emily was right behind her, giving a laugh herself, with Casey hot on her heels like she was playing tag.

      John grinned and led them a short distance away, as the Twirly Whirly appeared out of thin air, with the massive package mounted beneath. John loathed to give it up. It had taken him a long time putting it all together. Spares for his generator were not cheap. But then, this same device would solve the power shortages for the entire city for the next several decades. Longer if the population remained stable.

      “Moving into position,” Aura announced softly.

      John increased his altitude as Sabrina flew off ahead. He watched as Emily shifted around to get a better view, and Casey climbed to join him. He offered her a nod, knowing she couldn’t see his smile, and waved for her to follow.

      The power station wasn’t far, and he had a bit of work to do. He already knew the section they needed was the same space the old super had been stationed. The old generator was in their place, though even that was technically just a relay, same as for the jail. This new installment was a long-term solution, though. He had even taken the time to change a few things.

      The silicon-alloy heat sinks for this cold-fusion reactor were easily removed and replaced. The downside was that they were far less efficient. Rather than having to cool the entire system every few years, they would have to cool each sink every few weeks. All John needed to do was provide enough sinks that they could set up a rotation, with a few spares in case of emergencies.

      Only John needed to take out the old generator first. He hovered over the station and checked the space below. There was plenty of room, at least once the generator was gone. That needed to go first, unless John wanted to try hooking up the reactor while it was in the air. He genuinely considered it, but tossed the thought aside as quickly as it came. It was also a good thing that a similar setup was in the jail itself. Losing power would be a very bad thing, and John would have had to rethink the entire venture if that were the case. Now, though, he had an announcement to make.

      “Aura, patch me into every sound emitting device in the city,” John instructed.

      “Ten seconds,” Aura replied. She was silent for a time and then announced her success with a quiet. “Done.”

      “Attention, citizens of Capitol City. I will be shutting down the main power grid in less than an hour. This will be a temporary measure while I install upgrades. The jail will not be affected and will continue to function as normal.”

      John canceled the transmission, asked Aura to put his message on repeat a few times and then gestured for Casey to land. It wasn’t going to take an hour to shut down the generator. So John took his time, while explaining the safe way of doing so to Casey, since she was helping. While he taught and worked, Sabrina and Emily kept an eye on the Twirly Whirly. The massive craft was outside of its comfort zone as it hovered with the massive load. At full capacity, with minimal airflow, there was a minor concern for overheating, but neither Aura nor Emily were concerned at this point.

      John worked his way over the generator, explaining as he went. He disconnected the ties holding the cables, before removing the bolts he used to lock it down into place. John showed Emily the equipment he would use and began to prepare the connectors for when he was ready to hook everything up. And when the time finally expired, all John needed to do was turn it off.

      The city fell quiet in moments. Cars still ran, but at a slower pace. Without traffic lights, intersections became dangerous, and other systems went down as well. Major centers, like hospitals, shopping malls and schools, still had backup generators of their own. The rest of the city went dark. John worked quickly, removing the generator and stripping out the cables he still needed.

      He carried the large device over to a nearby office, ignoring the metal box he and Sabrina had hid inside that day. When he stepped inside the office, there was a pair of workers, who nodded in nervous greeting as John brought it in.

      “Keep an eye on that. I’ll need it back when I’m done,” Darksite told them both.

      When he stepped back out, Sabrina was yowling as she flew in circles, while Aura was bringing the Twirly Whirly overhead. John moved to one side as the massive quadcopter lowered the cold-fusion reactor into position. Once it was on the ground, it was up to him and Casey to get it installed as quickly as possible.

      They hurried in, unstrapping it from the undercarriage, before the Twirly Whirly lifted away. Aura steered it back to the lair, while John and Casey worked together removing the rest of the restraints. Cables fell free, and equipment dropped into place. John needed to get it installed first, then reattach the generator to the backup. It needed that to heat the reactor to operating temperature. In the base, John had used stored thermal energy to power a small steam turbine over a number of days. They just didn’t have that kind of time here.

      John was rather proud of his invention. It wasn’t a masterpiece. That title went to Aura. No, this was a rather well-built design. Without the massive heat sinks, it was also rather compact. It resembled a half dome of metal, where an array of cathodes stuck into a homemade heavy water solution that was closer to a gel. If it were a standard fusion generator, it would require massive heat coils to dissipate the heat, and huge magnets to contain the plasma.

      This setup was far cooler, requiring heat sinks to be dotted about on its surface, giving it a spiky appearance. They would cool naturally when it rained, but would be swapped out when necessary for fresh ones. Whereas John’s generator was entirely confined, with vastly increased heat storage capacity that would require complete shutdown in order to vent.

      John worked quickly. Casey followed along behind, holding equipment where he needed it. She was an extra pair of hands and John quickly concluded he should have something similar built into his suit for such occasions. The difficulty came with bolting the generator down. John could reach the main bolts, but in order to drill into the concrete base, he needed to get rather close, which was made difficult by the shape of the heat sinks dotted about.

      So it was up to Casey, getting on her hands and knees, in her smallest form, to drill and place half the securing bolts, while John got the cables in position. Together, they took a little under an hour to have the generator hooked up to the power grid before John went back into the office to pick up the old generator.

      The office workers stared in awe as they worked, and John brought them out, so Casey could explain the procedures on how to maintain the machine, while he started it. Unlike before, there was no need to affix the small generator. John just needed it set up to start the fusion reaction. In no time at all, he was watching the cold-fusion reactor heat to operating temperatures. It would be uncomfortable to stand beside the machine for long periods of time. But safe enough to touch, or even to remove the heat sinks, as long as you wore a thick pair of gloves.

      John watched the machine come to life, giving out a soft hum as it started. He smiled, happy with his own success, as Sabrina and Emily descended from their watch on the roof to join him. The two office workers looked nervous, but Sabrina soon had them laughing. John ignored them all as he walked over to the main switch he installed to isolate the generator and grinned.

      “Let there be light.”

      Throwing the switch, there was a heavy clunk, and John leaped off the ground as the city began to light up. It happened in waves, as each of the smaller grids powered on. Street lights blinked, traffic lights flashed and buildings lit up once more. It would have been more spectacular doing this at night, but John didn’t want to disrupt things too badly.

      Unfortunately, just as he was about to land, he caught something out of the corner of his eye. A flash, followed by a plume of smoke and the flicker of orange flames. John frowned and opened his mouth, but Aura answered first.

      “John, a chemical factory has overloaded a cooling unit, and it has caused a fire. The factory contains highly unstable compounds and needs immediate assistance.”

      “Ladies! Fire!” John shouted, before shooting off towards the blaze.

      “Oh shit,” Sabrina was the first to reply, having leaped off the ground in the direction he was already traveling.

      They could see people rushing out of the building in a panic, while sirens wailed in the distance. John flew towards the building as someone on the ground began to wave. John pitched down and landed with a metallic thump directly in front of them.

      “Please!” The man grabbed Darksite’s arm. “There’s people trapped! They went into a panic room, but it won’t survive the temperatures it will reach in there.”

      “What are you storing?” John asked.

      The man grit his teeth. “Commercial quantities of aluminum and iron oxide.”

      “Thermite,” John grunted. “Ladies, there’s people trapped. Aura, I need fire suppression. Emily, I want you and Casey to get on that. Sabrina, you’re with me.”

      “Got it!” Emily nodded.

      “I’m with you,” Sabrina landed beside him.

      John turned to the building and paused. He glanced at the shoulder mounted rifle and shook his head. Reaching up, he took hold and gave the jettison command, letting it come off in his hands. He was gentle when he put it down. The weapon had served him well, but it would be a hindrance in the confines of the building.

      “Come on,” John gestured for the door.

      He jogged forward as people continued coming out. It wasn’t the initial stream, only appearing in ones and twos. John paused as a middle-aged woman stumbled out, coughing and wheezing as smoke followed. He let her pass, as she jerked aside, seeing him standing before her. There was no reason to stop her, though, and John charged into the smoke.

      “Aura, got a blueprint of the building?” John asked as smoke obscured his vision.

      “Forward thirty feet. There is a stairwell on your right,” Aura answered.

      “Right behind you, John!” Sabrina called.

      John nodded and started forward. Only to freeze as his foot hit something that groaned. John bent, finding an injured person. They were barely conscious and John hoisted them up before pressing them into Sabrina’s arms.

      “Get them out!”

      She turned and ran as John continued into the building. He counted his steps before placing his hand on the wall. The stairs came up where he expected them, and he turned to climb them. The smoke was thicker up here and John was walking blind, before an overlay activated in his heads-up-display.

      “It isn’t perfect, John,” Aura announced. “But this is my estimation of the original building layout.”

      “Great,” John nodded. “Thank you.”

      “You must hurry, John. If my estimates are correct, the fire is spreading. Right now, the smoke and fire is contained, but the machinery used in the manufacturing process still ran for a time after the fire started. I do not know how long it will be until the flames reach the main storage bins.

      John nodded and continued on with Aura’s instructions. The only things that seemed to be in the way was furniture. A chair here, a table there. John put his fist through an office printer that was in an odd section of hallway until he finally reached where he thought the panic room was.

      “John, Casey and Emily have arrived with fire suppression systems. Sabrina is also on her way with oxygen.”

      John nodded and raised a hand to hammer on the door. It was thick metal, and held firm despite the power his suit could produce. He hoped someone would open it, letting him in quickly so he could close it again, but instead, he heard a voice.

      “Hello?”

      John looked around, seeing a faint glow from something about chest height.

      “Hello? Is someone there? There’s six of us!”

      John nodded. “This is Darksite. I’ve come to help. I have oxygen coming and I can lead you out.”

      “Please hurry!” a second voice shouted. “This is a thermite fire! The building will come down!”

      “I’m aware,” John replied. “Just hold tight. When Kitty arrives, we’ll open the door and give you some masks to wear.”

      “Thank you!” several voices shouted from inside.

      John nodded to himself and turned around. There was a moving checkpoint on his heads-up-display showing Sabrina’s progress. He could also see where Casey and Emily had entered the building and were moving towards the fire.

      “How much further?” Sabrina asked.

      John looked over as she came around the corner. “You’re here. Just come straight towards me and—” BANG, “—watch the printer.”

      “Fucking thing!” Sabrina swore.

      “John?” Emily called softly.

      “Yes, Emily?” John glanced back as Sabrina reached his side. She handed him a large bottle while she tried to untangle the lines and masks that would go to the people they were trying to help.

      “John, I think one of those people you’re trying to save, is a villain,” Emily said carefully.

      “Are they responsible for the fire?” John asked.

      “No… Or at least, I don’t think so,” Emily said. “But they might do something dumb when you open that door.”

      John growled and shook his head. “Can’t be helped then.”

      “Please be careful,” Emily mumbled. “There’s so much chaos going on, I can’t tell what is about to happen.”

      John frowned and turned to the door. “Alright, I need all of you to stay calm. We’re getting out. If you have any issues with me being a villain, I ask that you keep it to yourself until we’re all out. Got it?”

      “Ahhhh,” a voice came from the other side. “I guess? I mean we’re cool, right, guys?”

      There was a murmur of agreement that came through, and John nodded. “Open the door, I’m going to hand whoever is first in line a mask. Put it on and move out. The next person in line gets a mask and so on.”

      “Understood,” the speaker replied.

      John waited as he heard the heavy lock release and the smoke in his vision suddenly surged as the door came open. The coughing started immediately as John spotted a person. He shoved the mask forward, and they pulled it over their head, before more coughing started. John pulled them out of the room and found the next person in line before hanging over the next mask.

      “Aura, can you scan them?” John asked, cutting off the external speaker as he worked to get them all safely prepared.

      “The smoke is proving hazardous,” Aura admitted. “There are so many hydrocarbons and metallic elements in the atmosphere, it is interfering with the sensors.”

      “Shit,” John swore. “Heads up, Sabrina. Aura can’t tell which of them is the problem.”

      “Got it,” Sabrina sighed. “Could really do with some claws, y’know?”

      “They’re almost done,” John grumbled, before turning the speakers on once more. “Alright, let’s move. Take hold of the airline to your mask. That is your responsibility and your lifeline. You get snagged, shout or we won’t know to stop.”

      “Yes, Darksite,” a chorus of voices called out.

      John followed along behind them, while Sabrina led the way with the oxygen tank. They worked quickly, keeping to the side of the hall where the printer was. They found the stairs and made their way down. The whole time, John kept an eye and an ear out for the first sign of trouble. He didn’t want to be taken by surprise by something dumb. Nor did he want anything happening to Sabrina. Fortunately for them both, whoever the problem was kept quiet all the way outside. The smoke cleared as they stepped out into the sunlight.

      The fire brigade was pulling up alongside several police vehicles. The officers jumped out before herding the crowds of people back, while an ambulance crew rushed over to John and the people he rescued. That gave John the chance to turn to those he had saved. A small group, men and women. Two of them looked like office workers, another was wearing high vis, and another three were wearing overalls. The one in the high vis shifted nervously, and with clear visibility, John activated his scan.

      “Cecil Bellander, forty-four, an escapee of the prison. Wife divorced him when she discovered he was cheating on her with seventeen other women. He has a multiplier ability,” Aura said quickly as she pulled his official file.

      Cecil realized he was being stared down by Darksite, and he nervously glanced in each direction as the paramedics closed in.

      Darksite raised a hand, “Wait–”

      The man exploded. Not like with blood and gore, but with bodies. Dozens of them ran in every direction at once. His colleagues screamed and even the paramedics ducked for cover as men ran in every direction. John was stunned, watching it happen before his eyes, as a half dozen more leaped on top of him. Despite the strength of the suit, he wasn’t expecting the sudden pile on and fell to the ground.

      “JOHN!” Sabrina screamed.

      “You’ll never take all of us!” the half dozen Cecils’ yelled at once.

      “Get off him!” Sabrina yowled, before the crackle of electricity caused several of the bodies on top of John to scream and leap to one side.

      “Run!” one of them shouted.

      “We’re not going back to prison!” another screamed as he ran, only for an officer to tackle him to the ground.

      John sat up, completely unharmed, but stunned at the sudden turn of events. The fire brigade rushed into the burning building with hoses as Emily and Casey emerged from the smoke and jogged over to his side.

      Several Cecils’ were being pinned down by various officers. A couple more were being pinned by bystanders. Many had fled, and John just watched it all go down, not having a clue how to deal with it.

      “Was… that what you were expecting?” John asked Emily as she jogged, panting up to his side.

      She shook her head slowly as she turned about in place. “No. But it explains a lot. All I could tell was something was likely to happen, but the sensory feedback I got left impressions that didn’t give me proper answers.” She shook her head again. “Sorry about that. I’ll know for next time if we meet him.”

      “You’ll never catch us all!” Each of the restrained Cecil’s laughed in unison.

      “That’s just creepy as hell,” Sabrina shuddered.

      “I mean…” Casey frowned. “People joke about what happens in the showers in prison. Can you imagine what it would be like for your own clone?”

      The sirens blared, the fire roared, the hosses hissed with water. Cecil Bellander’s clones fell silent in unison at Casey’s words. John wanted to say something. Anything to break the awkwardness of the situation. But he couldn’t think of what he could possibly say.
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      “Well, this is unexpected,” John paused in the doorway.

      Sirius was in a pair of long pants and a rough-looking bra. The woman barely glanced in his direction as she hovered over her creation. It stood about a foot tall, made of various kitchen implements. It seems she had collected every piece of cutlery delivered with her meals and was working on a statue of some kind.

      “You left me in a box. I got bored,” she grunted before pointing her finger at a particular spot.

      John moved closer and watched as she used just the tiniest trickle of power to heat a piece of metal and weld it into place. It looked like she was just bulking it up. The statue looked vaguely humanoid. Two arms, two legs and a torso, no head, skin or bulk.

      “I gave you a television,” John pointed out.

      “And I appreciate that. I like to listen to music while I work,” she said as she leaned back from her creation.

      John looked over at the television and saw it was muted. Likely, Aura told her John was coming, so he wasn’t entirely unexpected.

      “I wouldn’t mind a change of clothes either,” Sirius continued. “I accidentally burned my shirt when I started. Aura was kind enough to lend me the pants, but my bra isn’t faring well.”

      “That almost sounds like you plan to stay awhile,” John wondered aloud.

      Sirius sighed and slumped back against the couch, before giving him a level stare. “Where else would I go?”

      “Back to the Agency?” John suggested.

      Sirius huffed and crossed her arms. “While I think you’re wrong about how you went about things and I still want to see you brought to justice… You’re not entirely wrong.”

      “Politics gets that bad, huh?” John joked.

      Sirius rolled her eyes. “You wouldn’t know the half of it.”

      “I doubt that,” John stepped fully into the room. If Sirius wanted to kill him, she would have already. “I’ve seen a lot of the things the Agency doesn’t want the public to find out about.”

      Sirius nodded, then sighed. “It was you, wasn’t it?”

      “The recording?” John offered.

      Sirius nodded. “I’m–”

      “Don’t apologize,” John snapped, then shook his head. “Sorry, this… You have to understand what it’s like, from my perspective.”

      Sirius nodded slowly as she looked back towards her statue. “I get it, y’know.”

      “Do you?” John asked.

      She nodded again. “He’s dead, y’know.”

      “Pulse?” John asked.

      Sirius nodded. “I did it.”

      John watched her for a moment before stepping closer. She didn’t respond as he sat down beside her. She sat, leaning with her elbows on her knees, rubbing her hands together slowly.

      “I found him. It took me a while. He tried to run,” she whispered.

      “The records state he escaped.” John tilted his head. “That he made it out of the city. The official record is that he likely died in the wilds outside the city.”

      “That is the official record, set in place after your breach,” Sirius agreed. “But believe me when I say, when I was done with him, there was nothing left to bury. No grave, no memorial, no last rites.”

      John trembled. His heart thumped in his chest. The cold way she spoke told him she was being honest. There was no reason to lie, and he already suspected there were more records hidden from his ability to find. You couldn’t hack paper records, and there were an awful lot of empty rooms in the Agency’s vault.

      “Can you prove this?” John asked.

      Sirius nodded slowly. “I can take you. The Agency’s hidden records will be where I left them.”

      John chewed his lip and nodded. “Aura, Sirius needs her suit back.”

      “As you wish, John,” Aura announced.

      John got up and opened the door as a drone flew in with the bundle of clothing suspended beneath.

      “I’ll be outside,” John nodded.

      Without a word, he exited, closing the door behind him. His suit, that followed him down, opened before him, allowing John to step into the armor and encase himself.

      “Are you sure this is a wise decision?” Aura asked.

      John nodded to himself. “She’s not a threat to me.”

      “What if it’s a trap?” Aura asked. “You are not a super in a physical sense. It would be easy to put you in a cell.”

      “Tell her to wait in the Loading Dock. I’ll grab some tools,” John said as he walked into the warehouse on the same level to collect his supplies.

      The tools in question were quick to set up. John, with his rifle mounted over one shoulder, installed a shocky lance on his hip. With shocky punchies on his gauntlets, he had space to move a few things around. With hidden pockets within the armor, John set a wad of plastic explosives, a plasma torch with some other hand tools and some wiring in case he needed to have Aura bypass something that lacked remote capabilities.

      Sirius was tough, but she wasn’t bulletproof. If she underestimated him, things would get very messy, very quickly. Truthfully, he wasn’t entirely convinced this wasn’t some elaborate ruse. She really could just be trying to get him alone and vulnerable, and John thought about bringing Sabrina along as backup. But… that would just give Sirius a hostage if things went poorly.

      So, in the end, John looked up and adjusted the scanners in his helmet. Emily and Casey were both in the lounge, where he had seen them last. They were watching a movie together. Sabrina, on the other hand, was down in her lab. What she was doing, John had no idea. As he scanned around, he then saw her. In the thermal overlay, she looked like a human ember. Smoldering in the middle of the Loading Dock.

      “Alright,” John nodded. “Let’s do this.”

      “I’ll bring out the Twirly Whirly,” Aura announced.

      John gave a small leap, using the jets to quietly sail alongside the Twirly Whirly into the loading dock. Sirius, seeing him approach, raised herself from the floor, and flew to one side, leaving room for the vehicle to be set down. John landed by the cockpit and looked over at Sirius, who tilted her head.

      “I can’t fly like you,” John called gently. “So we can go together, or I can follow?”

      Sirius thought about her options for a moment, before shrugging. She lifted off the floor once more and flew to his side. She looked over the machine before raising up to look into the cockpit.

      “Which side?” She asked.

      “Doesn’t matter,” John shrugged, and climbed in to take the closest seat.

      Sirius hovered overhead, before lowering down to sit beside him in the copilot’s seat. John buckled himself in, watching as Sirius did the same.

      “This all feels so surreal,” Sirius sighed as the cockpit closed around them.

      John shrugged. “It’s just home for me.”

      Sirius opened her mouth, then closed it and nodded. John wanted to ask what she was about to say, but changed his mind. Now wasn’t the time. Instead, John glanced at the exit and lifted off. Sirius tensed beside him as he flew towards the portal, but she gasped as they suddenly found themselves outside.

      Rain came down in sheets. A true downpour, John could see lightning strike in the distance, but it wasn’t close enough to be a bother. Aura handled the fine tuning to prevent the wind from jostling them too badly. Something John was thankful for, as he yawed around to face the direction they needed for the Agency headquarters.

      With a touch of the stick, the Twirly Whirly advanced and the two of them started right ahead. The Agency. Or at least, the version of it in this city. It was a tower, positioned in the center. It was supposed to emphasize that the Agency was watching over everyone. John always felt like it was oppressive. He had only been there once. For his initial test as a teen. Something that was no longer done. Though the feelings still remained.

      John flew towards the tower and looked at it for what it was. For the first time, he wasn’t harboring thoughts of destruction or chaos. Now, he looked for somewhere to land.

      “We’ll get wet,” Sirius said. “But ground level, on the south side, there’s a space large enough for this.”

      John nodded and piloted around the tower, seeing the space she had described. It was an auditorium. The one John had been led through on the day of his test. They did them in batches, with supers coming in to give speeches. Everyone was so very excited. More so, when the teens who tested well were paraded out one by one in front of the whole group.

      When John failed, he went with the majority. Quietly stuffed out a back entrance into an empty lot to wait for their families to be sent around to pick them up. It was the true face of this place that John hated. The ‘us versus them’ mentality. It wasn’t bad enough they treated their own organization with a ranking system, but those who weren’t part of the system weren’t given a second thought. It disgusted John, and he was glad it had ended somewhere.

      “I always hated this place,” Sirius whispered.

      John glanced over before wondering if she had a secret power to read minds. It wouldn’t be the first time a hidden power came out. Usually, it was some overlooked ability that sprung out during a fight, taking everyone by surprise. Some powers were obvious. Sirius, forming a ball of plasma or glowing as bright as the midday sun, was pretty obvious. Mind reading, seduction and other powers were not.

      John shook his head, before the Twirly Whirly set down on the concrete floor. Aura had taken control, keeping their descent stable and safe, while John’s thoughts ran wild. He was thankful she was astute enough that she could tell what mindset he was in. Perhaps that was a kind of mind reading all on its own?

      “Let’s go,” John said, without preamble.

      Sirius nodded, and the cockpit opened. Water poured in, and Sirius glared as she unclipped herself and flew out. John was a moment behind, doing the same. He was covered in his armor, while Sirius ignored the water soaking into her long hair. She landed nearby, where John set down beside her. He looked up over the rows of seating. The stage sat empty, and John shook his head.

      “Alright, you know where you’re going,” John gestured.

      “You don’t?” She asked. “I’m actually surprised.”

      “I only found what was stored electronically. Plenty of quiet murmurs about secrets, but unless someone put it in an email, it was only ever speculation.”

      “You’ve been in our systems a long time,” Sirius nodded.

      “Long enough,” John agreed. “I wanted to make a difference, but never wanted the limelight that came with the notoriety.” Sirius glanced at him, her eyebrow raised. He sighed. “I know that’s naïve, especially since I certainly made sure Darksite was noticed regularly. I just couldn’t let the injustice of how we supers were always treated to be hidden. Even if a large part of me wanted to be left alone, I never wanted what happened to my brother happen to anyone else again.”

      Sirius sniffed softly and waved for him to follow. John walked along behind her as she led the way towards the stage. The partial roof only covered the front, so they had to climb a set of stairs to finally get out of the rain.

      “Your friend up there. Will she be safe in all this?” John asked.

      Sirius glanced back and tilted her head. “My friend?”

      “Overwatch,” John pointed. “Forms a cloud filled with my brother’s nanites?”

      Sirius grimaced at my description, but she nodded. “Overwatch is fine. She’s practically invulnerable in that form. Her nanites don’t like storms, so they go dormant until it passes.”

      “Good,” John nodded. “I only just thought of it. Maybe I should flash some morse code up at her, see if she wants to come inside and wait this out.”

      Sirius smirked and shook her head. “We’ll see. Likely she’d just be recalled by Blaze.”

      “Who’s Blaze?” John asked as he slowed in front of the doors leading into the tower.

      “He’s…” Sirius grunted. “He’s in charge now.”

      “Is he the one who set Flawless, Battery and Boom-Boom loose in my city?”

      Sirius tilted her head at that last part, before giving a small shrug. “I can speculate. All I can say is that mess had nothing to do with me. I can’t prove it was him–”

      “If he’s the one calling the shots, it was either him, or someone he works for,” John shook his head. “And you people called me a villain.”

      Sirius lowered her gaze and nodded slowly. “I can’t help what happened. But had I known…”

      John wanted to remind her she left his brother to die in one of the last major decisions she made. That didn’t feel right, though. This wasn’t the same, he wasn’t a teenager angry at the world anymore. It had once been the impetus to push him, but nothing was ever black and white. He had listened, and if her words were believable, then his brother really did order her to leave him behind. What was happening now, wasn’t the same thing. She had been undermined, with others calling the shots while she clung to her ideal as best she could. Until, in the end, they sent her to clean up the mess.

      “Let’s go,” John sighed.

      Sirius glanced at him and flashed brightly. John flinched as he felt his suit warm slightly. Just as quickly as it started, it was gone, and Sirius was now dry and comfortable. To John’s relief, his suit was too.

      “Can’t have you trekking water into the place,” she smiled.

      John didn’t respond. He didn’t need to either. As she turned and walked further into the building, John realized it was a trust exercise. What that meant, he didn’t know. But now she knew he wasn’t likely to kill her out of hand.

      “I’d appreciate some warning next time,” John called as he hurried along behind her.

      “I’ll keep that in mind back in my cell,” she shot back.

      John rolled his eyes despite the mask. “It’s a nice cell.”

      “A cell with luxuries is still a cell,” she continued.

      John thought about Casey and Emily, and the squaller they lived in while at the Agency, along with all the others. Their rooms were little more than cells, with a built in bench to sleep on and some shelves. “Is that how you feel about the weaker members?”

      Sirius paused before nodding. “That’s fair. I wasn’t part of those kinds of decisions. But I could have been. I worked my way up quickly, Casey and Emily though…”

      “Do you think Blaze is treating them better, or worse, since you left?” John asked.

      Sirius didn’t respond to the provocation. Instead, she turned and gestured to a door to their right. “Through here, there are the testing rooms. If you passed, they bring you here and put you through your paces. Work out what makes you tick, find your strengths and weaknesses.”

      “What about those like me?” John asked as she continued walking along.

      “We work that out pretty quickly,” Sirius shrugged. “None of the tests are lethal to normal humans. Injuries are common enough that we have a healer or two on standby.”

      John nodded. Healing was rare. Almost as rare as Mad Scientists. They were extremely valuable, and kept far from the front lines, in all except the rarest cases.

      “I guess that makes sense,” John nodded.

      “Most know by then if they have powers. It’s not usually a surprise, unless it’s something strange. Physical abilities are pretty easy to pick up. Mental ones can come as a surprise. We had a telekinetic a few years ago. She was so stunned to test positive, she threw her arms in the air and blew a hole in the ceiling. It caused a fire, and we had to evacuate the entire auditorium and reschedule the testing for the following day.”

      “I heard about that,” John nodded. “What happened to her?”

      “Still in training,” Sirius shrugged. “She wasn’t on the agenda for deployment last I saw.”

      John nodded and followed along. The building was haunting. The lights were on, and there were signs people had been around. Computers were still on, so was the air conditioning. Lights still worked, and automatic doors slid open and shut as they passed by.

      But there were other signs too. Coffee left out, going gluggy in the mugs. Half-eaten food, scattered papers. The evacuation was quick. Far quicker than John had estimated. He figured they would take a few days. This looked like it was already planned out and practiced.

      “Here,” Sirius led him to a set of elevators. “We need to go to the top for the records room, with a visit to the barracks first to get my access card.”

      John nodded. This was a confined space. And if it were designed to hold a super, it would make a good ambush point. Even sealing the doors on a regular elevator would make things hard to get out again. If there was a team waiting for him, this would be where they would strike.

      He stepped into the box behind her, and she hit a button, making the doors close. The elevator was smooth and lacked any of that annoying music that accompanies them in certain malls. It was also deceptively fast, and before John could comprehend that they had moved far at all, the doors swung open. It was another long corridor, and Sirius stepped out. Doors on either side showed dorms and John realized it must have been here, that Casey and Emily must have been staying.

      “Aura?” John prodded. “Where are their rooms?”

      “This way, John,” Aura said, highlighting a trail in his heads up display.

      “Hey!” Sirius called as John turned to walk through the first door.

      “Quick detour,” John called back.

      She snarled and followed along behind him. John didn’t want to poke through the ladies’ stuff. But if there was anything personal left behind, he wanted to pick it up while he was here. The trail brought them into a large room where the trainees likely stayed. It was an open plan, with bunks and showers opposite each other. Zero privacy, which was likely both a good and a bad thing. When even a small attractive woman could blast you across the room, it was hard to get away with unwanted advances. Double so, in a room full of your peers.

      There was a door on the other side, and John could see that was where they were going. He pushed through into another hall. This was similar to the first, but rather than one large dorm, it was a bunch of smaller ones. The rooms would be a shoebox, especially if they were shared, and John followed along until he found the one he was looking for.

      “Who’s room is this?” John asked.

      “Both,” Aura replied. “They shared a room. It’s how they met and likely why Casey refused many of her chances to advance.”

      John nodded and opened the door. The light within came on automatically, and John looked around. There was a pair of panties in the middle of the floor, along with a few books and a teddy. John ignored the panties and the books, but picked up the bear and turned it over. It had a small collar, with Emily’s name embroidered in it. John didn’t know where it would have come from, but if it was here, he was going to take it back to her.

      “That’s it,” John nodded, as he gave the room another once over.

      There were some drawers that likely contained clothing for the two women. He wasn’t about to go through them. He may bring them back in the future if they asked for it, though. John opened one of his storage pockets and stuffed the bear inside, before moving out of the room where Sirius was giving it a strange look.

      “What?” John asked.

      Sirius sighed. “I don’t remember the rooms being this small. Or the two beds.” John didn’t reply, and Sirius shook herself a moment later. “Come on.”

      John nodded, and rather than work their way back the way they came, Sirius led him to the end of the hall. She opened a door at the far end and held it for John to enter. It was another of the barracks, and John waited for her to pass by and go through into the main hall once again. Only to hear a quiet squeal.

      John burst into the hall behind Sirius to see a very nude young woman. She had a towel over one arm, her wet hair plastered down her back, with a toothbrush hanging out of her lips as she stared in shock.

      “Overwatch?” Sirius gasped.

      “So you’re her,” John gave her a quick scan.

      She flinched, which was strange. Her body acted like a jelly, flopping around like she wasn’t quite solid. None of that mattered, as she locked eyes with John. She clearly knew who he was. And she exploded. In a flash, all John could see was white. He cycled the sensors, finding one that worked, despite the lack of visibility. Sirius was waving her hands in front of her, disoriented by the sudden burst.

      “Dammit, Overwatch!” Sirius shouted.

      “Get out!” her voice came from everywhere at once, with a strange warble.

      “We can’t even see the door!” Sirius snapped. “You get out!”

      “Fuck!” Overwatch cried. “Help! I’m being attacked!”

      John grunted and took Sirius by the arm. “We need to go!”

      “Hey! You can’t go anywhere!” Overwatch snapped.

      John turned Sirius around. “Hall is straight ahead. You lead, I can see.”

      “Right to the end,” Sirius called as she marched. “Don’t let me hit the wall, please.”

      “You’ll be fine,” John grunted as the cloud continued to shriek at them.

      John steered her to the end, before Sirius directed him through the door on the left. As soon as they stepped through, Overwatch poured into that room as well. John slammed the door shut to stop her, but she was still coming through the gaps.

      “Come on,” Sirius waved and started jogging.

      John followed through a short hall that opened into a rather nice dining hall. She didn’t linger, which was good, because the food was still out, and after all this time, it likely smelled horrible. She crossed to the far side and climbed a set of stairs, where John followed. That led to a landing, where offices lined each side. The one at the end was Pinnacles, and right beside it, the door was labeled for Sirius.

      She pushed open, and John watched as she rushed around to the desk. Bending over, John couldn’t see what she was doing. He tensed, getting ready for anything as she sat back up.

      “Got it.” She held up a small card.

      John sighed and nodded before moving back. “Where now?”

      “Elevator,” Sirius grunted.

      John sighed. “I’ll lead.”

      The two of them ran back the way they came. Overwatch was floating through the dining hall as they entered and she began shouting once more. John wondered if the nanites were transmitting her words. He didn’t like that idea, and kept running through the cloud. Sirius took his hand, letting him lead as she was completely blind. Finding the elevator was easy enough. John made it back to the main hall and rushed to the end without a fuss. The elevator was already on this floor and John hit the button, letting it open.

      “They’re getting away!” Overwatch shouted.

      John shook his head as Sirius used the braille on the buttons to hit the floor she needed.

      To John’s relief, as the elevator began to move, the cloud cleared, letting them see properly.

      “So…”

      “She’s a bit high-strung,” Sirius grumbled. “She works alone, and easily panics. That’s why she does the job she does.”

      “No shit.” John shook his head as the door opened once more.

      This looked like an administration office. But John could tell the rooms were reinforced. This wasn’t just admin, it was a holdout. Somewhere they could defend should the worst happen. Sirius didn’t pause for a moment as she rushed to the back of the room. There were storage closets dotted about, and she opened one. It was stacked with shelves, most of which held boxes of paper. She grabbed the closest shelf and felt around the edge.

      John was cautious as he followed her in. This was another confined space, and there was at least one other super in here. Sirius wasn’t nearly as concerned, finding what she was looking for. There was a small click, and the entire shelf, paper and all, slid up into the ceiling.

      “Got it,” she grinned.

      There was a panel behind the shelf, and Sirius held her card to it. There was a soft beep before the wall panel sank a fraction. Sirius gave it a push and the whole thing swung back on invisible hinges. John followed in, seeing rows upon rows of filing cabinets.

      “This is it,” she waved. “Every dirty little secret the Agency has ever covered up.”

      “Now, now, that’s not a nice thing to say,” a masculine voice sighed.

      “John, I calculate an eighty-seven percent chance, that voice belongs to Blaze. The leader of the NorthStar branch of the Agency,” Aura said quickly.

      “Tell me,” John called out, knowing the man was listening. “If I were to air this room to the public. What would they think?”

      “If it’s anything like our own, I think there would be some rather difficult admissions to make,” Blaze said slowly. “Unfortunately for you, that will not be the case.”

      Sirius jerked and spun as Aura crackled in his helmet. “John! A powerful signal just lit up the building. It has enough power to pass through this entire building into the earth below, fired by pulses from an overhead satellite!”

      “You can’t!” Sirius roared. “The failsafe is only for when the cities fall!”

      “But it has fallen,” Blaze replied mirthlessly. “You’re proof of that, just standing there.”

      John turned to Sirius, as she met her reflection in his faceplate.

      “You have to stop it,” Sirius stepped forward.

      “Stop what?” John asked.

      “It’s a bomb,” she whimpered. “In the basement. It will–”

      “Erase Capitol city from the map,” Blaze continued. “And don’t worry. The Agency will live on. We’ve already decided to create a memorial to your valiant sacrifice, Sirius. Our world will go on for the greater good of us all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 9

          

        

      

    

    
      “It will be a shame to doctor this footage,” Blaze sighed dramatically through the intercom as Darksite and Sirius flew into the elevator.

      Sirius, with her power of flight, acting like a tow-tug, hauling Darksite along by the hand. They crashed into the metal box, and Sirius slapped the keypad, punching in a series of numbers.

      “There are no records of a bomb,” Darksite snapped as he pushed himself upright.

      “Like the records room, it wasn’t kept electronically,” Sirius snapped as she pressed a final button before the doors closed. “It’s in a sub-basement, and was only supposed to be activated if the city could not be saved.”

      “Was that ever a discussion?” Darksite stared in anger.

      Sirius shook her head. “No. Only the higher ups knew of its existence. The only time it was ever put on the table as an option was in the fifties, when a villain tried summoning an army of monsters to take the city.”

      Darksite shook his head. “That one must have missed the history books.”

      “That’s because he confused his ability to summon, with his ability to control. When he met a mutated bear outside the wall, it ate him, and the rest of the creatures scattered back to wherever it was they came from.” Sirius chuckled.

      “Very fascinating,” Blaze interrupted. “But you didn’t think this would work, did you?”

      Darksite felt the elevator shift, and even Sirius turned to the doors as they opened. John flinched as a heavy round, fired from the arm cannon of a mech, slammed into his shoulder. Six feet tall, bipedal and painted dark gray. It looked a little like a mechanical version of a gestalt creature from a popular video game in Darksite’s childhood. The round didn’t pierce, but it threw him back into the wall and prevented him from returning fire. Sirius moved quicker than John, diving to one side, before sending a concentrated beam of energy into the mech. It managed to take a single step, before the attack punched clean through to the other side, sending it crashing to the floor.

      “JOHN!” Sirius spun around.

      Darksite was already pushing himself upright when she skidded to a halt in front of him. “I’m fine.”

      She shook herself and let out a grunt. “Okay. Okay, we need to go.”

      She turned around and John watched as she started keying in the code she used. “Aura?” Darksite asked. “Any chance you could memorize that code and press it for her if we get any more interruptions?”

      “Negative, Darksite, the manual controls are not connected to the mainframe of the tower. While I may be able to tune the elevator to stop at a particular level, I do not know which level that is, and would need to override any automatic controls in place to prevent such a thing from occurring.”

      “Great,” John sighed as the doors closed.

      “That was a bit easy, wasn’t it?” Blaze laughed. “How about a second shot?”

      John felt the elevator slow as soon as it started. This time, as the doors opened, he had the rifle raised. Which did nothing as the first round slammed into the elevator the moment the doors began to move. John ducked to one side, as Aura sent a wave of plasma through the open doors. It didn’t do any damage, but it scrambled whatever sensors they were using to target, and John leaned out for a moment and took a shot.

      The hypersonic, tungsten slug punched a hole into the mech’s head. He hoped that was where the targeting computer was, or at least some sensors. What he wasn’t expecting was for three more mechs to open fire from behind the one he hit.

      Two more slugs slammed into Darksite’s chest, while a third ricocheted off the top of his helmet, knocking him to the floor again.

      “How many of these things are there?” John snarled as he crawled sideways into cover..

      “A few on each of the upper floors,” Sirius sent another blast of plasma out the door, destroying the one Darksite had already damaged.

      “And how long until the bomb detonates?” John asked.

      Sirius grimaced and shook her head. “Not that long.”

      John turned, and from his spot on the floor, fired another round, before pulling back, as the edge of the door disintegrated from returned fire.

      “John?” Sirius caught his attention. “I need you to trust me.”

      John stared at her. The woman of his nightmares. It was a gut reaction, without thought. An old impulse. For so long, she was the woman responsible for his brother’s death, and John’s complicated existence in this world. Truthfully, he didn’t trust her. She had an agenda, and she would use it the moment it suited her. But John was stuck between an army of mechs, and a bomb.

      “Okay,” he nodded.

      Sirius grinned and threw her hands up. Twin burst of thin plasma, carved into the roof of the elevator. She spun her hands around, carving a ring, and John’s eyes went wide as he realized what she had just done. With no time to prepare, the elevator dropped. John felt as everything felt light for several moments. When air pressure beneath the elevator pushed back, gravity reasserted itself once more, before heavy clunks made that increase rapidly.

      Sirius slammed into the floor as the emergency brakes halted their fall, and John stared up through the hole in the top. It wouldn’t be long before those mechs got to the elevator shaft and started firing down towards them.

      “Fuck, that hurt more than I thought it would,” Sirius coughed.

      “Well, depending on how good their aim is, I’d bet it won’t be as bad as what’s coming,” John grunted.

      “Sorry,” Sirius grunted. “That’s just step one.”

      John didn’t have time to respond, before she flashed out another twin-beams of plasma, cutting most of the floor out of the elevator. Even without touching the part John was occupying, the remains weren’t strong enough to hold them both. John tumbled down into the dark, while Sirius caught his arm. She gripped tightly and strained, before John realized what she was trying to do. He activated the anti-gravity generators, and Sirius’s face relaxed, before she shot him a grin.

      “Let’s go!”

      Surging down, John felt the world shift around him as they dived down the shaft. A series of shots rang out. Not just from above, but from all directions. Blaze, realizing what they had done, targeted the shaft itself, and ordered all the mechs to open fire. Sparks flew in all directions, smoke filled the narrow tube, and John felt several impacts. Sirius screamed as she was hit too, but there was no time for her to stop.

      They descended quickly, diving out of the way of the worst gunfire. John’s vision flickered with red as Sirius descended fast enough to leave a blood trail. She was actively killing herself to help him, and John couldn’t help but admire her for it. No matter her intentions, she was trying to do the right thing, or at the very least, help John achieve it.

      A glow caught his attention, and John watched as she fired a blast of plasma, tearing open a door far below. John didn’t know how far down they were, and rounds blasted around him. Those coming from above struck the back of his armor, bouncing off without piercing. They weren’t doing nothing though.

      “John, your armor is degrading quickly,” Aura warned.

      “It’s not far,” John grunted as a round slammed into his hip.

      Sirius changed their momentum, angling for the door, and John prepared his thrusters to help with the swing, when Sirius jerked as a round punched through her shoulder. She screamed as she released him, her arm flopping around behind her as she lost control.

      John fired his thrusters, catching her as she rolled. Her cries were in his ear, and Aura muted them somewhat as John pitched up into the open doorway. Another round caught him in the leg, and suddenly John lost thrust on one boot. It was enough to knock him around, and John tumbled into a row of crates. They shattered, scattering their contents about. He spotted weapons, ammunition and things he did not’ recognize. This was some kind of emergency bunker, and none of that mattered.

      “The bomb!” Sirius snarled.

      “Where?” John bent and scooped Sirius up into his arms.

      She snarled in pain as her arm jostled, but she used her good hand to point the way. This place wasn’t complicated. This room was storage. The one behind it was a communications room, with barracks coming off one side, and a bathing area on the other. Bypassing both of those, Sirius led him through a small room, seemingly there to make communications to the outside world. That’s where he saw it.

      “The vault?” John asked.

      “I have the key,” Sirius grunted.

      John carried her over as he noticed how much blood she was losing. “I need to patch you up.”

      “After,” Sirius grunted. “Saving me is nothing if the city dies.”

      John wanted to argue, but truthfully, he didn’t know how long he had to do this. Not to mention how long it would take for an unhappy surprise to reach him down here. Beside the door was a hand scanner, and John realized it was shaped for her injured hand. She saw it as well and made a small whimper before looking at him.

      “I have it,” John told her.

      Sirius gasped as he took her injured arm and steered her hand into position. There wasn’t a nice way to do it, and John wondered how bad her injury was. The size of the round told him it likely did all sorts of horrible things as it went through. Flesh and bone were likely pulverized. He hoped she would make it, but he wasn’t convinced she would keep her arm.

      The door clicked, then let out a hiss.

      “Welcome, Deputy Chestle,” an automated voice announced. “Warning, failsafe activated. You have three minutes to evacuate the city.”

      “Shit,” John swore as the door slowly opened.

      Hearing those words, John set Sirius on the floor, propped up against the wall and took the massive door in his hands. Bracing one foot on the wall, he heaved, feeling the door begin to move slightly quicker. It wasn’t much, but he couldn’t, not at least try. When the gap was large enough for John’s skinny frame, he let go and stepped backwards out of the suit.

      Slipping around, he crawled through the gap and froze at the sight before him.

      “Sirius, you said it was a bomb.”

      “It is,” she called back. “I don’t know how it works, or who made it.”

      John stared at the glowing ball and shook his head in amazement. It was suspended between two pylons. The pylons held it steady, with streams of visible energy. They arced around the device that throbbed and pulsed like a heartbeat. He glanced back at his suit, seeing it was still unable to enter. He needed it. The core of the bomb was too bright to look at, and John was having a hard time working out exactly what it was, let along how to diffuse it.

      “What can you tell me?” John called out.

      “Backup generators, run the field. If the field collapses, the bomb detonates,” Sirius replied weakly.

      “Then how do I stop the generators from shutting down?” John asked.

      “They’re already stopped,” Sirius grunted. “It’s running on battery backups that only activate during emergencies.”

      John tilted his head. That seemed simple enough, just restart the–

      “If Blaze activated the failsafe, the generators are destroyed,” Sirius continued, breaking his trail of thought. “Small explosive charges destroy the stators.”

      “Shit,” John swore. “If I had another portable generator, I’d be able to jury rig something and run it myself.” John heard the suit scrape as it squeezed through the door and he turned as Aura walked it towards him. “What can you see?” John asked.

      “Unsure.” Aura used the external speakers in the suit. “It appears to be an unstable mass of energies, contained within an energy field, similar to the device you used to contain Sirius’s attacks.”

      John grunted. That made sense, but it was still an issue. Those energies were contained, and without knowing what they were, it was impossible to tell if he could vent them. John had toyed with a similar concept for Sirius, and all of his models saw the plasma she created acting more like a doomsday device than a usable source of energy.

      “I am also sensing a biological component,” Aura continued.

      John frowned and turned back. “Biological?”

      “Not human,” Aura announced.

      “Is it alive?” John stared at the suit.

      “Yes, and no,” Aura hesitated. “It contains living biological matter, but it is more akin to a heart separated for transplant than a living thing.”

      John frowned in thought. There were not many options for who could have created something like this. A living superweapon, able to destroy the city in its entirety. That made him think of past supervillains. There were few options, and all of them were mad scientists. Plenty of supers had the ability to destroy the city. None quite like this.

      “Shoot it,” John ordered.

      The rifle flicked forward, and Aura took the shot. The slug tore through the glowing mass, and John waited for a reaction. There was nothing, though. No sign that anything had happened. It was like the slug was a drop of water in a large pond, absorbed with nothing more than a few ripples.

      “That was strange,” John remarked, then tilted his head. He turned back to the suit and walked over. There was always a notebook in his storage, and John plucked it out before tearing free a blank page. “How about this?”

      John scrunched up and walked to the glowing orb before tossing the paper in. This time, electricity surged, and the glow shot out towards the paper. The paper twisted around before being spat out unharmed.

      “Organic matter behaves differently to inorganic matter,” John hypothesized. “And you’re sure that this thing is alive, in some sense?”

      “That is what my scanners are telling me,” Aura agreed.

      John nodded, then stepped forward.

      “JOHN!” Aura shouted.

      John reached his hand in and felt the hair on his arm stand up. The energy surged towards him, and John felt it shoot up into his arm. His vision went white as the world fell silent, and John found himself floating in a weightless void.

      “H-hello?” A masculine voice called out. “Is this thing on?”

      John turned, “Hello?”

      “Yes, Doctor,” a feminine voice replied. “We are recording.”

      “Splendid!” The man chuckled. “To whomever you are, if you made it this far, that is both good and bad news. The good news is, my experiment was a success! The enhanced, like yourself, must run the world. Such a utopia it must be…”

      “Doctor, time is limited,” the woman chided him gently.

      “Right you are,” He laughed. “Now. The device you have just activated is a failsafe I put in place in case this all goes horribly wrong. Hopefully, nobody will ever hear this, but humanity has a remarkable disposition for playing with things they should not.”

      “Pot, kettle, Doctor,” the woman giggled.

      “Yes, well.” The man cleared his throat. “If you are here. Something has gone terribly wrong. What has been started cannot be undone, and there are two options before you.”

      John, realizing this was a recording, listened intently, before two orbs appeared before him. One was purple, as the orb was, the other was green and glowed with even more intensity.

      “Change. It is inevitable,” the doctor said quietly. “If you have activated this device, you probably know that better than most.”

      “You have no idea,” John whispered.

      “The first option,” the doctor started talking again. “The purple orb will end my experiment. It will unleash energy that negates the enhanced. Not to say this lightly, but anyone, man, woman, child, pet, creature of the wild et-cetera, with these genes, will die.”

      “Shit,” John swore.

      “The ultimate reset, if you may. Humanity will nevertheless survive in some form. Perhaps to regain our former glory in the future. But understand that most of it will die in the process. Those that remain, even a year from now, will be a shadow of their former selves.”

      “What’s option two?” John asked himself more than anything.

      “The green orb is my chance card,” the doctor said with a little more friendliness. “If my experiment proves successful, this will do the opposite. Rather than destroy everyone with the gene, it will enhance it. I am unsure if individuals will feel additional effects. But the next generation will see an uptick in the numbers of enhanced. This, of course, will mean faster breeding creatures will show an initial surge in strength and numbers. But I have faith humanity will rise once more. It will also mean that whatever reason you have activated my device, it may not provide the immediate response you so likely desire.”

      “Final words, doctor,” the woman blurted.

      “Ha!” the doctor laughed, before taking the deep breath. “The choice is yours.”

      There was an audible click as whatever recording device they used shut off, and a digital number appeared in the air. John froze, seeing the number twelve tick back to eleven, and he stared at both orbs. If it were to be believed, the first would kill him, Sirius, Emily, Sabrina, Casey and every other super in the world. The second would create many, many more of them. Which, on its own, was not necessarily a bad thing, but held far more potential dangers.

      Without the monsters of the wild, humanity would be able to expand. Relying on existing technologies, they could rebuild the world and repopulate at will.

      At what cost?

      John sighed as the countdown dropped from three. He raised his hand as the count reached two. The countdown stopped at one, just as John took hold of the green orb. It pulsed, and John felt gravity shift as he was flung back against something solid.

      “JOHN!” Aura called as the suit rushed to his side, where he slumped against the wall.

      “I’m okay,” John grunted. “I’m okay, I… I think I did the right thing.”

      The room was dark, and John couldn’t see a thing beyond the subtle glow of the sensors around the helmet’s face. That only lasted a moment, before Aura activated some lights, and John blinked at their sudden appearance. Right before, he remembered Sirius.

      “Shit,” John swore. “Come on.”

      He pushed around the suit and rushed to the door. Sirius was slumped on the floor, not moving at all. Her eyes were closed and John grew worried. For a moment, he thought about leaving her. But she didn’t deserve that. Not really. Not when he really thought about it. His brother, for what it was worth, respected Sirius enough to send her away while he took care of things properly.

      “Aura, scan and medi-spray, now,” John snapped.

      “Heart Rate is low,” Aura announced, retrieving the spray from a side pocket. “Blood pressure is dropping.”

      “Organs?” John asked as he took the spray and started coating the wound.

      “Stable and whole, bruising on the lung, but there is no rupture,” Aura said, bending over to help roll Sirius over.

      “What about bones?” John asked.

      “Scapular, clavicle and the ball joint of the humerus are destroyed entirely,” Aura replied.

      John grit his teeth as he sprayed the inside of her wounds. It would prevent her from continuing to bleed while sterilizing it for healing. It was all he could do here, and John hoped she would pull through.

      “Aura, I need to get a message out. Emergency broadcast. Get Titan here. Warn him about the mechs.”

      “Yes, Darksite,” Aura said quickly.

      John bent over Sirius, and despite Aura’s words, he pressed his fingers to her neck. There was the faintest pulse, and John let out a long sigh. Right before he heard a terrible crash. John spun, seeing dust coming through the door at the far end, and his eyes went wide in shock.

      “John, I suggest taking cover inside the vault,” Aura lowered the rifle.

      John wanted to argue, but… If that was a mech coming down the shaft, then this was only going to end one way. John couldn’t fight them all. The suit was already damaged. If he were inside it, how many shots would it take for it to kill him? Then there was Sirius, who would stand no chance in her current state.

      “John, I see movement. You need to go now.” Aura shifted her angle before her rifle barked.

      Several shots were exchanged, and John clutched his ears, before a second heavy thud joined the first. That was it. There was no other option. He couldn’t even take the shocky lance, since it used the suit for power. That was his mistake, and something he would fix should he live through this.

      “Fuck,” John swore and took Sirius by the good arm. She was heavy and limp as he kneeled before her. It was hard to get her sitting upright. But by pressing his shoulder into her chest, John was able to haul her back. Resting her weight over his shoulder, he stood, despite feeling something twinge in his back.

      John shuffled along the wall, towards the dark interior of the vault. A series of shots rang out, and John spotted the suit drop. He grit his teeth and looked at the control panel. With nothing to lose, John took Sirius’s hand and pressed it once more. A klaxon sounded, and the door began to swing closed. It was still slow, and John turned to see his suit sitting up. The leg was gone at the hip, and as a mech in the hallway raised its weapon, she fired, taking it in the arm, forcing its aim to go wide.

      John didn’t waste the opportunity to escape and carried Sirius into the darkened vault. He moved around the door, and set her down, before slumping beside her. The floor vibrated with another crash, followed by two more. John grit his teeth at the thought of all those mechs. The sound of gunfire erupted, and John saw sparks as a few made their way into the vault.

      John took Sirius’s hand and held it as she slumped against him, unconscious of the chaos around her. He found himself hoping she would make it, as the light from outside the vault began to fade. Gunfire came constantly now, with more and more thumps. Mechs were coming in waves, and John hoped that Aura could get them out safely. There was a decent chance that there was a way to open the vault from the inside, but if Sirius died, that was going to be a far more difficult thing to navigate.

      As the door slid home and the lock clunked into position, John let out a long sigh. He could hear the thumping of rounds striking the closed vault door, and he could feel the subtle vibrations of mechs hitting the bottom of the elevator shaft. But that wasn’t all he could hear.

      It was soft. Barely a whisper. But…

      “Hello?” John called into the darkness.

      “H-help?”

      John’s eyes went wide. Someone was down here. Was it Overwatch? Had she snuck in and been injured in that recent spray of bullets?

      John set Sirius’s hand aside and crawled forward on all four. “Where are you?” He called softly.

      “Here,” the voice whimpered.

      “Keep talking,” John instructed, as something large slammed into the vault door.

      “Hurts,” the voice groaned.

      “Are you injured?” John asked. “What’s wrong?”

      “Don’t… don’t know,” the voice said, sounding a little more sure of itself.

      John thought he was getting close. It sounded like they were in the center of the room, where the orb was originally. They would have been standing in the way when that last burst of rounds flew through the door.

      John patted the ground and he heard a pained hiss. “I’m here.”

      John paused at the familiarity of her voice. “Overwatch?”

      “Who’s Overwatch?” she asked. “And where’s the Doctor?”

      John’s fingers brushed against something and the woman hissed in pain before letting out a loud whimper.

      “Sorry,” John pulled away. “I’m here.”

      “What’s wrong with me?” The woman sobbed.

      John shook his head before a flare of light erupted behind him. John spun, seeing Sirius staring at him with a groggy expression. Something slammed into the vault door again, and John glanced at it, before looking back at the woman before him. It wasn’t Overwatch. She was thin, with blonde hair and brown eyes. She was completely nude and, the reason she was in pain, was because she was missing every part of her body from the first major joint of each limb.

      John had touched the bare, bleeding flesh of the inside of her knee as she gasped and twitched on the floor. That wasn’t the only thing. Before his very eyes, her body was regenerating. Bone was slowly extending from each joint, muscle following behind. Veins, dripping with blood, poked through, while nerves fused around the outside. The last part to grow was the skin, and John stared into the woman’s eyes as she sobbed through the terrible agony of her experience.
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      John felt rather awkward. Laying on the floor was one thing. But laying on the floor, with Sirius opposite him, sandwiching a shivering nude woman between them, was not the highlight either of them wanted. She had spoken little, not offering any information about herself, or where she came from. John had a hunch, though. Something he couldn’t confirm, at least not without Aura.

      Outside, the vault had gotten rather loud for a while. Gunshots rang out. There were a few explosions and a crash or two that shook the ground where the three of them sat and waited. Things went quiet for a short time before they ramped back up once more. Something huge slammed into the vault door and dust fell from the ceiling. John had worried about the possibility of collapse, but nothing like it had happened so far.

      They weren’t out of the woods, though. In the confines of the vault, the temperature was extremely low. Low enough, that a very naked woman, and a super with blood loss, were not doing well. Sirius had tried to use her power for a short time. That hadn’t ended well, and to preserve her own life, they were now in a huddle. John held onto Sirius’s arms, keeping her upright, while the nude woman between them trembled erratically.

      They had been like this for a while, and John was wondering how far off their rescue would be when he heard a heavy knock on the vault door.

      “Sirius?” John hissed, but she didn’t stir. “Sirius, are you awake?”

      “She’s not,” the woman choked through a shivering jaw. “She’s cold, like I am.”

      “Shit,” John swore. “Someone’s trying to get in.”

      The woman nodded before shifting. “Where is this place?”

      “We’re in a vault,” he told her, which was the most she’d interacted so far. “This is the basement of The Agency.”

      “What’s The Agency?” she asked.

      John thought about her situation and sighed. “What year do you think it is?”

      “I…” she shivered. “I worked with the Doctor. He… he found me in the twenties.”

      “That makes it just after the world war,” he nodded, then paused. “What do you mean, he found you?”

      “I shouldn’t say,” she said quickly. “He told me not to.”

      John sighed. “Whatever he told you, he likely died a long time ago. If he found you in the twenties, then it’s been around a century since then, give or take a few years.”

      “No,” she trembled.

      Whoever was outside knocked again. But this time, it was harder. John hoped it was Titan. If it was a mech, that could only end one way. The knocking turned to thumping, and John really thought someone was trying to get in. That was more of a comfort, despite how the woman in his arms trembled.

      “Do you have a name?” John asked. She didn’t answer, so he pressed on. “I’m called John. My friend, who is injured, her name is Selena. And if I’m right about who is trying to get in here, that will be my friend Sam. He’s a super–”

      “Enhanced,” she said in a haughty tone.

      John paused. “Enhanced?”

      “That’s what the doctor called them. He said calling them super would give them egos.”

      I chuckled and nodded. “Yes, he was right. I don’t know who the doctor is, but I’m sure I’d like him.”

      “He was wonderful,” the woman muttered. “He taught me many things. I… I don’t know what happened.”

      “It’s been a long time since then,” John mumbled. “I’m sorry, but it isn’t likely he’s lived this long. Humans only live around a century, so even if he was a child, he’d not be long for this world.”

      “Then I’m alone,” she sobbed.

      John didn’t know what to say, so he laid still and held the woman still. Titan, at least that’s who he was hoping it was, suddenly stopped, and John held his breath.

      There was a hollow sounding clunk before the door creaked open.

      “JOHN?!”

      “Sabrina?” John recognized her voice.

      “Are you okay?” She called. “We all came! Sam was trying to break the door, while Aura flew over a suit she could use, so she could open it.”

      “Didn’t she need a key?” John called.

      “The key was scanned as you entered the room, John,” Aura’s voice called. “I needed to attend so I could bypass the palm reader.”

      John slumped back. “Can you get the door open quicker? Sirius is badly injured, and we’re going to have an extra visitor for a while.”

      “Really?” Sabrina’s voice called. “Who?”

      John looked down at the woman, who was slowly coming into view as light poured in from outside the vault.
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      “Thank you,” she nodded as she looked around the room.

      “It was all we could come up with on short notice,” John tried to explain the small room.

      “No, it’s… it’s fine. Having my own bathroom is an unexpected surprise,” she mumbled.

      “It’s a standard here,” John looked about.

      Truthfully, the speed at which Aura had put the room together, John was rather impressed.

      “Shall… I wait for you here?” she asked timidly.

      John looked at her for a moment and shook his head. “What do you mean?”

      She shifted inside the gown she wore. Aura had a dressing gown delivered even before they got out of the tower. She was extremely grateful to have it, and John couldn’t blame her for a moment. However, when she rolled her shoulders back and let it drop to the floor, he was left rather concerned.

      “What is this?” John asked as he gave her a once over.

      She was extremely well put together. Perfectly proportioned, like a doll. Completely hairless other than a small patch above her pubis that matched the blonde hair on her head. No sign of wrinkles, not even a mole. Had she not moved with fluid grace, John would have questioned whether she was a living thing.

      “Do you not desire me?” she asked, as if hurt.

      “I… think we have some different priorities,” John tried to placate her. “You are an extremely beautiful woman. But I am not going to sleep with you.”

      She flinched like he’d slapped her, and she slowly bent to pick up her gown. “Then… what is my purpose?”

      “Your purpose?” John asked. “I don’t even know your name.”

      “I don’t have one,” she said as she pulled the gown back around herself.

      “You… don’t have a name?” John frowned. “What did the doctor call you?”

      “Lilith,” she answered immediately.

      “Then… Your name is Lilith?” John frowned in confusion.

      “If that is what you wish to call me?” she gave a slight smile.

      “I think there’s a miscommunication here,” he muttered. “What exactly are you?”

      She frowned and shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      John pondered the confused look on her face. That seemed like an honest answer to me. “Are you human?”

      “Maybe?” she offered.

      “Are you enhanced?” he thought about her regeneration.

      Which she confirmed with a quick nod. “Yes. I am the origin.”

      Shit. Origin?

      “Can… You explain what you mean by origin?” he asked.

      She frowned and shook her head before pausing. “I… I don’t know.”

      John wasn’t sure what it was she didn’t know. It sounded almost like she did, but didn’t know if she should say it. There was something here he wasn’t fully understanding. She had plenty of knowledge there, but John didn’t see a way of getting her to open up and simply tell him.

      “What can you tell me?” he asked. “Who was the doctor? How did he find you?”

      She trembled and John watched as a tear rolled down her cheek before she shook her head. “I don’t know!”

      He stopped. Whatever this was. Conditioning, instinct or something else, it was causing her distress. Her eyes locked on John as he stepped back, and for a brief moment, he saw terror flash across her face. She reined it in and gave John a long look of sadness as she trembled in place.

      “Just rest,” he told her. “Take all the time you need. Aura will bring you clothing. I’ll send Sabrina when the evening meal is ready.”

      “You don’t want me to cook it?” She asked.

      John paused, then shook his head. “No. I think right now, it’s best if you rest and recover from everything that has happened.”

      “O-okay,” she said as her lip quivered.

      John stepped back out of her room, and the door slid shut, cutting her off from sight. He sighed in relief before turning and looking over the Control Room. “How is the transition going?”

      “My transition to the new servers is coming along smoothly,” Aura announced.

      John knew where it was. The door was a sealed and hidden panel. More like an open secret. Sabrina, Casey and Emily knew where it was, but that didn’t mean anyone could see it. The cuts were micron thin, and the door slid into the wall before moving sideways on hydraulic rails to allow me to enter.

      “It’s warmer in here,” John commented.

      “Cooling is adequate,” Aura informed me. “Lower temperatures would increase my processing efficiency only marginally, but it would put additional strain on the cooling system. I thought it unnecessary to create the additional strain.”

      “Denied,” John shook his head. “Maximum efficiency for you. Without the strain of trying to run the power station, cooling will be more than adequate for some time.”

      “As you wish, John. Also, Sabrina has informed me that Sirius has regained consciousness.”

      John nodded and strode back out of the room. The rows of servers would be moved as soon as the rest of the room was finished. It would be a multi-step process that wouldn’t leave her lesser than she already was. With the end result, leaving her even more capable.

      That was something to think about later. Right now, John made his way to the elevator and climbed on. Aura didn’t wait for his instructions, already knowing where he was going. The floor began to drop and John stared out at the housing unit still set up for Sirius. Inside, he knew was Sabrina, Casey and Emily. The ladies had banded together to help patch up the injured super… or was it enhanced now?

      “Aura, is it super, or enhanced?” John asked.

      Aura was silent for a few moments, which told John that it was likely a complicated question and she was running checks. “I believe you will receive pushback if you try to remove the word super. Mostly from the upper echelons of The Agency. However, enhanced is a more appropriate term. Especially in the light of more recent evidence.”

      “You think she’s telling the truth?” John asked as the elevator halted in the Loading Dock.

      “She is not human,” Aura informed him. “She has biological functions like a human, has a body temperature of a human and the same needs as a human. However, my scanners are unable to detect the familiar brain patterns of a human. She is… something else.”

      John frowned and glanced at the ceiling. “Is she dangerous?”

      “I can only offer speculation. Some would argue that you are dangerous,” Aura replied quickly. “But you have shown remarkable restraint and even kindness.”

      “You know what I mean,” John grumbled as he approached the door to Sirius’s holding unit.

      “John, her physical body is that of a human. She is no faster, stronger, or more threatening than Emily or Casey. I would argue, her ability to heal from physical damage puts her both in an advantageous, and a disadvantageous, position.”

      John paused outside Sirius’s door. “Do you think the doctor experimented on her?”

      “Almost certainly,” Aura replied. “Considering her expectations, it is likely whatever she is, he programmed her to behave how he wished. It is likely she has very little self-will. My scanners indicate, she has moved from where you last saw her, to the edge of her bed, and has not moved since.”

      John sighed. “And the doctor?”

      “I am scanning through historical records. There is nothing that matches her description, however, electronic records only go back two or three decades. Anything locked away a century ago would not be something I would not have access to unless a copy was uploaded more recently.”

      John nodded and let out a sigh. “Let me know if you find anything.”

      “One more thing,” Aura said, making John pause as he stopped at the door. “She has been given a nanite injection.”

      John flinched and grit his teeth. He swore under his breath before turning around. He wanted to ask Aura why she would allow it. But that was a stupid question. Nanites gave the AI a huge amount of information. Information she could use to keep him safe. She had even pondered the idea of introducing nanites to the city’s water supply, just so she could spy on everyone on his behalf. John had knocked the idea back as a gross violation of privacy. Sure, he’d be able to stamp out crimes, even before they were committed. But at what cost?

      It certainly wasn’t for the benefit of the city officials, the insurance companies and the corporate bigwigs that ran everything behind closed doors. No, that was too much for anyone to preside over. Too much responsibility and too much potential for abuse. Even now, with Aura’s ability to hack just about any electronic device, she was under strict orders to do so with codified ethics and integrity in mind.

      “John?”

      He turned and saw Sabrina staring at him. “Sabrina.”

      “She said you wouldn’t take it well,” Sabrina smirked.

      John shook his head. “She’s entirely interested in preserving me, even if I don’t like it.”

      Sabrina tilted her head. “I meant Selena.”

      John deflated and rubbed his forehead with the palm of his hand. “Why did she ask for it?”

      “How about you ask her that yourself?” Sabrina took his hand and gave it a squeeze.

      John sighed and allowed her to lead him into the room. Selena was lying on an upgraded bed with a drip in her arm. There was a wad of bandages around her shoulder and she had a thin smile on her face as she turned to see John walk in.

      “He mad?” She asked.

      “Kinda,” Sabrina nodded.

      “He has a right to be.” Selena closed her eyes and leaned back in the bed.

      “Are you going to explain why?” John asked.

      Selena breathed deeply for a few moments and cleared her throat. “Because the only way either of us is going to survive is if you trust me.”

      “How am I supposed to trust someone I hate?” John asked.

      Selena winced at his words and cracked an eyelid to look at him. “The two aren’t mutually exclusive. I can’t fix what happened, only prepare for what happens next. And that’s a hell of a lot easier to do if you don’t feel the need to keep me on a leash.”

      “That’s what the nanites are,” John pointed out.

      “Not the same,” Selena shook her head. “Aura will watch everything I do. But she won’t report to you unless you ask her specifically, or I do something she thinks is against your best interests.”

      “So you think that having nanites will make me want to listen to you?” he grunted.

      “No,” Selena smiled. “But when Aura tells you I’m being honest, and Sabrina or one of your other muses backs me up, you’ll be forced to accept what I’m telling you is not a lie.”

      John glared. “Like what?”

      “Like when I tell you that I loved your brother, and that every single day I wake up alone is a stab in the heart. And the only way I could think to honor his memory is to watch over his little brother and make sure the same thing never happens to him,” she said softly.

      John clenched his fists and turned for the exit. He heard Sabrina call out to him, but he didn’t respond. He just needed to be away from her. The woman who caused it all to begin with. John strode away before slowing as a set of footsteps came up behind him. John turned as Sabrina threw her arms around him, and he held her close as she squeezed with all her not quite inconsiderable strength.

      “I’m okay,” John told her.

      “You’re not,” Sabrina disagreed. “None of this is okay. She told us everything.”

      “Did she?” John paused.

      “The woman you brought back,” Sabrina looked up into John’s eyes. “She’s not normal, is she?”

      “No,” John shook his head. “She’s… something. If she’s to be believed, she’s the origin of the enhanced.”

      “Enhanced?” Sabrina asked. “That makes more sense than supers.”

      “It does, right?” John chuckled despite his earlier anger. “Either way. Aura says she isn’t human, even if she looks and acts like us. She… also expected to sleep with me.”

      “You don’t like her?” Sabrina asked.

      “It’s not that,” John replied softly. “She’s… Well, I’ll be honest, she dropped the gown and with a good look at her, she’s… gorgeous.”

      “Should I be jealous?” Sabrina pouted.

      “Of course not,” John snorted. “My kitty is perfect, just the way she is.”

      “Maybe your kitty needs to be reminded of that. Maybe we could both do with some stress relief, after running off like an idiot and nearly causing doomsday.”

      John flinched and nodded. “I still can’t believe this was something they set up.”

      “Was it really a bomb?” Sabrina asked.

      “I’ve no idea,” John grumbled. “It… it was her, or it contained her. I’m not sure. Whatever it was, I… I touched it, since inorganic materials didn’t do anything to it. Whatever it was, it pulled me… or my consciousness into itself.”

      “That’s dangerous,” Sabrina frowned. “I wouldn’t even know where to start. Forcing an out of body experience isn’t something science can properly replicate.”

      “Which is more credence that the woman is whatever it was,” John grunted. “I listened to a recording of a man who called himself the doctor. She was with him, giggling and working the equipment. He said that the enhanced were his experiment, and that if I’d made it that far, then it was up for stage two.”

      “Why do I get the feeling that’s a bad thing?” Sabrina asked.

      “Because I had two options. The first, would have killed everyone with the enhanced gene–”

      “It’s a gene?!” Sabrina’s eyes lit up.

      John held up his hands. “I don’t know. You’re the biologist. I’m just saying what I was told. It might be a gene, or a collection of genes. You and I know that DNA study is still in its infancy.” Sabrina swished her tail from side to side and John rolled his eyes. “For most people.”

      “Better,” she grinned. “What was the other option, since we’re not all dead?”

      “To increase the numbers of enhanced, with a possibility of further enhancement to those that already exist,” John summarized.

      “Shit,” Sabrina cursed. “All of them?”

      “All of them,” John confirmed.

      “That’s going to cause problems. Aura’s been tracking wildlife already,” Sabrina chewed her lip.

      John glanced upwards before Aura spoke up. “I intentionally withhold information not directly affecting you, John.”

      “I don’t like that,” John frowned.

      “In that case, John, the combined total of human waste processed by–”

      John grimaced, “Alright, point made. But I really should be told some things.”

      “You are, John,” Aura promised him. “I watch for many threats. Potential situations that are unlikely are categorized as low priority. If I am unsure, I usually speak to Sabrina to see if she has any input.”

      John looked at the catgirl and saw the way she shrugged. “She’s got a good handle on it.”

      “Fine,” John sighed. “But yes. Wildlife breed at a higher rate than humans. The doctor mentioned things may get rough for a while, at least until the next generation of enhanced are brought up to speed.”

      “What are you going to do in the meantime?” Sabrina asked.

      John thought over his options. Realistically, he should put out some kind of call. Perhaps warn the other cities. In fact, he would do that. Give them all the information they’d need. They’d likely ignore him, or think it a threat he cooked up on his own. It was all he could do.

      For now though…

      “Drones,” John nodded. “I can weaponize them. Even just one in a dozen would make a difference. Any creatures coming near Capitol City would think twice about being shot or stunned.”

      “I want samples,” Sabrina added. “Anything. If I compare old samples to new ones, maybe I can learn something.”

      “Don’t go messing with your own genetics again,” John growled.

      “Ahhh…” Sabrina smiled. “What if…”

      John sighed. “What did you do?”

      Sabrina shifted nervously. “It’s… better if I show you.”

      John frowned at her, but she refused to elaborate. Instead, she took his hand and led him back towards the elevator. He glanced back at the housing unit, not seeing Emily or Casey following.

      “They’ll be fine,” Sabrina assured him.

      John wasn’t all that worried, more just confused. He waited until they got to the top, but she still didn’t elaborate about what was going on. She kept hold of his hand and led him into the bathroom. At least here he understood what was about to happen as she stripped off.

      “Are you going to watch, or join me, Professor Hill?” She grinned.

      John snorted and pulled his clothing off as Sabrina stepped into the shower. He joined her a moment later, looking her over for any signs of whatever it was she had changed about herself. She winked at him and pulled him close for a kiss under the running water. It wasn’t all that glamorous. Face full of water makes it hard to breathe. Double that by kissing someone. It did, however, mean John wasn’t quite expecting the hand that wrapped around his cock. He rose to attention as she stroked him, and Sabrina pulled away with a giggle.

      “So, before this goes any further,” John coughed. “You mentioned something about messing with your genetics?”

      Sabrina giggled and shook her head. “No, you said that. I just implied I wanted to show you something.”

      John frowned, before blinking his annoyance away as Sabrina lifted one slender leg into the air. She leaned back on the wall before gripping her ankle, pulling off a full standing split, giving John the perfect view of her swollen and eager pussy.

      “This feels like rewarding bad behavior,” John grunted as he stepped closer to touch her.

      She squirmed and bit her lip as his fingers ran over her stomach and sides. “You’re welcome to punish me, then.”

      “That’s its own reward,” John grunted as he casually slipped a pair of fingers into her pussy.

      “How about I make myself tighter, then?” she trembled. “That way, it hurts a little.”

      John frowned at her. “None of that. I’m fine with a bit of roleplay here and there. But nothing like that, okay?”

      Sabrina smiled and nodded. She was both slightly disheartened by his refusal, and happy about it at the same time. Male cats had barbs on their penis. And with her feline DNA, part of her fixated on the idea of pleasure and pain combined together. So much so, she was completely oblivious to the man, until his cock began to stretch her.

      “John,” she trembled.

      John grinned as he recognized that look. She was deep in thought, and hadn’t expected this, even though she clearly wanted it. He thrust deep, pressing his crotch to her own, and Sabrina let out a soft whimper of pleasure, before purring deeply in her chest.

      “There’s my good kitty.” John rocked his hips.

      Sabrina opened her mouth and gasped as John kissed her hard. She was trapped against the wall, with the man of her dreams slowly fucking her into the tiles. Her calf trembled as she was forced to balance her entire weight on one leg. She held still, wanting to please him, even as John wrapped his arms around her, in case she fell. He settled into a rhythm, fucking her in place as she came apart around him.

      John moaned into her mouth as she squirmed in his grip. Her pussy throbbed around him, and it only spurred him on to fuck her harder. He felt her core tense as she clawed at him, only now did John feel safe to let her go. With one hand, he reached down and slowly circled her ass. It was somewhere he would visit soon enough, but the threat of it drove her wild, regardless.

      With his other hand, John reached down and firmly pinched her clit. The claws in his shoulders dug in as Sabrina let out a muffled cry. Trapped against the wall as she was, she couldn’t pull away or ease the overwhelming sensations coursing through her body. John leaned on that fact, continuing to thrust into her, even as she started to cum. He smiled to himself as her head rocked back, and even as her cries echoed off the ceiling, he didn’t bother to slow.

      Her cries turned to desperate pleading. John was only vaguely aware of her words, hearing only pleas for more. He held her close, pushing firmly into her as he chased his own end. Sabrina didn’t feel human as John took her to higher planes of pleasure. She was just an object, used as he saw fit, and it made her squirm in delight. She tensed her core, squeezing his cock with all her might, and John let out a grunt of his own.

      Hilting himself inside her. John pulled Sabrina into a kiss and held her in place as he emptied himself into her. Completely unaware of the grinning faces of Casey and Emily slipping into the shower behind him.
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      “John, seismometers are detecting odd fluctuations on the southern border of the city,” Aura announced softly.

      John paused and set down the soldering iron. The drone was almost finished. He just needed to attach the earth wire and the small pulse rifle would be functional. It had been a hard week. Having drones fly back for upgrades, one after the other, was a long process. He had hoped something would come up to distract them all. But with the events within the tower contained and hidden from the public, it would be up to John to release the details. Something he had decided was not in his best interests.

      Despite his public grievances with The Agency, John didn’t want to destroy it, or their reputation. He simply wanted their faults to be rectified. In general, The Agency did good work. Heroes were employed, villains were locked away. It’s where the two lines blurred that John took issue. None of that was necessarily something to think about now, though.

      “I’m guessing it’s not an earthquake?” John asked.

      “No, John,” Aura replied. “Earthquakes are sporadic, jagged and random. The vibrations I am detecting are constant.”

      “And nothing is on your scanners?” John asked, remembering a scare from years ago, as a herd of mutated deer had migrated past the city.

      “I have probed the area, and can detect no surface life,” Aura answered. “I can only speculate that it is underground, and moving steadily towards the city.”

      John frowned in thought. “Do we know of any supers capable of burrowing?”

      “Technically, that is a broad question,” Aura answered. “However, unless there is a villain living in the wilds to the south, it is unlikely to be the work of an enhanced.”

      “Burrowing creatures then,” John pondered. “Moles, ants, worms even. Do you have any ideas?”

      “At this stage, it is unknown, though I have reduced the range the drones are traveling to scan the area for more information,” Aura informed him.

      John nodded. “That’s probably for the best.”

      The sound of a door opening broke John’s thoughts, and he turned before shaking his head. Sabrina and Selena walked out of the small space she had set up. Whatever they were doing inside, both were wearing the white outfits that Sabrina had designed and the two ladies were chatting enthusiastically.

      “John! Selena let me take some samples!” Sabrina giggled.

      “Great,” John nodded and turned back to the drone.

      “I’m hoping with Lilith’s little hint that I can isolate the gene responsible for creating Enhanced,” Sabrina continued.

      “Sabrina would have been a huge asset to The Agency,” Selena commented. “She’s one of a kind.”

      John froze as he heard those words. His brother was one of a kind. He took a deep breath and let out a long sigh before nodding his head.

      “Yes, she is,” John agreed. “I’d like to think maybe you’d remember that, when the time comes to have me trialed for my crimes.”

      The ladies slowed as they heard his frosty reply and it was Sabrina who reached out to touch him. “I’m sorry–”

      “It’s not you,” John turned and took her hand before looking at Selena. “It… it’s not even you, really. I understand the situation. I understand what my brother did. Just…”

      “Have you thought about starting it again?” Selena asked.

      John frowned. “What, The Agency?”

      “Yes,” Selena nodded. “Right now, there’s a few low-level criminals running around, and a few high-profile one’s living it up. They’re not really doing anything to cause trouble, with Succubi and Titan roaming around. But what about a week from now? A month, even a year?”

      “Won’t The Agency be back by then?” John asked.

      “Do you want them to be?” Selena retorted. “You’ve always cut against the grain, John. And despite the media portraying you as some brutal dictator, anyone paying attention can see that all you’ve done is help. The Agency left, prisoners broke out. It was you who put them back. You’re also going out and taking down the hardcore elements we know like Mantis. And Deep Blue was never going to go down peacefully.”

      “We’re still tracking 1275C,” Sabrina grumped.

      “Exactly,” Selena nodded. “John, you’re a villain. At least as far as the law and The Agency are concerned. But right now, there’s a building, with all the systems in place, to rebuild and start again. There are young people, right now, coming into their power, who don’t know what to do with it.”

      “What exactly are you suggesting, then?” John asked.

      Selena pursed her lips before clearing her throat. “Take control.”

      John glanced at Sabrina, who grinned widely. She had said much the same. “It’s not that simple.”

      “Sure it is,” Selena shrugged. “Blaze did it. I was the de facto leader after Pinnacle. Blaze not only ousted me, but he made sure that when The Agency took back Capitol City, I wouldn’t be the one to inherit the job.”

      “You just said that The Agency plans to come back,” John pointed out.

      “And it can,” Selena grinned. “But under your control, not a man like Blaze. All I’m saying is there is a great big tower sitting there empty. The people responsible for running it are gone, but I’m sure the maintenance staff, cooks, cleaners and menial workers are all here still. There is nothing stopping you from walking in those front doors, and creating something new, out of something old.”

      “And what about you?” John asked. “What’s your stake in this?”

      “Aura’s looking over my shoulder, every moment of every day. I’d offer myself as a deputy, same as you have Titan and Succubi. Make us the board. Let me get the command structure working. Then we can offer clemency to Agency personnel, to come home, and take up their old positions.”

      John winced and shook his head. “That might–”

      “I’m not talking about the higher ups,” Selena held up her hands. “Those back-stabbing pricks can stay in NorthStar. I’m talking about the recruits and infantry. You think Emily and Casey were the only ones living in boxes? Shit, if you just offered the recruits a private room and put in place systems to report harassment, and you’ll have dozens that will consider walking back.”

      “And I can trust them?” John asked.

      “You don’t need to trust them,” Selena smiled. “You’ve said it yourself, that you’ll surrender when the time comes. It’s only Blaze who was so damned intent on killing you.”

      “We’ve still got the lair,” Sabrina pointed out.

      “I already have access to the systems within the tower, John,” Aura continued. “There is an extraordinary amount of information taps within the barracks. It would be next to impossible for someone to actively plan to harm you or anyone else, without doing it exclusively through mind powers.”

      “I can’t promise there won’t be a lone wolf, or even attempts from small teams,” Selena admitted. “But I can promise that when things start looking up, and the city continues to stand, those things will work out.”

      John rubbed his face for a few long moments. “Aura, the seismic activity?”

      “Is not an immediate concern,” Aura replied quickly. “I will continue to monitor the activity.”

      “What seismic activity?” Selena asked.

      “Aura can fill you in.” John turned back to the drone. “Let me finish this.”
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        * * *

      

      John hovered in place. The ducted jets whirred softly, keeping him steady as the wind blew around him. It was a dark night, and the tower felt all the more ominous as it stood behind him. He was hovering in place, with Sabrina and Emily at his side. Casey, being the least armored of them all, was across from them, holding a small camera and operating a projection system. It would project a large image of Darksite against the tower for all to see.

      “Ready, Darksite?” Sirius’s voice came through his helmet.

      John sighed and turned to nod at Casey. “Let’s do this.”

      Like a strobe, Sirius pulsed with white light. She flared brightly, illuminating the city for a moment, before tapering her power off. She hovered above the tower like a beacon and pulsed brilliantly once more. John wondered if he would feel the heat if not for the suit he wore. It was an amusing distraction for the time being, as John waited for the attention of the city to come back to him.

      “Darksite, I have engaged the emergency systems. Whenever you are ready to speak, the majority of the city will hear you,” Aura announced softly.

      “Alright, Sirius,” John looked up. “Slow it down, and when she stops, Casey, you can do your thing.”

      “Got it,” Casey giggled. “This is kinda cool, y’know?”

      “It’s weird feeling all important,” Sabrina giggled. “You need to get Casey a proper suit so she can join us next time.”

      “She won’t be able to use her powers then,” John nodded.

      “She doesn’t need to if she’s just here to make an impression,” Sabrina pressed. “We should all have matching suits. Something we can wear to these kinds of events. Sirius too.”

      John sighed and didn’t respond to that. As the light from Sirius’s flashing dimmed, a spotlight activated in front of him, and John’s image was projected onto the tower behind him.

      “Whenever you’re ready,” Aura announced.

      John cleared his throat and turned fully to face Casey. “Attention, citizens of Capitol City. You no doubt know who I am. And no doubt, you recognize Sirius, above The Agency headquarters. Recent happenings have forced my hand to take a more proactive response to the protection of this city.”

      “It was never my intention to drive The Agency from Capitol City. And while I am responsible for those troubles, I am not the one attacking civilian buildings, nor am I the one allowing jailbreaks and allowing murderers to roam freely. Nor am I the one to ignore the potential problems of the future.”

      John raised his hand to signal for Aura to activate the lights within the tower all at once. Not just the internal lights, but the external ones as well. Massive spotlights turned on, sending beams of light into the air and the grounds surrounding the massive building, illuminating it all at once.

      “That is why I am reopening The Agency. Diplomacy, trade and mutual cooperation with our fellow city states is just as important as it is to raise the next generation of enhanced. Please understand. My previous thoughts of conscription have not changed. But people, especially those who are young and inexperienced, need somewhere to go. Somewhere to learn, grow and adapt to their lives as enhanced individuals.”

      “This is not an order, but an invitation.” John waved his hands at the tower. “Testing will recommence, on a voluntary basis. Training will recommence, on a voluntary basis, patrols, action and defense will recommence, on a voluntary basis. This is a new start for Capitol City. One where those in power can and will be held responsible for their actions. Where transparency will be at the front of our priorities. An Agency the people can trust, without being forced or coerced into cooperation.”

      “I invite any of those enhanced who fled this city to return. You will be treated fairly. Something I have been informed of, many of you currently are not. If this is your home, you are welcome to return, and we will have you. We will have any who wish to create something better. All I ask is for your support to do so.”

      To Darksite’s surprise, voices rang out in all directions. Cheers rang out into the night sky, drowning out the angry shouts of those who disagreed. Darksite knew he wasn’t a happy topic in this city. He would always be a divisive figure. But he was what they had for the time being, and Darksite wasn’t about to walk away until there was a better option. Even then, if Sabrina had anything to say about it. It wouldn’t be a walk, but a strategic retreat.

      “That was great,” Sabrina giggled.

      “You think so?” Darksite asked.

      “There is a huge amount of digital traffic talking about you,” Aura informed them. “There has even been a spike of searches for The Agency. If you like, I can design a better website, explaining the changes you wish.”

      “That would be great,” Darksite nodded.

      “If you’re looking for a classy entrance to the tower, come up to where I am,” Sirius pulsed brightly once more.

      John looked up, and then back at Casey, who was still sitting on the building.

      “I have her,” Emily zoomed off to collect her friend.

      “Let’s go then,” Darksite increased the thrusters to ascend.

      “You should make these go faster,” Sabrina complained.

      John shook his head. “Ever wonder why jetpacks were never really a thing, despite the technology to do so?”

      “Ahhh… Actually, now that you mention it.”

      “Motorcycles of the sky,” John joked.

      Jetpacks weren’t all that bad, depending on the circumstances. If you were up high and suffered a failure, a backup parachute gave good survivability. Under a thousand feet and options were far worse. Combine that with a myriad of flying creatures more than capable of plucking a human from the air, and suddenly the safest altitude to fly was the one that killed people if something went wrong. Just a bad mix, and it was only with Darksite’s confidence in his own equipment that he relied on even a similar system.

      As John and the others reached Sirius, she turned and led them onto a small balcony. It was set up, so it was difficult to see from the ground, but it led to a sliding door that opened automatically to allow them to step inside. John looked around, seeing it was a large office, similar to the one he had visited previously with Sirius.

      “This was Pinnacles,” Sirius strode around. “He didn’t spend a lot of time in here. But it was where he liked to make himself feel important.”

      John nodded, then frowned. “What happened to all those mechs?”

      “Destroyed,” Sirius smiled. “Titan really is something when he gets worked up.”

      John nodded. “I found him forcing a Humvee to bend and conform to the side of a hallway to hold prisoners the day The Agency evacuated.”

      “In a physical confrontation, I wouldn’t stand a chance,” she joked.

      “That’s why I chose him,” Casey giggled as Emily brought her inside. “And good work out there, John. You looked great.”

      “It’s just the suit,” John shrugged. “Anyway. Now I said all that stuff. How do we actually do it?”

      “I already have control over most systems,” Aura announced through the PA system. “If you give me some more time, I can crack the password to the mainframe⁠—”

      “Pinni-daddy-likes-it-rough, all one word with a capital P.”

      John and the ladies turned to stare at Sirius, who looked like she’d just swallowed something unpleasant. “Do we even want to know?”

      “Not really, but I’m sure if Aura goes through enough footage, you could find out if you were really curious,” Sirius grunted.

      “I think I’ll pass… Unless… Aura, let me know if anything important comes up. Particularly abuses. I don’t want to hire anyone back who has a history of bad behavior.”

      “I am already compiling a list,” Aura announced quickly. “The tolerated behaviors are unpleasant, but the instigators were few.”

      John nodded as Sirius let out a long sigh. “Is Overwatch still here?”

      “It appears she is hiding in the barracks. Your announcement was played within the building,” Aura informed them all. “And thank you, Selena. I have accessed the mainframe. John, you are logged with administrator privileges.”

      “Put Selena in there as well,” John ordered. “Give them to Sabrina, Casey and Emily as well.”

      Selena jerked and turned to face him. “Hold on–”

      “Tell me you weren’t the one running things from Pinnacle’s shadow,” John crossed his arms.

      Sirius huffed and shook her head. “Alright, but why?”

      “Why not?” John asked. “I told you, I wanted nothing to do with this. I don’t have the temperament to play at politics, or the filter to do well in diplomacy. I originally wanted to live my life in the shadows away from the limelight. Now, with Sabrina jumping on me to secure a future, some things have changed, but others haven’t. I want to live the way I’ve always lived. Maybe even go back to teaching.”

      Selena stared at him for a few moments before letting out a long sigh. “Alright. I’ll… start the cleanup process. We’ll start there. This place is kind of a mess.”

      “However you’d like,” John nodded. “Right now, I think I need to make some calls.”

      “We’ll go talk to Overwatch.” Sabrina nodded at Casey and Emily. “Make sure she’s okay.”

      “She’s harmless,” Selena called over her shoulder as she made her way out. “Just high strung. She might scream and throw things.”

      “We’ll handle it,” Sabrina swayed her hips as she activated the taser on the end of her tail.

      John shook his head and moved around to the chair. He felt strange about sitting there. Likely, the last person who did was long dead. But there were a few things he wanted to set up first. He stepped backward out of the suit and Aura used it to pull his chair out, where John sat after just a moment of hesitation. She pushed him in and stood behind him as the screen on the computer lit up.

      “Pinni-daddy-likes-it-rough,” John sounded as he typed. The screen blinked, and he was left staring at the home screen of a rather ordinary looking computer. “Is it…”

      “Pinnacle was not an intelligent man,” Aura announced. “The Agency mainframe is far more capable than a basic operating system. This is just how he liked it.”

      John nodded and found a communication tab. He clicked on it, and was surprised when it opened in the middle of an argument. A dozen supers were yelling over one another, each with their own screen. John couldn’t make out any individual words, but he figured it was unlikely that they could be arguing over anything but his latest actions. Something that became apparent the moment he appeared on their monitors, making them all freeze in shock.

      “Who might I have the pleasure of addressing?” John asked politely.

      “You’re in our mainframe then,” an older man snapped. “Say your piece, make your threats. Let us hear it.”

      John frowned before shaking his head. “I’m not here to make threats. I didn’t even know what this was when I clicked on it. I just sat down in Pinnacle’s old office.”

      “Surrender,” a familiar voice snarled. “Your trial will be fair, I swear it.”

      John narrowed his eyes at the man and frowned. “Blaze, wasn’t it?” The man narrowed his eyes, and John looked over at Aura. “Did you happen to record the last conversation we had with him?”

      The suit’s speaker system crackled before Blaze’s voice rang out. “If it’s anything like our own, I think there would be some rather difficult admissions to make…. Unfortunately for you, that will not be the case.”

      Aura’s voice came next, and John remembered the terror in Sirius’s eyes at the time. “John! A powerful signal just lit up the building. It has enough power to pass through this entire building into the earth below, fired by pulses from an overhead satellite!”

      “You can’t!” Sirius’s voice rang out. “The failsafe is only for when the cities fall!”

      “But it has fallen,” Blaze’s voice paused. “You’re proof of that, just standing there.”

      There was a moment of silence, before Sirius’s voice came back. “You have to stop it.”

      “Stop what?” John asked in response.

      “It’s a bomb,” her fear was obvious from the waver in her voice. “In the basement. It will–”

      “Erase Capitol city from the map,” Blaze’s recorded voice interrupted. “And don’t worry. The Agency will live on. We’ve already decided to create a memorial to your valiant sacrifice, Sirius. Our world will go on for the greater good of us all.”

      The dozen faces on the screen remained frozen in shock. No one dared speak, as John nodded slowly.

      “Needless to say, I prevented the destruction of Capitol City. I have never, nor will I, seek the senseless destruction, wrought against the people of this city, at the urging of the NorthStar branch of The Agency. I only wish to preserve the peace, moving forward.”

      “That was not a real recording,” Blaze snapped. “He’s a mad scientist, his AI must have–”

      “Shut up!” A middle-aged woman snapped. “We’re all aware of your hot-headed nature. I’m the one who supplied you with the copper for the statue you had commissioned.”

      “I supplied the gemstones,” a younger man grunted. “You said it was for a for a special occasion.”

      “This is beside the point!” Blaze roared. “This man is a villain! He is currently sitting in Pinnacle’s seat! Have you no shame?”

      There was a collective silence before a screen shut off. Followed by another. “I think Julius has the right idea,” a man nodded, and his screen shut off too.

      “Blaze, while I agree, that Darksite is a villain. I do not, for a single moment, believe that we are done with you yet,” the older man said in a flat tone, before his screen shut off like the others.

      One by one, each screen followed suit. Some of the speakers swore, cursed, or made vague threats. Others just turned off the screens until finally it was just John and Blaze staring at one another.

      “Do you know what the bomb was?” John asked.

      Blaze froze and suddenly looked unsure of himself. “I won’t be blackmailed, Darksite.”

      “I wasn’t going to blackmail you,” John smiled. “I just wanted to know if you actually know what it was you tried to unleash on the world.”

      “It doesn’t matter now, does it?” Blaze grunted. “The city of NorthStar will never see you as a friend. While Capitol City is under your control, I will cease trade and put my all into isolating you. And when they cast you out. I will kill you. Mark my words.”

      John didn’t get a chance to respond before his screen turned off. And crucially, as it did, the remaining screens, while black, reshuffled to fill in the space now that his connection had been cut. John laughed to himself as he realized the rest of them had shut off their cameras, but hadn’t actually left.

      “I’ll say it now,” John smiled. “Just as I said before. Look at my track record as a villain. Look at my track record right now. I will voluntarily stand trial for my crimes. But that will be after Capitol City is safe and well. Blaze sent heroes to attack my city and killed dozens. I’m not going to attack NorthStar, but neither am I going to sit idly by and let that man dictate Capitol City’s standings in the world. The people here are innocent.”

      John moved the mouse to the X at the top, before he heard a single voice call out from the numerous blank screens. She said only two words before John clicked the X.

      “Well said.”

      “Aura, see about bringing out the drones from the lair. I want as many of those mechs brought back as you can. I want to rebuild them and put them back in the tower with a few improvements.”

      “At once, John,” Aura announced. “It may be easier to put the Lair in the basement for the time being.”

      “Do it, use a drone,” John nodded. “Where are the ladies?”

      “Sirius is in her office, drinking a glass of aged scotch while reading her emails. Casey is in the barracks kitchen, while Sabrina and Emily are talking with Overwatch. She is currently in her cloud form, occupying most of the living quarters.”

      “Great,” John sighed. “What about Lilith?”

      “It appears she is sleeping,” Aura informed him a moment later.

      John nodded, then got up. “How’s the vacuum chamber working out?”

      “The machine is built, the facility is not,” Aura replied.

      John shrugged. “Is Overwatch causing problems?”

      “Not to the extent it may be worth attempting to capture her,” Aura laughed.

      John frowned for a moment. Aura had made jokes before, but laughing was intimately human, she was also using more contractions in her speech, the way humans did. Still, he put it aside for now. She was evolving, and with more company, it was likely she was getting used to speaking and acting more naturally around people. Something that could only be a good thing as far as he was concerned.

      “Fine, but if we can get her on our side, it might be worth the question. It would be nice to know how effective it is against a living cloud.” John made his way to the back of the room, where an elevator opened automatically as he approached. “Take me down to the barracks.”

      “At once, John,” Aura announced softly.
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      Blaze glared at the intern. A low level super, she was capable of reading and recording huge amounts of information. Secondly, she could recall it and type at a professional level. The perfect secretary. She had used those skills to push her career, and with that tight little ass of hers, Blaze wasn’t complaining. At least, not about her work ethic.

      “How. Many?” He growled.

      Type swallowed nervously. She knew the man before her had a temper. She just hoped he wouldn’t take it out on her. Even now, the office was uncomfortably hot. If he used his powers, she’d likely be injured, even if he didn’t direct them at her. “Three–”

      “Fuck!” Blaze punched his desk.

      “–Dozen,” she finished in a small voice.

      Blaze froze in place, and let out a small laugh. He lowered his head into his hands. They didn’t know what it was at first. Some kind of virus? A new program? Perhaps even some new villain. Before anyone could decide what to do next, that bastard’s face appeared on every electronic device with a screen. Everyone had seen it. They tried for damage control. Politicians, supers and even the military rallied to denounce the message. It was too little, too late.

      “How do three-dozen supers vanish overnight?” Blaze snapped. “More to the point…” He roared as flames washed down his body. Type, feeling her eyebrows singe, screamed and ran for the door. Blaze snarled and raised a hand to burn her, even as she threw the door open. It was only as the fire suppression system turned on, dousing him in cold water, that Blaze snapped out of it and lowered his arm. “Fuck.”
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        * * *

      

      “Be a good kitty, and cum when you’re ready,” John smiled up at Sabrina.

      She nodded quickly and made a small mewl of pleasure as John ran his tongue over her clit. He had teased her for a while now. The light caresses, the gentle licks and, finally, the gentle suction of his lips around her clit. Sabrina was going insane. He could see in her eyes the animalistic lust she was only barely holding back.

      Emily and Casey must have thought much the same. The two women had watched for a time. Then they had descended upon one another. They hadn’t wanted to tease, though. Right into a sixty-nine, John had a front-row seat to the show of a lifetime. In front of his face was Sabrina’s glistening pussy. While just outside of arm’s reach, he could see another. Emily was on her back with her head pointed towards John, with Casey laying on top. Emily moaned in bliss as the two ladies pleasured one another. Even as John watched, Casey started to cum, and he could see the faint contractions of her pussy muscles as Emily sucked firmly on the shapeshifter’s clit, and joined her with a squeal.

      “John, please?” Sabrina begged.

      John laughed softly and closed his lips over Sabrina’s clit once more. She jerked slightly before pawing at the back of his head. They had been through this multiple times by now, and she was trying desperately to hold him in place so she could finally finish. Which was John’s plan entirely, as he slowly raised one hand. He felt the way her core trembled, and he moaned softly as her pussy leaked over his chin.

      With a sudden push, John slipped two fingers into her. Sabrina’s eyes went wide. Her back arched and John felt her pussy squeeze down on his digits. Rather than let her ride this out, John curled his fingers up and rubbed them over her g-spot.

      “JOHN!” Sabrina cried and clenched her fists.

      He chuckled softly, sending spikes of pleasure through her clit. It drove her wild, and he knew it. Her head was tilted back, and her screams were silent. Her pussy suckled at his fingers. John held her there, at the height of her pleasure, massaging her, stimulating her and dragging her orgasm out, as her fingers tightened and began to pull. His mouth slipped free of the sensitive bundle of flesh and he allowed her to haul him up. As his fingers pulled free, Sabrina opened her eyes, only for them to roll back as he slid his cock into her instead.

      “J-John,” she whimpered.

      “Such a good kitty,” John crooned. “Think you can cum again for me?”

      Her only response was the rapid nodding of her head as she bit down on one of her own fingers. John smiled at her before rocking his hips. He made sure to press his pubic bone into her clit with each thrust. That sensitive organ was already so very stimulated from his tongue. She was already heading for her next orgasm.

      “Whenever you’re ready,” he whispered, before biting down on the side of her neck.

      Sabrina gasped as he bit into her flesh. Her pussy tightened, and all at once, she was cumming around him. John held her close, using her own movements to amplify his own as he continued to fuck her through her orgasm. That was finally enough for John. While teasing her had been fun, it was also a tease to himself. His desire to have her had increased alongside her desire to cum. Now, finally inside her, as she howled through her second, explosive orgasm. He had little defense.

      Her claws were in the sheets, and her legs jerked and kicked. Her hips rocked up towards him, sporadically impaling herself on his cock. Even if he wanted to hold still, the sensation of her pussy sliding over his cock never vanished for a moment. So, with nothing to lose, John slammed himself balls deep and pulled his teeth from her neck.

      Sabrina’s eyes went wide before he kissed her hard. That’s all it took for her to realize he was cumming, and despite her frazzled mindset, she released the sheets. Slamming her claws into his back, she wrapped her legs around his waist and crushed her body to his as he filled her.

      John Jerked and came deep into her pussy. Her entire body responded, milking him with small contractions and jerks of her hips. Her tongue danced around his teeth as he kissed her and he finally found relief for his own pressures.

      “Hold on,” Casey whispered into John’s ear.

      He opened his eyes as four hands pressed into his side. Sabrina let out a soft squeal as their lips broke apart, but John took Casey’s words to heart and clung to his lithe lover. Flopped onto his back, he spotted Casey and Emily moving into position. A warm hand gripped his cock, slipping it free, before a mouth closed over the head. His expression was nothing compared to Sabrina’s as a tongue invaded her recently filled pussy.

      Soon after, he was staring up at Emily. She blushed, even as she smiled down at him. Her small breasts bounced as she rode him. Casey was lying beside them this time. With Sabrina atop her, performing the same action that Casey and Emily had just before.

      “No,” Emily whined softly. “You can fuck Casey after. Right now, I want you looking at me.”
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        * * *

      

      “John, 1275C has attacked again,” Aura announced softly.

      John snorted awake, and Sabrina, who had been resting on his shoulder, shot to her feet before looking around in confusion.

      “What?” Sabrina mumbled.

      “Evil cloud,” Emily mumbled as she sat up.

      “Fuck, I feel like I only just got to sleep,” Casey grumbled.

      “You have been asleep for five hours and thirteen minutes,” Aura told her. “It would have been more, but you insisted on attempting to fellate John once more before you slept.”

      “Worth it,” Casey gave a tired giggle.

      John shook his head and climbed out of the bed after Sabrina. She was already moving to her suit, and that gave John an idea. “Casey, can you take Sabrina’s shape for now?”

      “Ah… Yeah?” Casey shifted her proportions around. Sabrina turned back and admired the lithe Enhanced and gave a small grin.

      “Great,” John nodded. “Aura, send up one of Sabrina’s spares. I need to prioritize finishing Casey’s suit. But for now, this will do.”

      “He cares about you.” Emily patted Casey’s arm.

      “I care for all of you,” John looked at the trio. “I’ll do my best to keep you as safe as I can. Which means, until I get your suit ready, Casey. I want you to wear one of Sabrina’s spares.”

      The shapeshifter leaned over and Kissed John’s cheek, before she nodded. “I’ll be safe.”

      “Good,” John kissed her back. “Now get dressed. You’ll probably have to wear something of Sabrina’s too.”

      “I’ve got a few skin-tight outfits you can borrow.” Sabrina took Casey’s hand and led her into the wardrobe.

      John was only a moment behind, with Emily at his side as they entered. Sabrina was handing over a body stocking to Casey, who was about to pull it on. John turned to his much smaller selection of clothing and dressed how he always did. Unlike Sabrina’s suit, that needed her dressed comfortably, for maximum flexibility, he wasn’t capable of moving to the suit’s limits regardless of his clothing.

      He dressed himself quickly in a shirt, and slacks before making his way back out again. His suit stepped out in front of him and opened, allowing him to walk into it as he made his way towards the elevator.

      “Twirly-Whirly, Aura,” he instructed.

      “Already on the pad,” Aura informed him.

      John nodded and made his way into the control room. “Where are we going, anyway?”

      “The auditorium at the tower,” Aura replied gently.

      John slowed for a moment before hurrying along. “And do we know the victim?”

      “A reporter,” Aura blurted. “Mackenzie Temmins. Security footage shows her climbing a nearby fence before attempting to gain access to the building.”

      “Shit,” John swore as he reached the elevator shaft.

      “We’re coming!” Sabrina called from the bedroom.

      John didn’t wait, and neither did Aura. The elevator dropped, and John spotted the ladies coming as his head vanished beneath the level of the floor. Now he was clear, John stepped off the platform and let Aura control his descent, landing beside the cockpit of the Twirly-Whirly. He climbed in without a word and strapped himself into place as the ladies joined him only a few seconds later.

      “Ready!” Sabrina called and John started the motors.

      They powered up, and the Twirly-Whirly lifted from the floor. He pushed the stick towards the exit and a moment later, they appeared at the prison. The original plan was to move the lair into the basement of the tower. But when Aura reminded him of the logistics of trying to move equipment, they had stalled in what exactly was the best option.

      “Aura, prep the lair for a move.”

      “At once, John,” she replied.

      “Where are we moving to?” Sabrina asked.

      “Top of the tower,” John nodded. “The power station is up, the prison is staffed again. We may as well stick close to the safest building in the city. No matter what, it’ll be a target, and if we’re inside, it’s also our escape.”

      “We should have told Selena,” Emily added a moment later.

      John opened his mouth, then closed it again. “No, you’re right. Aura–”

      “Sirius, Succubi and Titan have all been informed. Succubi and Titan are coming as quickly as they can,” Aura cut him off.

      “And Sirius?” John asked.

      There was a burst of light, and the woman in question swerved as she spotted them in front of her. She was glowing white and circled the Twirly-Whirly before coming to a steady hover beside the cockpit.

      “Showoff,” John snorted, knowing full well that Sirius couldn’t hear him.

      “It’s been a while since I’ve gotten to respond to a threat,” Sirius replied anyway.

      John sighed and shook his head. “Aura patched you into comms?”

      “Aura patched me into comms,” she nodded, clearly amused by his response.

      “I thought it best, at least temporarily, for her to be within communication range. If this is a problem–”

      “It’s not,” John sighed. “Just… Unexpected.”

      “I’ll not abuse it,” Sirius promised. “Now, Aura said the auditorium?”

      “That’s it. Want to meet us there? I’m going to move the lair,” John told her.

      “No, I’ll follow you,” Sirius shook her head. “It’s you running this show. Not me.”

      John watched her for a moment before Sabrina stroked his arm. “She’s right, John. This is your city.”

      “You’re not just saying that, because you like the idea of being at the top, are you?” John asked.

      “Pfft,” Sabrina shook her head. “I’d be happy with you just on top of me. That doesn’t make her wrong. She was never the one in charge. First was Pinnacle, then she was pushed into the position and taken out of it straight after. The fact she’s happy to defer to you is just more proof she’s not the bad guy here.”

      John nodded. It was true. With her power, she had ample opportunities to kill him. Literally, at this exact moment, she could turn and blast him out of the sky. So either this was some elaborate long-con he couldn’t understand. Or she was telling the truth about everything. Despite wanting to think the worst about her… John was finding that rather difficult.

      “Fine, we’re moving the lair to the tower. Then we’ll visit the site,” John ordered.

      “On your six,” Sirius floated towards the rear of the Twirly-Whirly.

      John shook his head and pushed the stick forward once more. With a bit of throttle added in, they were soon climbing towards the tower. They could see the lights below from the police on scene. For now, John directed the Twirly-Whirly to hover over the tower.

      “Leave it here, Aura,” John instructed.

      “Lair released,” Aura replied.

      “Great,” John made to move before stopping. “Actually, ladies, we’ll drop down from here. Aura, see if Titan or Succubi want a lift, please?”

      “At once, John,” Aura answered.

      The cockpit opened, and John unhooked his seatbelt. Climbing out was easy, and the ladies joined him within moments as he made the small hop over to the roof of the tower. As soon as they were clear, the cockpit folded closed, before Aura steered the Twirly-Whirly away. Sirius, seeing them leap free, floated over to join them.

      The evening air was cool, and there was a faint light on the horizon. It was extremely early morning, and he wished he were back in bed with his lovers. Right now, they had work to do. With a wave of his hand, the four ladies followed him to the edge of the tower. He looked down and picked a spot before stepping off. He didn’t activate any of the equipment yet, letting gravity take over as he fell like a stone. There was a small yelp from Casey as she fell alongside them, while Sabrina giggled madly. Emily was likely just as uncomfortable, but her powers would already have told her she would be fine.

      True to form, Aura took control of their suits, activating the vectored thrusters alongside the anti-gravity generators. Withing the span of a few moments, they slowed from terminal velocity, to a comfortable drop, right before he, alongside the other ladies connected with a bare patch of pavement. The sound of their impact drew the attention of several officers who drew their weapons.

      “Hold!” Chief Franklin shouted.

      The men paused before realizing who they had just drawn on and quickly holstered their weapons.

      “Evening, Chief,” John nodded to the man as he jogged over in a nightgown.

      “It would have been, but I live nearby and didn’t think it best to sleep through it,” the older man grumbled.

      “I appreciate it,” John replied as he stepped towards where there were officers taking photos of a red smear on the ground. “Who found her?”

      “Silent alarm,” the chief sighed. “There're signs of entry, but we’re not sure how she was getting in.”

      John frowned to himself as they approached. That just didn’t quite add up to him. Not that he had all the answers yet. As he approached the body, it was obvious that she had died quickly. Despite that, she had flailed about, spraying blood and other fluids in all directions. None of which came from the long hallway that Chief Franklin suspected she was trying to gain access to.

      “Aura, do you have Titan?” John asked.

      “Inbound, two minutes,” she replied.

      “Swing by the lab. I need the vacuum,” he informed her.

      “John, it hasn’t been tested. And Titan is the only one strong enough to move it,” Aura reminded him.

      “I think 1275C is inside,” John announced to everyone around him. “If 1275C caught her breaking in, there’d be a blood trail leading all the way over here where she died.”

      “Shit,” Chief Franklin swore. “Alright everyone, we need to leave. Get Hazmat here. I want everyone not in a suit backing away. Keep your eyes up. This fucker could be anywhere!”

      “Let’s go,” John waved to the ladies, before locking his eyes on Casey. “We’re lucky we got you the suit.”

      She nodded quickly and John jogged for the door before a voice rang out behind them. “Hold up!”

      John slid to a stop and turned as he spotted Chief Franklin running after them. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m coming with you,” he declared.

      John shook his head. “No. You don’t have a suit–”

      “Then keep me safe,” Chief Franklin snapped. “Look, I know what you told me when we first met. I saw that video the same as you. You’re not planning on handing yourself over, are you?”

      John sighed and shook his head. “No.”

      “No,” Chief Franklin nodded. “So how about you do some good PR work and bring me with you? Show you’re willing to work with and help the authorities. I know better than anyone you haven’t actually broken any laws outside of the Agency and Pinnacle’s death.”

      “Arguably, that could be attributed to me,” Sirius added in.

      “It’s not the point,” Chief Franklin waved off her words. “You’re a villain, Darksite. You’re a monster. The thing that goes bump in the night that has everyone running scared. And for what? I got my electricity bill the other week, and my rate since you upgraded the power station is a quarter of what I paid before. The few villains we’ve had loose in the city are less destructive since they’re not fighting with heroes. When they do, Titan and Succubi have been pretty good at keeping the destruction down.”

      He shook his head and let out an explosive sigh. “For a murderous, dictating monster, you’ve been running a rather successful campaign. I won’t go as far as publicly promoting you. But I’m not going to be the one to authorize your capture, either.”

      He held out his hand, and John looked at it for a moment. “Stick close,” John reached out and gave Chief Franklin’s hand a shake. “I’ll look bad if you get injured.”

      The older man let out a laugh and nodded. “Is it worth drawing my firearm?”

      “Not at all,” Sirius strode past towards the door. “In fact, I’d prefer it if you didn’t. There may be a non-combatant upstairs.”

      Chief Franklin nodded before unclipping his weapon. John watched as he placed it on the ground, where one of his officers spotted him doing it. “Look after that for me.”

      “Chief–”

      “Don’t worry about me,” Chief Franklin waved off the man’s concern, before turning to Darksite. “We ready?”

      “Let’s go,” John turned and strode past Sirius.

      She had started to get them moving, but he did notice she waited until he passed, before she followed. John made his way to the door and saw the damage up close. It looked like someone had taken a blowtorch to the latch. It was melted in the center, but the more John stared, the more he was convinced it wasn’t heat, but chemicals that caused the damage.

      “Looks like a hole,” he muttered as he bent down to examine it closely. “1275C melted through and is in the building.”

      “We need to hurry,” Sirius muttered. “Move over, I’ll melt it, then we can pull it open without making too much noise.”

      John agreed with the idea and stepped aside. Sirius was surprisingly good at controlling her abilities. She pressed her palm to the lock and heated the metal in small bursts of plasma. The heat didn’t bother her, and the metal began to drip as the locking mechanism completely failed.

      “That should do it,” she grinned, and slowly pushed the door open. John reached out and grabbed her elbow before she could move in, and Sirius gave him a slightly nervous look. “Sorry, you’re–”

      “Not that,” John cut her off. “Just… If we run into 1275C.”

      Sirius smiled. “John, I’ll be fine.”

      “You better be,” he growled and walked past her into the building.

      Sirius watched him go as Sabrina, Emily, and Casey strode past. Only Chief Franklin waited for her, and she gestured for him to go ahead. “I’ll take the rear. You’re more important than I am.”

      Chief Franklin paused as he heard her speak and shook his head. “I wouldn’t put money on it.”

      Sirius frowned at his words before dismissing them. Despite John’s recent change of heart towards her. He still hated her. Of that, she had no doubt.

      John strode through the hallway. He was impressed. A few of the janitorial staff had returned already. It wasn’t something to bother him with, and Aura had given them access to the building. They had worked quickly, mostly just piling up the rubbish and disposing of the messes. The old coffee and left out food was long gone. In its place were swept floors and empty bins. The building still had a funky smell, but it was a vast improvement to what it was.

      “Any idea what we’re looking for?” Casey asked.

      “We should head up to the barracks and see if Overwatch is still here,” Sirius suggested.

      “I’m not sensing any problems yet,” Emily let them know.

      John knew the limitations of her abilities. There was always the chance that 1275C would attack someone other than her. If that was the case, she wouldn’t sense it, since it didn’t affect her. That would also mean she didn’t intend to try to help them, either. Something that John wasn’t sure about. He could trust Emily. But he could also trust human instinct, and Emily wasn’t a combatant. Especially not one that could fight a caustic, living cloud.

      “Look for any signs of 1275C,” John said. “Burn marks, wet spots, anything that looks out of place. The cleaners have done a good job, so Aura, if we get out of this, pay them a bonus.”

      “Noted, John,” Aura agreed.

      “John, there’s discoloration on the elevator doors,” Sabrina pointed.

      John had been looking all around and hadn’t noticed. As he looked up, he could see what she meant. It was like someone had acid washed the gap in the middle. The metal was slightly pitted and worn as the gaseous villain had pushed their way through.

      “Titan will arrive in less than a minute,” Emily said as they approached the door.

      John pulled the group up before the doors and turned. Sure enough, in less than a minute, the hulking form of Titan came into view. He held a device that looked like a cross between a leaf blower and an old school vacuum cleaner. The containment unit on the back was as large as he was, and most of that was the support system for the compression chamber.

      “Will the elevator be able to move this?” He asked.

      “It should,” Sirius nodded. “Their design is rated to twenty tons.”

      “It’ll be fine,” Darksite nodded. “Everyone get on.”

      He hit the button, and the doors slid open. John held the doors while Titan maneuvered the device into the elevator. It only just fit, and it left the rest of them having to partially climb aboard to get in as well.

      “So where’s Succubi?” John asked.

      “On the roof,” Titan grunted from the back, where John couldn’t see him. “Said something about watching for power signatures.”

      “Aura, patch her into comms, please,” John instructed the AI.

      “Wow,” Succubi giggled. “Testing, one two.”

      “We can hear you,” Sabrina growled cutely.

      “Can you sense anything inside the building?” John asked her.

      “Since following Titan’s trail, I can sense three groups. Yours and two more that are close together,” she said.

      “Shit,” Sirius swore.

      “Shit,” John agreed. “Alright, Aura, where is Overwatch?”

      “Unknown,” Aura replied.

      “Unknown?” John asked. “Succubi, where are you sensing the other two?”

      “Right below me,” Succubi answered.

      John stabbed the button for the top floor and held his breath. “Everyone get ready. There’s no telling what is about to happen. If they’re both up there, this could be bad. Overwatch can form a cloud that will leave us blind. I don’t know how 1275C navigates, but it doesn’t have eyes.”

      “Maybe I should have stayed downstairs,” Chief Franklin muttered.

      John wanted to make a snarky comment, but held it in as the elevator halted. The doors slid open, and John stepped out into the familiar room. Overwatch was nude. Slumped over his desk, she was moaning softly as she thrust a glass toy into herself. It was the absolute last thing John had expected to see. Clearly, she was of the same opinion, as she screamed and burst into cloud.

      John heard a yelp from the elevator, before the vacuum activated and Overwatch screamed out in terror as she was sucked into the machine. The windows blew in from the massive shift in air pressure, sending glass flying through the room. John shouted for him to stop, but the sound of rushing air was too loud and Titan couldn’t hear him until the room finally cleared.

      Which was when they heard the sound of hissing, and a shiny, metallic drip landed on the elevator floor.
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      “OUT!” Darksite roared.

      Everyone shot out of the elevator as a green cloud filtered into the space they recently occupied. 1275C was acidic, melting the metal walls of the elevator as it battled against the air currents introduced in the room without windows. It was the only thing that prevented it from approaching. This altitude always had wind, and the physical properties of the tower turned the atmosphere at the top of this building into a turbulent wind tunnel.

      To Darksite’s relief, Titan had brought along the machine. It still contained Overwatch, and John knew that he would need to release her. The problem was the failsafe’s he’d installed. She was under immense pressure, forced to condense herself into a liquid. A process John wasn’t sure would be painful for the shy super. To top it all off, the chamber was just about impossible to release without a certain piece of equipment waiting back in the lair. Which was now on top of the building.

      “INCOMING!” Succubi screamed over the communications channel set up by Aura.

      Darksite turned and spotted a figure shooting towards them. His heart sank. This was a bad spot. They were open to the elements, with a flying super behind them. The only escape was back into the building, currently past an acidic villain who had no troubles murdering innocent civilians. John grit his teeth and turned to the approaching flyer, hoping Aura could shed some light on who he was.

      “Greek, twenty-two. His powers are gravity manipulation and has shown a willingness to explore the limits of his abilities. His parents reside in the city and has a younger sister who is on the schedule to be tested for power in the next intake,” she informed him.

      Darksite took a deep breath and raised the rifle. He’d only have one shot, but things could go very, very wrong. The young man was… like a living version of the statue of David. A long destroyed artifact, lost to history and the advance of supers in the world. His golden outfit clung tightly to his skin, showing off toned muscles. No doubt, he’d used his abilities to weigh himself down and work out every moment of every day. Before reducing his weight to aid in his ability to fly. If anyone were to leap from the building, no doubt, he could cancel the effects of the anti-gravity generators. So… there was only one–

      “John, he’s holding a white flag,” Aura interrupted.

      Darksite jerked and looked the young man over once more. True to Aura’s words, he held, in his hand, a stick with a white cloth tied to the end. It looked like he’d plucked it from the forests outside the city before tying a shirt to the end.

      “Keep an eye on the cloud,” Darksite ordered as he strode over to the edge of the building.

      The open air rushed around as Greek approached. His pace slowed, and he made no obvious moves to do more than hold his hands out to show they were empty of all but the flag. John watched him before lowering the rifle. Greek slumped slightly, and John could only guess it was relief. It also signalled for the young man to continue to approach.

      John cleared his throat and activated the external speakers. “State your business!”

      “There’s thirty-three of us!” he shouted over the sound of the wind. “We’re from NorthStar! Three of us died getting here and two more are injured badly enough. We need help!”

      Of all things Darksite expected to hear, it wasn’t that. Threats, promises of vengeance, perhaps the opening of a siege. He stood for a moment before shaking his head. “Can any of you control a cloud?”

      He frowned. “None of us can control the weather. Even if we could, what for?”

      Darksite gestured over his shoulder. 1275C was still trying to get out of the elevator. The cloud fluttered around, pulsing in random directions as the wind buffeted it back into the elevator. “That thing is a serial killer of normals. Its body is acid and my equipment to capture it… malfunctioned.”

      Greek squinted, then nodded. “Can I try?”

      Darksite looked back and could only see the tense poses of his friends and lovers. “If you can do something, I’d appreciate it. As soon as we have this figured out, I’ll come with you to help your injured and we’ll work from there.”

      Greek nodded. “I knew those fuckers were lying to us.”

      Darksite wasn’t sure what he was referring to. Greek didn’t offer an explanation as he flew into the open side of the building. He glanced around, clearly not used to being in this section of the tower, before turning back to the cloud.

      “I don’t know if this will work. So I need you all to keep back,” He called.

      Everyone turned to Darksite, and he nodded in approval. Everyone else pulled away from the new arrival, and Greek raised a hand. All at once, John felt it. The pull towards the center of the room. Small bits of paper stuck to the walls and fluttering about suddenly shot into a space in front of Greek’s hand. It wasn’t the only thing. 1275C changed colors. John wasn’t sure if it was a response to fear, stress, or something else. It could even be a change of density to try to escape somehow.

      It wasn’t to be, though. Greek frowned, and the pull increased, before he started walking forward. John could see flecks of glass leaping off the floor into the ball, as a string of now violet cloud peeled away from the main body.

      “I have it!” Greek cheered.

      John grinned, then looked at Titan. “We need to get that ready now!”

      Titan nodded before looking around. “How are we doing this?”

      “You’re going to punch a hole.” Darksite pointed upwards to a section of the ceiling. “Then you’re going to have to jump and take the vacuum with you. We’ll let Overwatch out once we’re in reset,” he turned to Greek. “How long can you hold it?”

      Greek frowned as more of the rapidly-changing-colored cloud was pulled into what could only be an artificial gravity well. “A few minutes, maybe a little more. This shit is hard, man!”

      Darksite nodded, “we won’t be long.”

      With a nod to Titan, he hauled the vacuum over to the spot John had chosen. It was a clear spot, away from the main structure. There had been some kind of vent or skylight there at some point. Someone, probably Pinnacle, had boarded it up. Titan had no problem leaping straight into the air. His body slammed into the roof and he punched through into the sky beyond.

      “Fuck me, warn a woman!” Succubi screeched.

      “Sorry!” Titan called as he landed heavily on the roof. “Darksite, give me a moment to widen the hole.”

      “Quickly,” Darksite ordered as he watched the strain on Greek’s face. “Ladies, I need you to get Chief Franklin onto the roof. If this goes bad, I want you to get him to safety.”

      “I’m fine,” the Chief tried to wave off the order, but Sabrina wasn’t so forgiving.

      She took him by the arm and frog marched him to the hole that Titan was smashing wider. The material wasn’t hard, just awkward. With a series of kicks and punches, he dropped into the ceiling and pressed the edges out to widen it further.

      “That looks about right,” Darksite nodded.

      “Great.” Titan dropped back onto the floor.

      “That’s us!” Sabrina pulled Chief Franklin closer.

      Casey and Emily did the same, wrapping the man on all sides before giving a small hop. Darksite was rather impressed they had worked that out so quickly. The three of them stabilizing the man from all sides made it both safe and stable as they used the thrusters and the anti-gravity generators to essentially airlift the chief out. Titan moved quickly. Taking the vacuum, he hoisted it over his head. There was only just enough room between his shoulders and the ceiling to do so. With a nod at Darksite, he moved over to the hole and jumped upwards, taking the machine with him. That left Darksite standing alone with Greek.

      “You have this?” Darksite asked.

      “Go,” he nodded. “I can take it.”

      Darksite patted his shoulder and rushed over to the hole. With Aura’s help, his jump was flawless, and he landed lightly beside everyone else who was making their way into the lair. Titan waited just long enough for Darksite to point the way, before they too passed into the field. Their vision twisted for a moment before they both stepped out onto the loading dock.

      “Alright, quickly now,” John directed Titan to the elevator.

      Titan hauled the vacuum over to the platform and Aura wasted no time sending it down. They needed to move quickly and get Overwatch out, before charging the vacuum to go back for 1275C.

      The equipment they needed was the containment unit. It had a massive pressure door on one side large enough for a person to go through. But the vacuum was to be emptied by a complex valve. High pressure air would be pumped into the vacuum, forcing out the already pressurized contents into the holding tank. From there, John hoped to work out what to do next. At least, that was for 1275C. Right now, John wasted no time hooking up the vacuum and hitting the release. The room shuddered at the massive blast of pressurized air before the valve closed.

      That done, John set the vacuum up to recharge itself and reset the vacuum inside of itself. While they waited, John rushed over to the viewport and peered inside. Where he expected to see a white cloud, John could only frown as he searched for the woman. Only to spot a shape on the floor just out of view.

      “Shit,” John swore and rushed around to the door. The inside wasn’t pressurized, and the door swung open easily. The inside of the box was covered in the glass ceramic compound he had designed to withstand 1275C’s acid.

      There was nothing else inside, except the twisted form of Overwatch. She didn’t look injured, but she wasn’t moving either. Just slumped on the floor like a giant rag doll that had been tossed inside a box.

      “No, no, no-no-no,” John scanned her.

      “No heartbeat,” Aura announced.

      “Fuck,” John swore and pulled her legs down.

      She was nude, and her face was blank. Her eyes were glazed, and it was obvious she wasn’t with them anymore. The only thing John thought worked in his favor was that until now, she was in her cloud form. Stepping backwards out of the suit, John angled Overwatch’s head back. He pressed his lips to her own and blew, inflating her lungs. Then started compressions.

      “Oh fuck, is she…” Titan hissed from the door.

      “Go get Sabrina!” John shouted.

      “Fuck, I’m sorry,” Titan snapped before rushing off.

      John counted thirty compressions before leaning over to inflate her lungs once more. “Thirty and two,” he reminded himself as he blew more air into her lungs. Right back into the compressions, he could hear shouting in the distance. “C’mon Overwatch. Call me a fucker and scream at me. Whatever it takes, you didn’t deserve this.”

      “John!” Sabrina snapped as he stepped in. “Shit, roll her slightly.”

      John paused and took Overwatch’s shoulder before doing just that. Sabrina stuffed a thick pad under her and pulled her back into place. Before returning to the compressions.

      “Twenty-eight, twenty-nine, thirty,” John counted, before Sabrina leaned down to inflate Overwatch’s lungs.

      With her chest slightly raised and her head back, each compression would help move oxygen as well. John just hoped it was enough. He pumped her chest firmly, keeping beat to some god awful song stuck in his head from the late seventies with a truly unfortunate name for the situation he found himself in.

      “Move your hand,” Sabrina instructed. John pulled back as she stuck a needle in Overwatch’s chest. “Keep going.”

      John nodded and got right back to work. Before remembering what they were here for. “Titan!”

      “Yeah?” He called back with a pained sound.

      “On the vacuum, there’s a blinking light. What color is it?”

      “Ahh…” There was a pause as Titan looked for it. “Yellow.”

      John grunted. “Tell me when it’s green!”

      He ignored whatever Titan said next as he kept pumping Overwatch’s chest. Sabrina touched his arm, but John wouldn’t stop. He knew he had to go, but until he did, this was his fault. He should have been the one in charge. It was his team, and his responsibility. He was dimly aware of the others now. Casey, Emily and Selena were all watching. John ignored them all. He compressed Overwatch’s chest while Sabrina inflated her lungs. They worked together in harmony before Titan’s voice rang out.

      “It’s green!”

      John closed his eyes as a pair of hands grabbed his wrists. He wanted to fight. He wanted to keep going. But there were several loud gasps before a choked cough. Darksite opened his eyes and stared down into Overwatch’s as she heaved and vomited onto the floor.

      “GET THE CLOUD!” Sabrina shoved Darksite back.

      He fell onto the floor before Aura, controlling his suit, took his arm and pulled him upright. Overwatch, after emptying her stomach, turned and stared at John with wide eyes. There was a whole lot of fear in her expression, along with the shock of her entire situation. John hoped she would be okay. Whether or not she forgave him was secondary. Right now, he turned as his suit did and stepped into the metal confines once more.

      With a last glance at Overwatch, who was being covered with a thermal blanket from the first aid kit Sabrina had brought, John stepped out of the unit.

      “She’s okay.” Titan wrung his hands.

      “She will be,” John nodded. “Right now, we have a cloud to catch.”

      When the two of them dropped back through the hole, Greek was on his knees. His hands were red and raw. There were a few blisters on his face too, and 1275C was the obvious cause. The young man was desperately holding it in place, but it was reaching out with a green tendril and brushing it over his skin. Greek let out a howl, and his power fluctuated, pulling the cloud away from his skin. Only for it to wait and try again a moment later.

      This time, with John in control, he pulled the machine over as Greek let out a choked groan and collapsed. As the gravity well collapsed and 1275C inflated, Darksite hit the release and the room vibrated once more. 1275C flailed for just a moment before it was sucked into the machine. John shut it off and let out a long sigh.

      “Holy shit, dude,” Greek rolled onto his back. “What took so long?”

      “An emergency,” John grunted.

      “Faaaark,” Greek slumped on the floor. “How am I gonna fly back to tell the others?”

      John sighed. “We’ll handle it.”

      By handling it, John meant after bringing the vacuum back into the lair, and venting it into the now cleared containment unit, he appeared, hovering over the tower in the Twirly Whirly. Succubi shot him an angry glare at the sudden gust of wind coming off the rotors, and Darksite quickly set it down on the edge. It wasn’t the best place to park, but the landing gear was on solid concrete, so he called it a win. Slowing the motors, John opened the cockpit and waved at Greek, who was a little redder than natural as he stood nearby the succubus villain.

      “Come on!” John shouted.

      Greek shot the woman a pained glance, before running over to the flying vehicle. He used a pulse of his power to lift himself and dropped down into the passenger seat.

      “This won’t be big enough to move everyone,” he commented.

      “It’s not supposed to,” John admitted. “But it’ll get me to the wounded ones, and maybe I can get them back.” Greek nodded as the cockpit closed up once more. John raised the collective and glanced at Greek. “So, where are we going?”

      The group had worked together to get as far as they had. An eclectic use of powers. A few had worked together to keep the beasts of the wild at bay. Others had scouted for danger, while others had more utility abilities. One of which could shape wood, and had created carts for them to ride in. That had led to a few with more physical enhancements, volunteering to play horse and pull the wagons along as quickly as they could. The group had traded off responsibilities until a pack of wolves descended on them in the night.

      The wolves struck quickly and got their first victim during the surprise attack. Greek shuddered as he recalled hearing them screaming and begging, while the rest of them gathered a defensive line to hold back the rest of the pack. John wasn’t sure what to believe about what he was hearing. Wolves were known in history for having as few as just a pair, or as many as fifteen. What he was describing was hundreds. That close to the city was a bad thing, especially with the seismic reports he was receiving from the south.

      In the end, their group had taken shelter in a set of ruins, not all that far from where John had launched his rocket. The wolves were striking out, looking for weaknesses and openings. They had killed dozens, but their numbers didn’t seem to reduce, suggesting more in reserve. Something that John thought would need further investigation. Some super-pack of enhanced wolves roaming about near the city was extremely concerning.

      “John, I am picking up signs that the wolves are currently fighting with the group we’re trying to protect,” Aura announced.

      “Going hot,” Darksite announced.

      “Wait, what?” Greek froze.

      Darksite ignored him as he descended on the wolves. And it was just as Greek had described. His friends were holed up inside a roofless building. What it was, was anyone’s guess. Now it was just four walls, with a few gaps where he could see people fighting back. The wolves were everywhere. They were circling like ants, moving in all directions. John just had to point and click. Tapping the trigger, the cannons mounted to the front coughed up blasts of plasma that slammed into the wolves.

      Their bodies vaporized if they were struck directly. Others, caught on the edge, had the liquids in their bodies flash into steam, causing them to explode violently, sending chunks of bone and scalding organs in all directions. The wolves began to panic as John flew overhead.

      Turning around, he came back, blasting the ground a few more times, killing many dozens of wolves. The overall number was low, but it still sent the message and the creatures began to flee. The group within the building came to the sides, sticking their heads out as they watched. Darksite brought the Twirly Whirly into hovering above them and opened the cockpit.

      “Aura, keep the wolves back!” Darksite ordered.

      “At once, John,” she replied.

      Darksite grabbed the back of medical supplies off the back seat, before gesturing for Greek to move first. He nodded and leaped over the edge of the cockpit to the ground below. John was a little slower, stepping off with grace. His anti-gravity generator kicked in and the fans caught his momentum as he steered towards the building. The Twirly Whirly, now free to move about on its own, sent several more blasts of plasma into the fleeing wolves before moving off.

      “Oh shit,” a voice rang out as Darksite landed. “Oh shit, it’s really him!”

      John spotted the speaker, a younger looking woman. He frowned slightly before realizing most of them were young. Very young. Practically kids even.

      “Which of you are fully trained?” Darksite projected through the speaker system.

      Of the ones he could see, only about a quarter put their hands up. Most of those looked young as well. Which changed John’s mind on a few things. “Aura, I need the Piggy Wiggy. Most of these are kids.”

      “I will need to take the Twirly Whirly to retrieve it from the tower,” Aura replied as several distant blasts echoed over the ruins.

      Darksite sighed, then nodded. “Do it. The quicker you can bring it back, the better.”

      “I will leave as soon as I am confident the wolves are in full retreat,” Aura replied.

      John turned back to the group of young enhanced and gestured for them to move. “Wounded, now!”

      That set off a scramble and John was led into the building. It was just a shell of walls. There wasn’t much inside. The one who could shape wood and plants, and converted the carts, had then changed them into beds. The first person he could see was a young man missing part of his arm. He was unconscious, but breathing. John rushed over and took out a can of medi-spray. Then tugged at the cloth wrapped around his stump.

      “Fierce got in the way,” a young woman with glowing eyes approached. “A wolf was about to get me, and he got in its way.”

      “He’ll be fine,” John pulled the cloth away. The wound was awful. His flesh was torn, the bone broken. There was dirt, grime and who-knows what else stuck to the wound. There was no time to waste for now. Infection would be dealt with later. John gave the wound a liberal coating of the spray, before looking at the next in line. This was a young woman, who was gasping softly. The reason being the rather obvious gut wound.

      “Shit,” John swore and came closer.

      She had been disemboweled, and he could see her intestines poking out from between her fingers.

      “Am I dying?” she asked through a tear stained grimace.

      “Kinda,” John admitted. “Unfortunately, you’re going to wish you were.”

      “What?” She looked up at him.

      “I need some volunteers to hold her down!” John called.

      “What are you doing?” she began to cry again.

      “I’m going to save your life,” John patted her shoulder. “But first, I’m going to make you hate me.”

      “No,” she trembled as the two enhanced came closer.

      “You’re going to have to hold her arms. I need to check inside and make sure she’s not bleeding internally, or nothing I can do will save her before I can get her to the hospital,” John instructed.

      “No, please!” she begged.

      The closest youngster pulled off his glove and pressed it to her lips. “Bite.”

      “No,” she whimpered as the other enhanced took her wrist.

      John took a deep breath as a third helper came and took her other hand. The young woman began to cry and beg, while the one with the glove worked to muffle her. If the spray wouldn’t have coagulated on contact, he’d have done it just to spare her what came next.

      “You’re going to live,” Darksite looked her in the eye. “I promise.”

      She clenched her eyes shut, and John sank his fingers into her wound. Her body jerked, and a fourth person jumped on her legs. John was as gentle as he could. He sifted through her intestines, finding they were punctured in a few places from the teeth of the wolves. He sprayed the marks, sealing them and preventing catastrophic infection from setting in, before pushing everything back in place. The young woman’s agonal screaming continued for a while before suddenly cutting off.

      “She passed out,” the one with the glove whimpered.

      “Good,” John continued. Then he lowered the can and started to spray.

      In the end, he went through another four cans of the spray, and splinted three broken bones, including a finger. The Enhanced remained on watch for the wolves. They howled occasionally, telling Darksite they hadn’t gone far. For the most part, though, it was quiet. The teens were equally in awe and terrified of him. The older ones just looked worried in general. Greek seemed to be their de facto leader. He was moving around, checking on people, making them laugh and rubbing shoulders.

      “Something’s coming!” A voice shouted.

      John frowned and leaped. Activating the generators, he climbed higher than normal before catching hold of the wall. He pulled himself up, using a section of exposed rebar for balance as he looked out in the direction of Capitol City. Then grinned.

      The Piggy Wiggy burst out of the treeline a moment later. It was a ways off, and covered in gore. Zooming overhead, the Twirly Whirly circled the ruins before the cockpit opened and Selena of all people appeared.

      There was a collective gasp as she flashed brilliantly, and John smirked as he realized exactly why she had come. The youngsters were reassured by the presence of help when Darksite arrived. But as Sirius sent out a wave of plasma into the treeline, the sheer power of her unfiltered attacks made them feel that much safer.

      “Alright!” John shouted, getting their attention. “We’re going to get squishy. Wounded in first, give them as much a space as you can, then cram yourselves in. This is going to be uncomfortable. You’re just going to have to deal with it!”
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      John stared at the screen. The numbers fluctuated. Up and down, it was hard to predict what came next. All that John knew for sure was that it was getting stronger. The seismic activity on the south end of the city, whatever it was… It was getting closer. Combined with the super-pack of wolves in the north, John found himself now very, very nervous.

      There was a knock on the door, and John glanced up as it swung open. It was strange sitting in this office. Stranger still, as Sirius strode into the room with Emily. The two made for an odd choice of visitors, but then… Since John had started using this office, he’d had many, many strange happenings going on. The repairs were rather quick. Apparently, broken windows were a regular occurrence, and once the maintenance teams came in for the day, installing the new windows was made a priority. The hole in the roof was another matter, but for now it was covered over and watertight.

      “Ladies,” John smiled.

      He still wasn’t sure how he felt about Selena. On one hand, he’d hated her for years. He held her entirely responsible for his brother’s death and yet… It was on his brother’s own instructions that it happened at all. It felt… malicious of him to continue blaming the plasma enhanced woman for the heroics of his brother. After all, his actions saved many, many more lives that day. He also knew, as many times as he tried to tell himself, his hatred was childish. It was something he should have gotten over a long time ago. He was also realistic enough to understand that emotions were never that easy to overcome. He’d spent most his adult life blaming her, and bad habits were always the hardest to overcome.

      “The recruits are settling in,” Sirius dropped into one of the two seats on the other side of his desk. “I made a show of ripping out all the old surveillance equipment. At least for their rooms. There’s provisions now, for the twin rooms to be converted into singles. We’ll keep the combined showers and the mess. You’re right though. These kids aren’t just… numbers. They’re people and we need to treat them as such.”

      “And the injured?” John asked.

      Sirius nodded. “Fierce is awake and doing well. There’s a young woman with him in the hospital that refuses to leave his side.”

      John remembered the young woman who was with him when he patched up the enhanced teen’s arm bite. “And… the other one?”

      “Stable,” Sirius smiled. “Whatever that spray is, you invented. The hospital is asking about it. They want to keep stocks of it in their emergency department, and send it out with first responders.”

      John nodded. “That’s easy enough. The hard part was inventing it. Manufacture is rather simple. I can make it here in the lab and ship it out in batches.”

      “They might want to manufacture it themselves,” Sirius suggested.

      “They might also use inferior products, skip quality control or artificially inflate the price of the product to feed some idiotic billionaire’s greed,” John snorted. “I can handle manufacturing. I need to work in my lair, anyway. Seems I need to upgrade a few things properly.”

      “I’ll leave that to you then,” Sirius nodded, before glancing at Emily.

      “You okay?” John asked.

      “Yes,” Emily smiled, then frowned. “But also no.”

      John leaned back in his chair and glanced at the readouts on the screen. Even now, the live feed was showing signs of activity. “Your powers. Are they limited by time or scope?”

      “That depends.” Emily tilted her head. “I’ve already told you it’s not like foresight. I can just see possibilities. Like rolling a dice. I can see it land on each number, but know if I release at a certain point, I can increase my chances of landing on the number I want.”

      “What about scope?” John asked. “How far in advance can you start your predictions?”

      Emily frowned. “I don’t know.”

      “Could it be that whatever your gut feeling is, has something to do about your powers picking up on a very large possibility?” John asked.

      Emily glanced at John. She stared into his eyes, and John sighed before looking at Sirius, who was eyeing them both. “Do you know of anyone who can dig? Whether conventionally, or by tunneling somehow with powers?”

      “Technically,” Sirius nodded. “Titan could dig a tunnel in record time if he had the right equipment. That’s a very broad question.”

      John sighed and nodded. “But to be clear, nobody that’s a specialist? Maybe someone that can manipulate earth?”

      “John,” Aura announced softly. “The only enhanced on record living at this time, with the power to manipulate earth, is currently working on managing a flood diversion, four-thousand miles to the west.”

      John nodded before glancing back at the screen. With no reason not to, he pushed it around and both women looked at the numbers. “So do you have any ideas, to what is digging towards Capitol City?”

      “Other than a pincer maneuver,” Sirius shook her head.

      Emily frowned. “Wolves to the north, this to the south.”

      “That’s what worries me,” John sighed as he pulled the screen around to face himself once more. “Wolves, we can prepare for. Get everyone indoors, send out the drones, use the Twirly Whirly as a combat platform and start blasting away. But how do we prepare to defend against the unknown?”

      “If it’s underground, that would narrow things down a lot, wouldn’t it?” Emily asked.

      “I think Sabrina should be in the conversation about what possibly burrowing creatures there are,” John admitted. “Off the top of my head, mutated worms, moles, maybe rabbits with a taste for flesh. It could even just be an anthill that ended up with an enhanced queen.”

      “How would we deal with ants?” Sirius asked.

      “Ants aren’t too bad. You hover over the entrance and fry anything that moves while we look for something to pour into the entrance to kill them all. Which could be as easy as just emptying part of the town’s water supply into it.”

      “What’ll we do for water, then?” Sirius asked.

      I shrugged. “That’s less of a concern. I’ve got water purification systems in my lair. Have done for years. Cleaning wastewater is incredibly simple, easy and safe. If managed correctly, you can run the whole city on just what it takes to fill the pipes, plus ten percent.”

      “What about farming?” Emily asked.

      “Mostly hydroponics,” John smiled. “Those are closed systems as well. They farm fish in large tanks, collect the waste to use as fertilizer, and the water doubles as the housing for the fish, and the propagation of the plants. They’re even more efficient at recycling their water than I am, just… not as sterile.”

      “So theoretically, there’s an ant nest coming up near the south end of the city, while wolves are roaming around in the north. Our plan for the ants is to drown them, and the wolves are to just… shoot them?” Sirius tilted her head.

      “Sometimes the simplest solutions are the easiest,” John shrugged.

      “What about civilian casualties?” Sirius asked.

      “That’s something our new recruits can probably help with,” John nodded. “If they’re still interested in continuing their training, I’m sure a few of them would be useful for evacuations.”

      “This is true,” Sirius nodded.

      “What if it’s not ants?” Emily asked.

      John frowned. “Best-case scenario, if whatever it is can tunnel, we can drown it. If it’s larger creatures, we may have to treat them like the wolves and just blast them as they come…”

      John paused as he spotted a notification come up on his computer. It wasn’t quite an email. It came through the same program as before, when he spoke with the other city leaders and Blaze. There was no recipient, which… well, it said a lot about The Agency when they could send anonymous messages to one another. It made complete sense that these people didn’t trust one another.

      “John?” Emily attracted his attention.

      “Sorry,” John sent a smile her way. “Just got a message.” He clicked the notification, and a window popped up containing a single word. “Chlorpyrifos.”

      “What’s that?” Sirius asked.

      “One of the main, active ingredients in pesticides,” John frowned.

      He tried typing something back into the chat box, but nothing happened. The message was singular and one-way only. There was no recipient waiting for an answer, nor anyone who would answer questions.

      “So… somebody knows what’s going on, then?” Sirius grunted. “Wonder which of the bastards it is.”

      “I had a little chat with them all a few days ago,” John nodded. “They consider me an enemy, but nobody is friendly with Blaze, either. I think he ruffled a few feathers when I played the recording of him trying to blow up Capitol City.”

      “You didn’t!” Sirius snorted. “Oh, that’s fantastic.”

      “He was always a bit of a dick,” Emily grumped. “My power always went haywire around him, like he was always thinking of me in… inappropriate ways.”

      John grit his teeth and shook his head. “Well, for now, I think we need to agree that whatever is happening, it involves Blaze.”

      “And whoever just sent you that message,” Sirius nodded.

      “Yes,” John agreed. “But this looks like they’ve realized they made a mistake, or even a bad deal. I doubt we’ll find out who it was. But they won’t reveal themselves in case it goes wrong.”

      “That sounds about right,” Sirius nodded. “Don’t stick your neck out too far unless it comes with a favor attached.”

      “And you wonder why I hated The Agency,” John chuckled.

      “Oh, I knew why you hated The Agency,” Sirius smiled thinly. “I just didn’t realize the full extent of your situation.”

      John looked at her for a moment before Emily cleared her throat. “I’m not picking up any hostility.”

      John sighed and closed his eyes. “Sorry.”

      “Enough with the apologies,” Sirius shook her head and stood up. “I’ve kissed enough asses over the years, and you’ve hated me for long enough. Sooner or later, you’ll stop treating me like a poisonous reptile, and I’ll…”

      “You’ll?” John questioned.

      Sirius shook her head. “It’s nothing.”

      John watched her leave before turning to Emily, who gave him a shy smile. “Can we trust her?”

      “I think so,” Emily nodded. “When 1275C appeared, there were more than a few possibilities that included her carrying you to safety.”

      John nodded. He didn’t know how to feel about that.
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      “How long?” Blaze asked.

      “Twelve hours,” the super clicked. What was once a man was now… more. Barely humanoid, he walked on six legs and had a green carapace like a shiny beetle. If not for his centaur-like torso that jutted vertically from his thorax, he’d just be an enormous, vehicle sized insect.

      “And you’re sure this will work?” Blaze held up the small canister.

      “Extracted from the queen myself,” he clicked testily. “They will assume you’re her twin and follow you when you leave the nest. From there, any act of hostility will be responded to in kind.”

      “And just… Rub it on myself?” Blaze asked.

      “More or less,” the insectoid man clicked with a chuckle. “It won’t smell pleasant, but… The nest won’t either. I’d recommend nose plugs.”

      Blaze grimaced and slipped the bottle into his pocket. “If this doesn’t work…”

      “Then likely you will be captured, or killed,” the bug-man waved one of his arms in dismissal and turned away.

      Blaze thought for a moment, before nodding in agreement. “Very well.”

      He raised his hand and the bug-man saw the glow of flames approaching. He let out a chittering scream as white hot flames washed over his chitin exterior. His sensation of touch was limited, but his nerves system, buried deep inside felt it, as his mucous began to boil. He thrashed about, desperately trying to escape the heat, only to hear the booming laugh of the mad super.
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      John stepped through the doorway of the infirmary and spotted Overwatch. She froze in place, looking terrified.

      “Hello,” John smiled as he slowly approached, holding up the bouquet of flowers.

      “Please,” she trembled. “Please don’t. Not again.”

      “Hey, hey,” John slowed to a stop. “That… That was a mistake, and I’m so very sorry it happened.”

      “It hurt,” she grimaced. “It hurt so much until…”

      John nodded. “Don’t think about it.”

      “How do you not think about the single most painful moment of your entire life?” she hissed with anger.

      John gave her a faint smile before moving closer once more. She glared at him while John gently unwrapped the flowers and set them in a conveniently placed vase. He arranged the flowers to look… well, not all jammed in one place, before picking up the vase. John spent a few moments adding some water, before setting it down on the side table where Overwatch could see it, but it not be in the way of the nurse who was attending.

      “Who are all the people in here?” Overwatch asked suddenly.

      “Hopefully, they’re friends,” John smiled. “Whatever is going on in NorthStar, they wanted out. Thirty-three of them made it most of the way here, and I picked them up. There were a few injuries and…”

      “How many died?”

      “Another three,” John shook his head. “If there was a way to get them out safely, I’d have done it. But there’s no way to even contact them directly. Not without going through Blaze.”

      “Pig,” Overwatch grunted.

      “Not a fan?” John turned and leaned on the wall.

      “He showed up for a demonstration during my training.” Overwatch pulled her knees in. “We weren’t using our powers. It was just supposed to be a demonstration on hand to hand combat.”

      “What did he do?” John watched her.

      Overwatch shook her head. “It wasn’t just that. He threw me, and I landed hard on my ass and… Well, there’s always a risk for young ladies when riding horses, y’know?”

      John nodded slowly as he picked up her meaning.

      “That fucking bastard liked to joke about popping my cherry every time he got me alone,” she balled the blanket up in her fists. “I hated him so much.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, he’s not in a good spot,” John told her. “He tried to blow up Capitol City. The other leaders of The Agency all know about it.”

      “Good,” Overwatch growled. “Maybe they’ll kick his ass.”

      John looked her over. He wasn’t a fan of how fearful she was of him. It was one thing to burst into a cloud and yell at him. Another entirely to tremble and beg at the sight of him. But this spunky, aggressive woman he saw before him was something new.

      “So, what’s your plan when you get out of here?” John asked.

      “Plan?” Overwatch looked up. “Aren’t I your prisoner?”

      “... Do you feel like a prisoner?” John asked.

      “That machine–”

      “I built it for 1275C. It’s a… I don’t know. It’s a cloud, like you, but able to become various compounds. Flammable or, recently, it’s been highly acidic and attacking people in the streets. My associate, Titan, spotted your cloud and activated the machine, believing you were a threat to us.”

      “That really fucking sucked.” Overwatch shook her head. Then smirked.

      “Unintentional?” John asked.

      She grinned and gave a small nod. “What are you doing with the machine now?” she asked.

      “Storage,” John shrugged. “As I said, it wasn’t designed for you. Hell… After what it did to you, I’d never try it again on principle.”

      “Sabrina said you did CPR,” Overwatch frowned.

      “Yes,” John nodded. “I’m sorry if I injured you at all.”

      “Chest hurts,” she shrugged. “Way less than being forced to precipitate, though. And… well, I guess I owe you.”

      “No, you don’t,” John denied her. “You were the victim in a mistake that almost caused irreparable harm. If anything, I owe you.”

      Overwatch stared at him for a moment, before nodding. “You mean it?”

      “Within reason,” John nodded. “I’m not about to let you run the city or anything.”

      “No, no just…” She bit her lip. “It’s been nice here. Alone, where it’s quiet. If you bring in more s-enhanced,” she corrected herself. “Things are going to get busy again. It was always so loud. Even the quieter rooms were noisy. One hyped up testosterone fueled dickhead stomping down the hall and the building would shake.”

      “I don’t see a question here,” John tilted his head.

      “My own place,” she pressed her hands together. “Somewhere close, it doesn’t need to be big just… Let me have my quiet. When I’m working, it’s so peaceful up there, down here it’s so chaotic I just… Please?”

      John thought it over for only a moment. That would be an easy thing to grant. Surely there’s an apartment he could give her. Worst case, a few inertial dampers, along with sound insulation, and he could make her a peaceful little spot just about wherever he wanted.

      “Al–”

      “I’ll suck your dick and everything,” Overwatch blurted.

      “–Right,” John breathed out.

      “Umm,” she shifted nervously.

      “Umm,” John nodded. “How about I forget you offered that and get you a quiet place to live?”

      “You don’t want me to suck your dick?” Overwatch asked.

      “John, seismic activity has increased dramatically. Emergency responders are asking for help.”

      John glanced at Overwatch. That just seemed like a whole basket of crazy. How someone could go from terror to arousal that quickly, he had no idea. So he took the opportunity to change course and ran with it.

      “I need to check this out,” John smiled at the pouting woman.

      “You don’t need me on watch?” She called.

      John ignored her and jogged down the hall away from her. “Aura, alert the authorities. If they have an idea of the source, they’re to report in. In the meantime, though, I want anyone in the immediate area of the seismic activity to go into lockdown. Then get Sirius’s attention.”

      “At once, John,” Aura replied.

      John rushed into the elevator and climbed in. From the elevator, there wasn’t a need to punch a hole in the roof. It just led to a landing with a small flight of stairs that would take you the rest of the way. Something that was denied to them while 1275C was in the elevator shaft.

      Waiting for him as the doors opened was his suit. Already open and waiting for him to step inside. John, dressed in a smart button-up shirt, slacks and a comfortable pair of shoes, only needed to kick off his loafers before climbing in. The suit closed up around him and John rolled his shoulders.

      “The Twirly Whirly is on standby,” Aura announced.

      “Great,” John grinned as he climbed the stairs. “I need Sirius with me. Emily needs to stay with Sabrina and Casey. Get Titan to the tower and see what Succubi is up to. She might be needed as well.” He paused. “How much chlorpyrifos have they made yet?”

      “With the limited commercial quantities available, there are approximately one-hundred gallons ready for use.”

      “Sabrina is good with chemistry. See if she can find a way to vaporize it. We can pump it into the hole and rely on the fumes to do the work for us,” John pondered aloud.

      “I believe Sabrina has already started testing a similar idea,” Aura informed him.

      John smiled. That woman, that brilliant woman, was his perfect… John halted before cycling his heads up display to the communications tab and patched directly into his fellow mad scientist’s communications.

      “John?” Sabrina called as she noticed him connect.

      “Just wanted to tell you I appreciate everything you do, who you are and what you’re capable of,” he said with a smile.

      “Fucking asshole,” Sabrina whimpered. “I’m trying to measure unstable compounds and now I’m trying not to cry inside my visor.”

      “Just know that I love you Sabrina,” John chuckled. “I love and appreciate everything you do. When this is over, I’m taking you, Emily and Casey. We’re going to go somewhere nice, spend some quality time together. Okay?”

      “Okay,” she squeaked.

      John closed the channel and stepped out onto the roof, where the Twirly Whirly was waiting. As if on cue, the glowing form of Sirius flew up the side of the building. She hovered in place, spotting John on the roof, before gesturing at the aircraft.

      “Climb in. We’re not going far,” John pointed.

      She dropped through the open cockpit and settled in the seat, while John leaped with his suit into the seat beside hers. She buckled in as John sat down and the Twirly Whirly began to wind up.

      “John, seismic activity has increased,” Aura told them both. “I have also detected movement to the north.”

      “Fuck,” John swore.

      “That sounds definitely like we’re being attacked,” Sirius frowned.

      “Aura, you’re going to play crane for the pesticide as soon as Sabrina is done with it. Right now, get Titan to the north, send him some assistance. If you can put a weapons system on the Piggy Wiggy, do so.”

      “We have to talk about your ability to name things,” Sirius shook her head.

      “Take it up with Sabrina,” John shrugged.

      “What about Rover?” Aura asked.

      John frowned for a moment. Then looked at Sirius. She was staring at him blankly, and John had to wonder if that was in poor taste, before shaking his head. “Use a drone. Standard practice. Take it outside the walls and drop him off. I want you in control, though.”

      “At once, John,” Aura accepted.

      John slumped in the seat as the Twirly Whirly flew towards a group of flashing red and blue lights on the south end of the city.

      “Rover sounds different to the rest of them,” Sirius pondered aloud. “What does rover do?”

      John sighed and shook his head. “I haven’t brought Rover out since…”

      Sirius froze, then glanced at John. “Since it killed Pinnacle?”

      John nodded. “I more or less retired it. He’s been guarding the housing unit you were living in for a while.”

      “Wow,” she frowned. “You took me seriously, huh?”

      “Why would I NOT take you seriously?” John snorted.

      Sirius smirked and shook her head. “It’s crazy how things turn out.”

      “You’re telling me,” John looked towards the flashing lights. “Not only am I the world’s most wanted man. But I’m also the undisputed ruler of Capitol City, I have the shining star herself, Sirius, acting as my second and I’m on my way to help the police force deal with an unknown threat while Pinnacle’s replacement attempted to set off a doomsday device.”

      “When you say it like that, you almost sound like the reasonable one,” Sirius joked.

      “Should I do it?” John asked.

      “Do what?” Sirius asked.

      John turned to her and made sure she was looking at him. “Surrender.” She opened her mouth as if to immediately agree, before pausing. “Yeah,” John chuckled. “That’s what I’m thinking too.”

      “You said you would,” Sirius mumbled softly.

      “I said I’d surrender for a fair trial,” John agreed. “What hope do I have of that, when Blaze isn’t being brought in on a million charges of attempted murder? What about my charge of remaining hidden all these years? I’ve caused property damage, sure. But I’ve also exposed countless white-collar criminals. Remember the homeless shelter that was taken down as a slave ring?”

      “Yes,” Sirius growled. “I was personally involved with that one.”

      “Exactly,” John shook his head. “If someone wants to fairly trial me, I’d be happy to surrender to it. I’m just not sure that such a thing really exists. Trial by whom? My peers? Most people think I’m a monster, even while I’m saving their lives. Will my right to an impartial jury be withheld? How would they prove themselves impartial?”

      “We could do a special trial. Just you, the evidence, and a judge,” Sirius suggested.

      John nodded. “That might work. Depending on the judge.”

      “You don’t think a judge would be impartial?” Sirius asked.

      “I think that I received an anonymous message, suggesting I collect a commercial pesticide in great quantities, through the secure communications the various cells of The Agency use,” John glanced at Sirius. “I’m not blaming you for The Agency’s problems. But I’m not about to throw myself at their feet for judgment. Not when there’s clearly more going on than any of us thought.”

      Sirius didn’t say anything more as John piloted the Twirly Whirly into position. Aura held the craft in a hover and opened the cockpit. Sirius was the first out, glowing brightly as she hovered into view of the nervous officers on the ground. John was a moment behind, sailing out and using his ducted jets to bring himself swiftly to the ground.

      “Darksite sir,” an officer nodded. “Chief Franklin is this way.”

      Darksite looked up, seeing Sirius hovering overhead. She was doing her job already. She was the beacon. Whatever information he got, he could relay it straight to her in a flash. So Darksite took the offer and started moving through the barricades towards a spot where he could see a van parked. Which was when the ground rumbled. Everyone froze in place, before an audible cracking sound split the air.

      “BACK!” Darksite shouted as he activated his suit to hold himself if the ground collapsed. “EVERYONE GET BACK!”

      Sirius flew over to a spot, and Darksite saw a section of the ground dipping in. It was a parking lot, and even before his eyes, a parked car pitched in and fell into a void. Only for something bright yellow to shoot out of it.

      “Oh shit,” he froze.

      One more shot out, doing a loop, and Darksite looked up at Sirius as she raised her hands. Darksite hadn’t thought for a moment it could be wasps. Burrowing species were rare. How they’d gotten this far, he didn’t know. Airborne insects were dangerous, and these were amplified with the enhanced gene. They were about the length of an arm and appeared to be just as agile in their enlarged state as their original surviving counterparts.

      Sirius unleashed her plasma straight into the hole. The heat caused the air to shudder, and she held the power for a few long moments, before letting it slow to a trickle. Only the humming in the air didn’t stop. It got louder.

      “DO IT AGAIN!” Darksite shouted.

      Sirius threw her arms out to gather herself as a flaming figure launched from the hole. Blaze slammed into her, knocking her from the sky. Following after in his wake was a swarm of wasps. The terrified officers opened fire into the air as millions of insects began to converge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 15

          

        

      

    

    
      “EVERYONE GET BACK!” Darksite roared.

      His suit amplified his voice, making the closest officers cringe and cover their ears. John was already moving. He could see Chief Franklin trying to order his men to retreat. Without the Chief, this city would be even harder to keep under wraps, so Darksite rushed to his side. A wasp flew down landing on an officer’s back. The giant insect drove its stinger into the officer’s back, making him howl in pain. Chief Franklin drew his sidearm, and blew the insect in half, as the rest of the swarm descended.

      Darksite shoved his way forward and grabbed Chief Franklin. The man whirled around and locked eyes with the mechanical helmet of the known villain and looked down at the injured officer. He frothed at the mouth, while his body jerked horribly.

      “We need to help him!” Chief Franklin shouted over the incessant buzzing.

      “You first!” Darksite hauled the Chief over his shoulder. “EVACUATE NOW!” Darksite ordered, before leaping back towards the parked squad cars. “Aura, activate the emergency response. Lock the city down!”

      “At once, John!” she replied.

      Darksite landed by the first car and checked the handle. To his relief it opened and Darksite physically shoved Chief Franklin into the passenger seat.

      “You need to help them!” he roared.

      “I’ll do what I can, but if you get out of this car, I’ll handcuff you in the trunk!” Darksite slammed the door shut and turned back to the chaos.

      The officers were moving at least. There were a handful on the ground, screaming and frothing under the weight of multiple wasps. Others were running for the nearby buildings, while the rest were coming towards the cars. Sirens broke out over the city and Darksite looked up as a flash of light caught his attention. Sirius threw a kick, trailing with glowing plasma, while Blaze ducked and weaved around her.

      The wasps swarmed them both, but the immense heat they created formed a protective bubble. Darksite could end it with a clean shot, but the two enhanced were moving too rapidly. Aura might be able to wait for a good moment, but that would take time. Time where the wasps could do their work and more people would die.

      “Aura, how is the pesticide coming along?” Darksite asked as he plucked the latest rendition of a shocky lance from his hip.

      “Sabrina has abandoned her attempts to create an aerosol, and is now mixing an explosive compound to blast it into fine particles,” Aura said.

      Darksite grunted as a wasp flew right at him. With a casual flick of his wrist, Darksite swatted the insect away, before giving a second a similar treatment. Both bugs, whether from the impact or the high-voltage electric current, fell lifeless to the ground.

      “I have a better idea,” Darksite growled.
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        * * *

      

      “I always wanted to fight you,” Blaze laughed.

      Sirius sneered. “You’re doing a useless fucking job of it.”

      Throwing a punch, a blast of plasma washed out, just as Blaze darted back out of range once more. The man was infuriating. Sirius had seen him beat new recruits who mouthed off at him. Even a few of the more experienced members of The Agency had fallen afoul to the cocky enhanced fists. Having him duck and weave around every punch and kick was not how Sirius expected things to go. It was almost like he was deliberately keeping her on the move.

      “Your time in the limelight has made you predictable,” Blaze laughed as he dodged a kick aimed for his head. “I’ve been watching the way you move for years!”

      Sirius growled and pulled back, before pulsing a wave of plasma from all directions. The wave of plasma caused the very air to shriek, as hundreds of wasps were vaporized instantly. Sirius wound back her power, so that she didn’t hit any buildings, or the normals far below. Even just that would have been painful for anyone still directly beneath her.

      What she wasn’t expecting was for Blaze to burst through the fading remains of her attack, swinging a long, dark club. She threw up a hand, catching the blow aimed for her face. It clunked, and Sirius screamed as she felt something break. Her body was tough, but not impervious to harm, and Blaze somehow got through her attack unharmed.

      “Lucky bitch,” Blaze laughed. “I was sure that you’d write me off.”

      Sirius breathed hard as she clutched her injured arm to her chest. Blaze’s uniform was scorched. He’d obviously gone through the heat. She didn’t think his original powerset would let him withstand temperatures as high as she could produce. But then, the club was new as well. Mad Scientists were rare, but if he had access to one…

      “You like it?” Blaze held up the club. “See, the secret to fighting you isn’t some new tech, or a special power.”

      “What is it?” Sirius grimaced.

      Blaze laughed. “Honestly, I just asked for a bat, covered in something that would disperse heat. They said some shit about aerogels and composite layers. All I care about is that it fucking worked!” He cheered. “How’s that arm, by the way?”

      Sirius screamed and fired a jet of plasma directly at Blaze’s smug face.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s going on?” Overwatch asked as she stepped into the kitchen.

      Emily spun around. She was going out of her mind with worry. Everything she thought about brought up different possibilities. Acting caused problems, remaining hidden in the lair caused problems. It was all too much and with Casey down in the lab with Sabrina, she was feeling lonely until Overwatch stepped into the kitchen.

      “Hey,” Overwatch crossed over and hugged Emily tightly. “It’s okay.”

      “It’s not,” Emily shook her head. “It’s really, really not.”

      “We’re safe here, aren’t we?” Overwatch crooned.

      “It’s not me I’m worried about,” Emily shook her head.

      Overwatch frowned. “I’m not sure we knew each other very well back in The Agency. You’re Sage, aren’t you?”

      Emily nodded. “There’s so much going on. Every time I focus and think about trying to help… I’ve felt myself die, alongside the others, so many, many times.”

      Overwatch grimaced and shook her head. “Okay, then don’t think about that.”

      “How can I not?” Emily stamped her foot. “What good is my power, if I can’t go out and help them?”

      “Because helping them isn’t helping.” Overwatch shook her head. “Seriously, isn’t this your thing? Why not find something else to think about?”

      “My power only involves me,” Emily shook her head. “If I don’t plan to go out and help, it doesn’t work.”

      “Then don’t go out there and help them,” Overwatch suggested.

      Emily growled and pulled away. “Then what if they die, anyway?”

      “Then help yourself!” Overwatch snapped.

      Emily paused, then looked around. “What?”

      “You said that going out to help them gets you, them, or both killed, right?” Overwatch asked. “So… What about me?”

      “You want to go out and help them?” Emily frowned.

      “Fuck no,” Overwatch snorted. “I’m a big fucking cloud. Even then, Blaze would probably scorch my ass. No, what I mean is if you go out there and try to help them. It all fucks up. What if you go out with me?”

      Emily frowned before diving into a new scenario. It wasn’t visions as such. More like feelings with impressions. She could sense what would happen and…

      “I have it!” Emily jerked suddenly, making Overwatch yelp at the sudden shout. “The rookies!”

      “The kids?” Overwatch frowned.

      Emily nodded. “They were fine holding back the wolves when they had cover. Individually, they’re not all that dangerous. Most of them have some kind of offensive power. They just lacked structure and a base of operations when they bumped into the pack!”

      Overwatch tilted her head. “So… You’re going to send them out to fight the wolves?”

      “Aura, can you drop the piggy wiggy outside the walls near Rover?” Emily asked.

      “That is possible,” Aura answered.

      “Great,” Emily grinned. “Overwatch. I want you on the ground. Turn into a cloud, you’re playing distraction. I’m going to give them something to think about. Aura, I want you to get the rookies to the wall. Tell them what’s coming, and use Overwatch to relay information.”

      “I didn’t agree to this!” Overwatch snapped.

      “And yet, you’re going to do it,” Emily grinned. “Because if you don’t, many, many people are going to die. We don’t need to fight all the wolves. We just need to slow them down long enough for Sabrina to deal with the wasps.”

      “Wasps?” Overwatch frowned. “What wasps?”
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        * * *

      

      “Darksite, what do we do?” Titan roared into the phone.

      He could see the swarm from his front door. Jace and Susan were with him. The latter was in his mother’s arms, while she warily shuffled from foot to foot.

      “Get Susan to a shelter!” Darksite snapped. “Then… Fuck, I… Hold up.”

      “Hold up?” Titan snapped, but the line went dead. “FUCK!”

      “Sam, what did he say?” Susan grabbed his arm.

      “Shelter.” Titan turned and looked at them both. “Grab a bag, get a change of clothes. You’ve got a minute.”

      “Here,” Susan passed Jace over.

      Titan held his son while Susan rushed about. From her days as the partner of a bone headed idiot villain, she had a bug out bag already set up. It was far more than Titan had said they’d need, but this was literally what it was for. She raced into the laundry and ripped open the cupboard. The bag was stuffed in the back, and she swept a stack of paper towels out of the way before grabbing it.

      “What are you–” Titan frowned as he saw her pull the bag out. “What’s that?”

      “What we need, let’s go!” Susan pulled the bag over her shoulder.

      Titan looked from Susan to Jace and nodded. “Follow.”

      They rushed outside, and Susan jogged along beside her man. Jace hid his face in his father’s shoulder as they moved towards the swarm. They were close enough. Susan could see the individual wasps moving out. There was screaming coming from up ahead. The sirens blared on occasion, and it was obvious that this was a true emergency. Nobody was messing about, and cars were more of a liability than an aid at this point. This was a city. If traffic banked up, people got out and walked. Which meant that soon, Titan with his family were wading through groups of people either heading towards their nearest shelter, or away from it, in search of loved ones.

      The entrance was in view and there was a police officer waving for people to come in. Titan grinned before his phone buzzed once more. With a grunt, Titan pulled it out and saw it was Darksite. He had half a mind to let it ring out, but then…

      “Yeah?”

      “North wall. There’s going to be a bunch of rookies fighting a pack of wolves,” Darksite huffed.

      “How many wolves are we talking?” Titan slowed outside the shelter entrance.

      “Hundreds,” Darksite grunted. “Literally, hundreds. Sage is out there, along with Overwatch. She’s got a handle on things, but she needs someone reliable in case she needs a heavy hitter.”

      “My family–”

      “Sam, I swear to god, if he’s telling you he needs you, you better fucking do it!” Susan snapped.

      Titan pulled the phone away and turned back to Susan. “My priority is you and Jace.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Susan snapped. “Because last time I checked, you’re still trying to find your own place!”

      “You know what I am!” Titan shouted as several people suddenly pulled away.

      “Yes!” Susan shouted back. “You’re a wonderful father! A passionate lover and the ONLY man I will ever forgive for the shit you put me through EVERY DAY!”

      Titan frowned. “Put you through?”

      “You think it’s easy putting up with you being a pig-headed moron every day?” Susan snapped. “Do you even love me?”

      “OF COURSE I DO!” Titan roared before freezing.

      Susan stood up on the tips of her toes and kissed the side of his jaw. “That wasn’t so hard, now was it?”

      Titan sighed and looked at Jace, who was looking between his parents in shock. “Sorry buddy.” Titan gave him a cuddle.

      “Now,” Susan smiled. “Give me our son, then go do whatever it is that Darksite needs you to do.”

      “But–”

      “And when you get back. You’re going to take me home, and we’re going to have a long talk about how you’re a permanent fixture in OUR home. Got it?”

      Titan looked at her and sighed. “I could hurt you.”

      “Like you’re hurting Jace right now?” Susan snorted. “Or the other night, when you⁠—”

      “AH! Ah yayayaya!” Titan waved his hand in her face. “Children present.”

      “Exactly,” Susan grinned. “So do me a favor. And when this is over, give me another one. Jace wants a sister.”

      “Please, daddy?” Jace perked up at Susan’s words.

      Titan grit his teeth and rubbed his forehead with his free hand. “How did I get lucky enough to find a woman like you?”

      “You didn’t,” Susan smirked as she plucked Jace from his arms. “I found you.”

      Titan felt the swat on his ass as the sassy woman stormed past. The officer gave her a strange look, clearly having heard everything. He let her pass without incident, though, and Titan took a deep breath. Before picking up the phone once more.

      “Your ride will be there in about ten seconds,” Darksite said, before hanging up.

      Titan frowned, before the sounds of the Twirly Whirly came from the north.
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        * * *

      

      John was standing amongst a pile of dead bugs. They were everywhere. And it was making it hard to move about on the roof. Twice now, Aura had intervened to prevent a fall as Darksite had slipped on a fluid covered carapace. The shocky lance, with its latest improvements, had survived so far. And the officers who could be saved had been.

      At the end of this, there were still a dozen corpses down there wearing uniforms. Twice, that number would hopefully survive as soon as they received some kind of medical attention. The venom, whatever it was, acted fast. If the victim didn’t immediately froth at the mouth and collapse, they screamed like they were on fire. Of the two, Darksite wasn’t sure which he’d prefer, but the consistent screaming coming from the ones indoors meant they were at least still alive.

      “John, I think we’re ready,” Sabrina announced. “We’re bringing it up to the loading dock.”

      “Great,” Darksite sighed gratefully, before flinching at the flash of light from Sirius once more. Truthfully, he was concerned for her. The fight had gone on far longer than he thought necessary. Which pained him, as there was an obvious lull earlier where he could have ended it, but was distracted by helping a pair of officers get their wounded colleague into the back of a squad car.

      “John, I need to warn you. This is toxic to humans as well. If we just blow this into the air, it’s going to linger for a while,” she continued.

      John didn’t respond straight away as he batted a trio of wasps aside. Even now, more were coming from the hole. It was an endless wave of likely millions.

      “We’ve two options,” John said. “Detonate aboveground and risk everyone in the vicinity, but definitely kill all the wasps that have escaped the nest. Or detonate it inside the nest, and we’re still stuck with several thousand wasps roaming about in the city.”

      “Shit, that’s a bad option either way,” Sabrina sighed. “I’d suggest the nest. Can Sirius help with the flyers?”

      John looked up at the fighting supers and sighed. “Let’s count her out for now. She’s having trouble with Blaze.”

      Sabrina groaned. “I’ll see what–”

      “Excuse me,” an alluring voice came over the communications.

      “Succubi, we’re a little busy. Shouldn’t you be taking shelter?” John said quickly.

      “My pets are safe,” Succubi confirmed. “However, I believe I could be of assistance.”
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        * * *

      

      “I admit–” THUNK THUNK “– I had this pictured differently in my head!” Sage squealed as she ran over another wolf, making that horrible thunk sound as their skull slammed into the front of the piggy wiggy.

      “It’s working,” Overwatch said in an amused tone.

      “It’s gross!” Sage shuddered as she ran over yet another wolf.

      The animals were going crazy. Overwatch bursting into cloud had confused the creatures. To add to their confusion, Emily was now out driving through the surrounding area. With Aura’s help to dodge the trees, she was causing havoc using Rover as a waypoint to keep her on target in the dense, ground-level cloud.

      “Greek is almost in position,” Aura informed both the ladies.

      “Great, once he gives the word, bring me back to the lair and then transport it to Greek so I can join them.” Sage scanned for future possibilities before nodding to herself.

      “What am I supposed to do?” Overwatch asked.

      Sage frowned. She let Aura take over driving for a moment while she thought about future options, before nodding. “Your best work is your namesake,” Sage said. “If… If you can help me predict where the wolves are coming from, we can help prevent them getting past us.”

      “What?” Overwatch complained. “You want me to stretch myself out along the wall or something?”

      “Exactly,” Sage grinned. “And between the two of us, we can keep track of the whole pack!”

      “One problem,” Overwatch sighed. “I can’t get to the wall on my own.”

      Sage nodded to herself before delving into her power once more. “When I tell you. Shift back and be ready to climb aboard.”

      “Where I reform is pretty dense with wolves,” Overwatch observed.

      “That’s why we have to do this quickly,” Sage grinned as she turned the piggy wiggy towards the center of the cloud. “Just be ready, and do exactly as I say.”
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        * * *

      

      Sirius panted as Blaze swung his club. She pulled back, barely avoiding the blow, before his fist flew out and struck her shoulder. The blow wasn’t much, but it jostled her broken arm, and Sirius cried out in pain as she recoiled.

      “Just give up!” Blaze laughed. “You expend more power than I do. The moment you can’t keep going, I’ll kick your ass one way or another. Do as you’re told, and I’ll make sure the box they keep you in is a comfortable one.”

      “Go to hell,” Sirius snarled. “You’re a monster, worse than Darksite ever was!”

      “I’m doing what is best for everybody!” Blaze roared as he flew in with his bat.

      It was a ridiculous situation to be stuck in. Against any other enhanced, Sirius could hold them off with blasts of plasma. Even Blaze wasn’t immune to the heat she could produce. At least, not without the upgrades to his outfit. The club was just the cherry on the cake of shit she had found herself in, and with Darksite stuck on the roof of a building far below, there was little he could do to help.

      “After I’m done with you,” Blaze grinned. “I’m going to fly down there. Find your little boy toy. And see how long it takes to boil a man in a tin suit.”

      “That’s not how The Agency operates!” Sirius yelled as she threw out a kick, streaking with glowing plasma.

      It was slower than her usual strikes, and Blaze dodged back. Before swinging his bat. Sirius spun violently as she felt the weapon strike her knee. The burst of pain shot through her, and for a moment, she lost sense of reality. Tumbling through the air, she heard John’s voice before surging angrily. One arm down, and now her leg, Sirius howled in rage, sending a white hot beam of pure plasma right at Blaze. He laughed as he covered his face to deflect the worst of the plasma away from his exposed body.

      “That’s it!” Darksite cheered. “Just keep him distracted while we plant the bomb!”

      Sirius could feel her strength waning and grit her teeth. “Please hurry.”
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        * * *

      

      John spotted the change as soon as it started. The chaotic swarming of the wasps, suddenly pulling in a singular direction, wasn’t obvious at first. Up until Sabrina in the Twirly Whirly started lowering the vacuum device into the nest, the insects had still been swarming to the surface. Now, those who were already out and about were heading towards the armored figure of Succubi, standing on a roof a short distance away.

      It was a tight thing. Barely more than some metal sheeting around an exoskeleton. It didn’t really fit her, but it was all they had to keep the wasps from killing her. John was just relieved to see her idea was working. The speculation since Blaze came from within the nest was that they considered him to be the queen. If that was the case, his flames would have destroyed whatever he was using for scent, and the wasps were now looking for a new queen. Which Succubi could mimic, with a simple burst of her aura.

      The wasps, furious at their perceived attack on the nest and queen, were now being drawn towards the villain and, for the most part, completely ignoring all else.

      “Just a little longer Sirius,” John pleaded. “Sabrina, how’s the bomb?”

      “Almost there,” she answered. “It just needs to get low enough that when it detonates, it doesn’t cause a cave in.”

      John grit his teeth and waited. Sirius’s attack fizzled out, and John watched Blaze rush her once more. He could see, even from here, that she was badly injured. Aura had tried scanning him. He was much the same as he was. But that suit he was wearing had a different pattern than his usual one. Someone had helped set him up specifically to fight Sirius.

      “Can we hurry this along? These little bastards aren’t difficult to control, but there’s about a bazillion of them,” Succubi complained.

      “Any moment now,” John whispered.

      “BOMB SET!” Sabrina cheered as the Twirly Whirly pulled away.

      John waited until she was clear, before turning to look at Sirius. “NOW!”

      There was a dull thud below the ground. It echoed softly, and John could only hope that it worked. Using the vacuum to condense the pesticide, before exploiting that same structural integrity with a set explosive to vaporize the liquid instantly without the use of a heavy explosive, was the best he could hope for. With Succubi holding the wasps in position, Sirius was up next. She dropped under a swing of Blaze’s bat, and John raised his rifle in preparation.

      Sirius spun around, throwing out a quick pulse, before screaming as she hurled a wide wave of plasma right for the building. It was an office block, and the civilians inside had evacuated to the basement. The building likely wouldn’t survive, but as long as John moved quickly, the people would have plenty of time to escape before the building burned down to the lower floors.

      As planned, the wave of plasma washed down, spreading out and losing some of its power. Which meant nothing to the delicate wings of the angry insects. It washed over them, sizzling their bodies and making them drop like flies.

      “Fuck me, that’s hot!” Succubi yelped as she rushed to the side and leaped. John saw her tumbling and inside her armor, she couldn’t fly. So it was up to him. With Aura’s help to pump his legs, John leaped. If not for the anti-gravity generator, it would have been impossible. But he made the distance in record time, as Succubi slammed into his chest. He caught her and the two of them tumbled to the ground in a heap.

      “Get me out of this thing!” Succubi whined.

      “Right,” John sat up.

      This was one of the risks he’d thought of. As dead and dying insects fell around them, he pried open the armor. Succubi was tough, but not against heat. She popped out as her hair steamed. There were red welts on her skin and she made an angry hiss as she pulled herself free.

      “You owe me for this one,” she complained as she looked herself over.

      “Yes,” Darksite nodded. “Yes, I do. First for Deep Blue, and now for this.”

      Succubi rolled her eyes before freezing as she spotted something. Darksite turned and halted as he spotted Sirius, held by the neck to Blaze’s front. He had the bat of his tucked under her chin, and from the way her eyes rolled, she had completely exhausted herself in that final blast, giving him the option to capture her.

      “I win!” Blaze laughed. “Get out of the suit, or I break her neck.”

      “Succubi?” Darksite urged.

      “Not enough,” she whimpered. “I wasted a lot of power on the wasps. I could make him think I was attractive, but maybe not enough to make him do something dumb enough to take advantage of.”

      “Fuck,” Darksite wore.

      “Well?!” Blaze shouted.

      Darksite sighed, before stepping backward out of the suit. The air was hot, and he felt his skin prickle as the building before him burned.

      “What do you want?” John asked.

      “To be the hero,” Blaze grinned.

      He released Sirius. And to John’s horror, she fell like a rock. Without a second thought, he shoved the suit forward. Aura, torn between staying with John, or rushing to catch Sirius, felt the physical push and leaped into action. John watched the suit go, as Blaze wound up with a blast of flames.

      “Go,” John told Succubi.

      “You’ll die,” she hissed.

      And Kitten slammed into Blaze’s back. He howled as she tore her claws down his back, shredding his uniform as gravity dragged her down towards the earth. Blaze tumbled as she came free, before righting himself. He burst into flames as he stared down at her. He sent a blast of flames to end her, but she deftly dived out of the way. John stared in horror as he forced her further back against the wall of the now engulfed office building.

      “Say goodbye!” Blaze cackled as Sabrina ran out of places to flee.

      “Goodbye!” Sirius choked, before sending a rather pitiful, but fully formed blast of plasma, right into Blaze’s exposed back.

      He shrieked as her power burned deeply into his flesh, before tumbling to the ground in a heap.

      John and Sabrina both snapped their eyes at Sirius, who was leaning against John’s suit. She gave John a smile before slumping limply in place.
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        * * *

      

      The soft beeps of the machinery droned in John’s ears. Sirius’s limp form remained still. The tube in her throat forcing air into her lungs made the whole visual so much worse. She was done. Beaten. Broken. Battered and yet…

      “Why can’t I just hate you?” John gently squeezed her hand. “Hating you would be so much easier than this.”

      She had been unconscious for days. The expenditure of her power, plus the broken limbs. Blaze had done a terribly amount of damage. The doctors said she would recover in time, but even they had no real idea about why she had yet to awaken. All John could do was wait.

      “That’s probably the point though, isn’t it?” John sighed. “He wouldn’t have hated you. No… No he gave it all, to make sure everything, including you got out safe.” John smiled, thinking of his bother. The pain, clashed horribly with the memory of his death. The screams would haunt him until his dying breath, but not once did he beg, plead or question the cruelty he was forced to endure.

      “I don’t know if you can hear me, Selena,” John nodded to himself. “I don’t care how fucked up you are. You owe it to him. Don’t you dare ruin it now. I’ve a full life to live while I decide whether or not to hate you with all my being and I can’t do that if you’re dead.”

      John flinched as the warm hand in his grip squeezed back. John looked at her still digits, before looking up into her face. She was still unconscious… Or at least she looked like she was.

      “We’re all waiting for you to wake up,” John stood, letting her hand slip free of his own. “There’s going to be so much for you to fix when you finally get your ass back to The Agency.”

      “It won’t be that bad,” Aura announced through the hospital’s PA system. “Also, Sabrina has asked for permission to hire a tanner. She mentioned a desire for a jacket.”

      John smirked, and shook his head.

      “Give my kitten what she wants.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WORD FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello, and thank you for reading my book. Independent authors like myself live and die by our ratings, from wonderful readers such as yourself.

      

      So please, If you enjoyed this story, give it 5 stars and drop a review. Even the words "Good job" will help tremendously.

      

      All the best

      Monty
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        A succubus.

        A Griffon.

        A Neko

        A Slime.

        A Nightmare.

      

      

      

      
        
        On their own, it sounds like a lot. And you'd be right. Calon is way over his head. Juggling the needs of his summons, against the needs of the farm, Calon has found himself in hot water.

        Carted before the Brisbane Magistrate, it's up to Calon and his lovers to prove his innocence. Thankfully, he's made enough friends, that his guilt is brought into question. Rather than face the gallows, Calon is given an opportunity.

        All he needs to do?

      

        

      
        Is to summon someone familiar!

      

        

      
        https://www.amazon.com.au/dp/B0CQGKBMDF
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      He never expected to meet a goddess. Let alone in a dark alley after work. Left with a mortal wound, he takes the only available option, and wakes up in a fantastical world, with a fantastical new body. With a rather specific physical surprise.

      

      The wilds are dangerous here. Monsters roam the trees, and civilization thrives behind protective walls. There, our hero finds the Mage's Guild, and a path towards healing magic.

      

      Thrust into a day of horrific violence, our mage is struck by a crisis of conscience. A turning point to strike out on her own.

      

      It's time for a new beginning.

      

      Contains adult elements not suitable for children, involving a futa MC with a taste for attractive women and the occasional stat sheet.

      

      https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CPL6H1PM

      



  






      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Alrighty then. Please take a seat. Is this everyone? No? Then TOO BAD!

      "Wenrith, really?"

      Don't hate the playa! Anywho, where was I? OH YEAH! So there's this big guy named Gadriel. Real stick in the mud if you know what I'm saying.

      "Wenny--"

      He gone and got himself bit, like a dumb--

      "Do it properly, and I'll give you a burrito..."

      Gadriel was bitten by a human child which turned him into a therian. Which is a kind of werewolf for your earthlings. Then fell madly in love with the beautiful Geppa the end give me burrito!

      "Sigh."

      What? You told me to gloss over the Titan attack and the thing with the weird soul-bomb. Gimme burrito!

      

      https://www.amazon.com.au/dp/B0CMJNNXCS
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        Ask and ye shall receive!

      

      

      

      
        
        Kevin is back, and so are his kitties! Experience new... well not quite thrills, but for poor Kevin, things get a tad dicey.

      

      

      

      
        
        When things heat up, and Kevin finds himself overwhelmed. It might just be time to get away and reflect on what life has become. Which is a perfect way to bring a few additions to the family!

      

      

      

      
        
        So if you like kitties, slice of life and happy endings, this sequel is just about purrrrfect!

      

        

      
        https://www.amazon.com.au/dp/B0CJWQSSGL

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOK FORMATTING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Book formatting at a reasonable price.

        The person who formatted this book and all of the Montgomery Quinn books!

      

        

      
        “I make your words look pretty.”

      

      

      

      
        
        https://www.nmalone.net/bookformatting

        https://www.fiverr.com/share/vdQVkN
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