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This book is dedicated to my wife.

 

Hey look! It only took eighteen years for me to discover my passion,
thank you for sticking with me long enough for me to find it. Love ya.

That’s my baby.<waddle waddle>

Hi, I know these things are usually talked about at the end of a book, and I’m going to mention it there as well, but I just wanted to ask you a favor before you get started. Basically, I wanted to ask you ahead of time if you’d be so kind as to leave a review of this book on Amazon if you enjoy it. Unfortunately, it’s a fact that the only way a book gets found is if there’s a bunch of reviews for it. No reviews = no sales. And no sales means it’s more difficult to afford the time needed to write. Not that I won’t keep writing, but reviews could mean the different between being another book in this series or me focusing on other books.

In other words, it means the difference between having a new book in a few months or a few years. The same can be said for any of the authors you like, so if you like their work, leave review for them as well.

If for no other reason, you let us know you like what you read. Thanks in advance and enjoy the story.

 

Click here to leave a review. If this isn’t a link yet, then it means you got this book before I could copy the link down. Thanks for that :)

 

Prologue

 

“What do we have?”

Kaitlyn glanced over as the Colonel strode into the command center.

“It’s pretty bad, sir. This feed is broadcasting on live TV,” she said, gesturing at a screen.

The scene on the display showed what appeared to be brick-red colored robot, but upon closer inspection, the face leering up at the circling news helicopter revealed a cyborg who's shiny metallic skull was only partially covered by tautly stretched skin.

“Do we have any eyes on the target, and do we have any idea who we’re dealing with?”

Kaitlyn tapped a technician on the shoulder.

“Only a couple micro UAVs so far. The target’s name is Cutter. According to our records, he’s been active for at least the past fifteen years.”

The technician tapped a few buttons, changing the display on the screen.

“Based off the thermographic imaging from the UAVs, seems he’s gotten upgrades since the last database entry from around ten years ago.”

The technician gestured toward a multicolored display of the cyborg. The image showed a majority of Cutter was significantly cooler than the surrounding air. The only spots that showed any significant heat patterns were his face and several protrusions on the outside edge of his forearms.
What held everyone’s attention though was the women screaming in terror while the cyborg dangled her over the edge of the roof. Rescuing the woman from a seventy-odd story drop successfully would be extremely difficult without alerting the public to the existence of people with what could only be termed super powers.

Kaitlyn caught the Colonel running his fingers through his hair. She thought he silently mouthed the words 'It can’t be' before shaking his head slightly, turning back toward the technician and asking more questions.

“Do we know who he works for? maybe what they want? That type of advanced tech should limit who has the resources to upgrade him, especially since he’s been around for the better part of two decades.”

“Nothing concrete sir.”

“Why aren’t I hearing anything?”

The technician cleared his throat nervously before typing on his keyboard again.

“Sorry about that sir.”

The technician pulled the headset off as he flipped a switch, routing the audio to the hidden speakers arranged around the room.

“—re you! I know you can hear me Newton. I’m getting tired of waiting for you. If you’re not here in the next thirty minutes, this woman’s death is going to be on your head!”

“Do we have a response team there yet?”

Kaitlyn cut the technician off before he had a chance to respond.

“Not yet, sir. I can get my team there within thirty minutes.”

The Colonel looked over toward where she was standing.

“Why are you still standing here then?”

Kaitlyn unconsciously swallowed before responding.

“Just waiting on your order, sir.”

“Make it twenty. Go,” he said, pointing to the door.

Spinning around, she strode toward the exit, starting to make plans in her head. The Colonel’s voice caused her to pause at the threshold.

“And next time major, don’t wait. Your delay may just cost that woman her life. If you’re going to lead a response team, you need to make some executive decisions on your own. Am I clear?”

“Crystal, sir.”

“Dismissed,” he said before turning back toward the technician, “Who, or what, is Newton?”

Kaitlyn spun around again, only breaking into a run after the doors closed behind her. Tapping her throat mic, she paused for a second, allowing the command channel to notify her team to open a link.

“We’re up people, we leave in five.”

 

Chapter 1

 

The sound of the wind chimes brought a smile to his face while the smell of bacon and eggs greeting him as he stepped through the doorway, making his mouth water. Small things like that, things that others seemed oblivious to or took for granted, always helped him stay grounded in the now. He let the door close behind him, cutting off all the road noise and smells of diesel exhaust. Looking around, he noted it seemed quieter than usual.  It was so quiet that, besides the noise coming from the TV, he could faintly hear the sounds of food cooking coming from the kitchen.

Walking toward the counter, he noticed most of the customers appeared to be staring intently at the TV attached to the ceiling. Shaking the drizzle of his duster, he realized everyone behind the counter was staring at the TV as well. The smell of something starting to burn reached his nose just as he reached the counter.

“Hey Barbara. What’s going on?”

He grinned slightly when the owner of the Crusty Kettle jumped slightly before turning his way.

“Mr. Rick! How you doin’ today sugar?” she said, coming around the counter to give him a hug.

Returning the hug, he tipped the brim of his trucker hat up slightly before gesturing toward the TV.

“What’s going on that has everyone glued to the idiot box today?”

Absently wiping her hands on the towel tucked into the front of her apron, she glanced back toward the TV.

“Oh, it’s so terrible Mr. Rick. There’s some madman at the Rapier building threatening to throw a woman off the top of the build. The cops are trying to negotiate with him, but the reporter is making it sound like they’re not having any luck.”

Looking up at the screen, he saw an out-of-focus image of the top of the building, a blurry red figure moving back and forth near the edge of the roof. From the angle, it looked like it was being filmed from ground level in front of the seventy-one story building.

“Yeah, that doesn’t sound good.”

But not my problem, either.

“Well look at you,” she said, studying him more intently.

“What,” he asked, looking down at himself.

She pointed to his clothes.

“You look like a cross between a trucker and a Viking.”

“Seriously?” he asked, raising an eyebrow while chuckling.

“Oh, I know. I’m gonna start calling you redneck Odin,” she said, her eyes twinkling with merriment.

Rick’s chuckle turned into a full-fledged laugh.

“Don’t make me smite you with my hammer.”

“Wrong god. You’re thinking of Thor…”

“Huh… I never was really that good with Norse mythology,” he said, sitting down as Barbara moved back behind the counter. Absently pulling out an order pad, she quickly stole a look at the TV screen before looking back at him.

“What can I getcha? Your usual or are you feeling adventurous today?”

“Think I’ll stick with some bacon, eggs, and toast. Gotta work the second shift, so need something that’ll stick with me.”

Grabbing the coffee pot, she filled the mug to the brim before setting it down in front of him. Bringing it up to his nose, he deeply inhaled the steam rising off the pungent black liquid. Taking a sip, he noticed Barbara had gotten distracted by the news report again.

“Has he made any demands yet?” he said, causing her to flinch again.

“That’s the odd thing hun. He keeps yelling something about bringing him a newton, but it seems weird for him to be demanding cookies at this point.”

“What did you say?” he snapped, suddenly locking on to the screen intently.

Barbara blinked in surprise at the sudden shift in his demeanor. Taking a deep breath, he let it out slowly before repeating his question. Clearing her throat slightly, she tentatively glanced back and for between him and the TV.

“He was demanding newtons. He’s threatening to drop his hostage if they don’t bring him some. He’s using some type of loudspeaker or megaphone, so even the people on the street can hear him.”

“Can you turn the sound up?” he asked, still staring at the screen intently.

“Uh… Sure… Hang on a sec.”

“—ot ten minutes left. Are you going to let this woman die because you’re too much of a coward to come out of hiding?”

The picture suddenly shifted to the camera crew in the helicopter, zooming in on the person responsible for the standoff.

“Cutter…”

“Did you say something sugar?” she asked as she turned back.

“Rick?”

Barbara glanced around, but he was nowhere to be seen.

 

 

§§§§§§§§§§§§

 

 

Rick scanned the area. He noticed the police had cordoned off the area directly beneath where Cutter had periodically dangled his hostage. Heaven forbid someone gets hit by a falling human projectile he thought sarcastically. Closing his eyes, he sent his awareness upward. It had been so long since he’d used his powers, he needed to close his eyes, reducing distractions, just so he could understand what he was seeing. In his mind’s eye, he knew where Cutter was standing. He’d moved away from the edge just before Rick had arrived. Listening to the reporter, he mentally noted he’d gotten there with about eight minutes to spare.

Moving a little slower than I used to. Guess I’ve gotten kinda rusty.

Continuing to scan, he determined that, besides the news helicopter overhead, there were a couple of tiny objects moving around that he couldn’t identify through the light drizzle. In fact, he’d almost missed them because of how tiny they were. After a few seconds of study, he decided they were probably just birds of some sort. The weather in San Sumer wasn’t doing him any favors. Not quite as bad as the weather in San Francisco an hour to the northwest, but still bad enough to make him question why he’d settled down in an area that rained nearly five months of the year. 

I shouldn’t be here. The police look like they have the situation under control. I need to leave before this situation gets worse.

Rick opened his eyes while turning away, preparing to leave when a kid’s voice caught his attention.

“Mommy, is that man going to hurt that lady?”

Looking around, he noticed a little blond-haired girl looking up hopefully at her mom.

“The police are here Sam, they won’t let anything happen to her.”

Rick could hear the doubt in the woman’s voice as she spoke to her daughter. The little girl’s concern for the hostage made him pause.

Damn it! I shouldn’t be getting involved.

Sighing, he partially closed his eyes and extending his senses upward again. Returning his focus toward Cutter, he glanced around with his partially opened eyes, checking to see if anyone was paying any attention to him. Confident nobody was looking his way, he slowly opened his hand, revealing a small metal ball about the size of a large striker marble. Without warning, it launched upward with the sound of a whip-crack. Everyone jumped and looked around for the source of the noise before looking back toward the rooftop. Rick guided the projectile, causing it to fly past Cutter’s face before dropping on the roof.

There you go you SOB. Now you know I’m here, so what the hell do you want. 

He sensed Cutter moving toward the edge of the rooftop again, carrying the hostage with him. His chest tightened as he opened his eyes fully to look upward.

“So you finally decided to join us! Catch!”

“You wouldn’t dare…” he whispered as the sound of Cutter’s voice echoed around the area.

The sudden scream told him otherwise.

 

Chapter 2

 

As the woman started falling, Rick moved. One minute he was stationary, the next instant he was flowing through the crowd in a blur. Reaching the barrier, he easily vaulted over it before coming to a stop. Absently, he sensed someone try to push him back, which he suspected was a cop. Instead of moving, he redirected the force of the push to the side, causing the person to stumble sideways before landing in a heap on the ground.

Damn it! My aura hasn’t expanded very far yet. Gotta time this right.

Time subjectively slowed to a crawl as he extended his senses outward again, feeling for the slightest pressure on his aura from the body rapidly approaching. He held his hand over his head in an effort to get additional reach with his aura. At the first brush of contact, he expanded his aura around the woman, his fingers lightly brushing the top of her head. With a thought, she instantly stopped falling. The ground under his feet exploded into a fine power as he sunk down into the sidewalk slightly. Moving his hand downward, he gently lowered her on the ground. She moaned slightly before passing out, most likely due to the terror she’d just gone through. He glanced over his shoulder, locking eyes with the cop who’d tried to stop him.

“Get her help.”

Glancing back up, he drew in all the kinetic energy he could sense surrounding him. For a split-second, everyone was frozen in place before they could move freely again. Focusing all the gathered energy, he tensed his body to jump. Without warning, his concentration was broken by someone trying to thrust a microphone in his face. Looking at the reporter, his eyes flashed with a blue-white light.

“BACK. UP.”

Using a tiny fraction of the energy he’d just collected, he created a bubble of kinetic energy around himself, causing everyone to be pushed away by the invisible force field. Gathering himself up again, he glanced toward the roof. He crouched down slightly before launching himself skyward, rapidly heading toward the rooftop.

As he rocketed upward, the wind whistling past his kinetic shield with a hiss, he debated whether he was going to just kill Cutter outright, which is what he promised last time he’d seen him, or whether he was going to give him a chance to explain himself. After all, the last time they’d seen each other, he’d torn off several of Cutter’s cybernetic limbs because he’d tried stopping Rick from leaving Maelstrom. Before he’d left, he’d warned Cutter that if he ever tried tracking him down, he’d put him into low Earth orbit. With that memory in mind, he’d regretted leaving him in one piece. Well, mostly one piece. That woman’s near death was a direct result of his previous decision along with anything else that might happen going forward. With that in mind, he redirected his momentum, instantly stopping his upward movement. Shifting direction, he slid forward slightly before lightly touched down on the edge of the roof.

“Cutter…”

Rick stood on the edge of the roof, waiting for the other man to respond. After a tense minute of staring each other down, the other man broke out in a grin.

“Hiya Newton, glad you decided to stop by…” 

 

 

§§§§§§§§§§§§

 

 

Kaitlyn heard her earpiece crackle to life.

“Where the hell are you HellKat!”

“We’re still five minutes out sir!”

Kaitlyn heard the Colonel swear under his breath slightly before he spoke again.

“We’re sending another response team to back you up. They should arrive on scene about the same time as you.”

“Understood sir.”

How had the situation degraded so quickly? According to the feed she’d been watching, they still had a couple minutes left based off what Cutter had been yelling. Instead, he’d dropped her after almost being hit by what appeared to be some type of metal ball. That left a big question mark in her mind. Who had tried shooting him? A sniper? Vigilante? She shook her head.

Need to worry about that later.

“How the other team arriving?”

She heard the earpiece click before a technician responded.

“The other team is approaching from the south via three armored carriers.”

She heard the Colonel start talking again after the technician finished.

“HellKat, we need to do damage control at this point. You’re free to engage upon arrival. Lethal force authorized to neutralize the threat. Be advised we’re also sending in a team from CK-Ultima to help people forget what they saw. Hopefully, we might be able to get to enough bystanders to muddy the waters before this event becomes national news.”

“Roger that sir.”

She heard him start talking to someone else over the open mic.

“Do those UAVs have any weapons onboard?”

“No sir, they’re strictly for obser—”

“Who the hell is that?”

Kaitlyn immediately snapped her attention back to the screen. Someone else was on the rooftop. She rewound the feed before playing it forward again, trying to understand what she was seeing. One moment the cyborg had been alone except for the other hostages he’d taken and secured to an antenna, the next moment there was someone standing on the edge of the roof, his back to the cameras.

Kaitlyn heard a bunch of yelling coming over the open mic.

“Where’d he come from? Did he teleport in?”

“Get that second UAV to the other side of the building. See if we can catch a shot of the new guy’s face. Run it through recognition and see if we can figure out who he is. Run thermographic analysis, see if we can figure out what he’s packing!”

“Turn up the audio, see if we can make out what they’re saying!”

The last bit of audio seemed to echo slightly due to the delay from her earpiece and the display in front of her.

“—o Newton, glad you decided to stop by…”

 

 

§§§§§§§§§§§§

 

 

Rick stepped off the ledge of the roof, slowly walking toward Cutter. Holding his hand out, the metal ball he’d launched up here sprung from the ground and flew rapidly through the air before coming to rest on his palm. The wind this high up caused his duster to billow out behind him before he smoothed it down with his power.

“Cutter… Do you remember what I told you last time I saw you? Give me one good reason not to turn you into a satellite?”

Rick watched warily as the other man held up his robotic hands in a placating gesture. The slight scent of oil and ozone drifted past him as the wind shifted direction.

“Newton, Newton, Newton…,” he said, shaking his head while making calming motions with his hands in front of him. “I’m not here to try and bring you back to the home team if that’s what you’re thinking. Oh, and the name’s Reaper now, not Cutter.”

As he talked, Reaper slowly started to back away.

“Then what are you here for exactly? And why did you drop the woman off the roof?”

“Well, I knew that you wouldn’t come if I’d just asked nicely. Besides, I knew she’d be fine if you were down there. Am I right?”

“My patience is running thin. Start talking or you’ll start dying, or what passes for you dying at this point.”

Reaper dropped his hands down to his sides for a moment before deciding to clasp them in front of his stomach instead. He turned slightly sideways as he appeared to think about what he was going to say next.

“Okay, okay. I thought we could do some catching up first, but if you’re in such a hurry, we can get down to why I wanted you here.”

As he was talking, Rick thought he could hear a high pitched whine over the wind and other noises, but he couldn’t determine where it was coming from. Glancing around quickly, he wondered if there was a threat he’d missed. Extending his senses, he felt something big approaching in the distance, but he wasn’t sure what it was exactly. Whatever it was, it wasn’t the source of the sound. Looking back at Reaper, he noticed the man smiling again.

“The reason I wanted you here wasn’t to trying and talk you into coming back.”

As he said it, Rick noticed the cyborg move slightly. He realized that the other man’s hand was starting to shimmer rapidly. He also realized it was also the source of the whine he’d heard.

“I convinced the people I work for that you could threaten our plans, but I just wanted to prove I’m better than you.”

 

Chapter 3

 

He reacted instantly, extending his senses in order to deflect whatever Reaper was trying to fire at him. Dodging to the right, the sudden burning pain in his left shoulder caught him by surprise. He hadn’t felt anything coming toward him before the pain had blossomed. He body react instantly, redirecting energy to start healing his injury.

Since his powers manifested so long ago, pain had become an unexpected experience, preventing him from consciously absorbing all the kinetic energy generated when he hit the ground behind the nearby A/C unit. It was something that used to happen automatically, but now that he’d allowed himself to become so weakened and out of practice, it took a conscious effort. Something he wasn’t used to.

It probably also had something to do with knowing, at least at some level, that it wasn’t a dangerous fall. Still, it managed to blast all the wind out of his lungs, leaving him gasping for breath. It’d been so long since he’d had the wind knocked out of him that it was all he could do to try crawling further away from Reaper while he struggled to get his lungs working again.

“How’d that feel Newton? Betcha you weren’t expecting that, were ya? A state-of-the-art IR laser. Nothing for you to absorb, reflect, or redirect!”

Rick sensed Reaper slowly walking toward him, almost casually. If he didn’t do something quickly, his opponent would clear the edge of the A/C he was hiding behind, giving him another clean shot at him. The only thing that had kept him alive up to this point was his reflexes and Reaper’s tendency to play with his targets before he killed them.

Absently, he realized he still held the metal ball he’d retrieved when he’d landed on the roof. A idea occurred to him as he struggled to regain control of his breathing. Holding his hand out, he waited until the last second before launching it with the kinetic force of a rail gun.

“Quite the difference since the last time, isn’t it,” he said, approaching the edge of Rick’s hiding spot. “There yo—”

The ball-bearing hit the other man high in the chest with a muted krump. The impact flung the cyborg backward, sailing through the air for several feet before hitting the gravel-covered surface and sliding almost twenty feet before violently coming to a stop at the raised roof ledge. Rick noticed the lip had buckled outward several inches at the point of the cyborg’s impact, but Reaper had managed to keep from traveling through the wall by throwing his arms wide at the last instant. Shaking his head, it took Reaper several attempts before he was able to extricate himself from the broken ledge and climb to his feet. Rick felt his mouth open in disbelief when the cyborg peeled the flattened projectile off of his chest plating, examining it before throwing it over the edge of the roof.

“Damn son! I’d forgotten how hard you can hit with those things.”

The other man pounded on his chest with his metallic hand as he continued.

“It’s a damn good thing they upgraded my chassis with an inertial dampener field generator or that bad boy would have shot clean through me.”

Rick struggled to his feet as he studied the man in front of him, his left arm dangling uselessly at his side. Still struggling to get his stunned diaphragm to work, he knew he wouldn’t be able to survive a direct blast of the laser.  As the man raised his hand toward him, Rick tried to reach out with his power to force the cyborg’s arm back down, but he felt his energy slide across the arm ineffectively. The only way he could describe it was like trying to grab something that was greasy. His powers couldn’t find anything to gain purchase on. Surprised, it took him too long to realize his mistake. Switching focus, he desperately looked for a place to take cover. Making matters worse, in spite of only minor use of his powers, Rick could feel the pressure starting to grow behind his eyes, making it even more difficult to concentrate. Being out of breath and dazed didn’t help matters, either.

“Goodbye, Newton!”

As the cyborg thrust his hand forward, Rick winced before he realized he didn’t hear the whine of the weapon. At the same time, he noticed the look of surprise on the other man’s face.

“Aw crap!”

“What’s wrong Reaper… having some performance anxiety?” he managed to gasp out.

What the hell am I doing?

Using his powers, he forced his lungs to expand, allowing him to suck down a large lungful of air. Finally regaining some control of his breathing, his mind became clearer and the pressure in his head receded slightly. Reaching behind him with his good arm, he opened a small tube that was strapped diagonally across his back under his jacket. As the half dozen golf-ball sized steel balls poured out of the tube, he caught them in his kinetic aura, causing them to start whirling rapidly around him in a tight, random orbit.

“I don’t know what you were thinking,” he said, wincing in pain as he slid his wounded arm into the front of his jacket, “but you missed your chance. Now it’s my turn.”

 

 

§§§§§§§§§§§§

 

 

Rick extended his right hand to the side, launching one of his spheres toward the hostages. Several of them let out screams moments before the projectile sheared through the metal bars they were bound to. As the metal ball returned to its orbit around him, Rick cast a glance at them before turning back to Reaper. It was surprising how hard it was to multi-task compared to what he used to be able to do. If it wasn’t for the regular practice he had with his custom projectiles, he seriously doubted he’d be able to beat his opponent at this point.

Taking a step forward, several of the balls left orbit, streaking through the air before ripping the rooftop door off its hinges. Startled yelps of surprise echoed from the doorway as he redirected the balls away from the tactical team he’d sensed hiding in the stairwell behind the door. He took another step toward Reaper while speaking to the hostages over his shoulder.

“The officers behind that door will take you to safety.”

When he didn’t sense any movement, he paused, then turned toward the hostages.

“Go. Now. You don’t want to stick around for this.”

Suddenly, he sensed movement coming from Reaper. Spinning back, he readied himself to absorb whatever Reaper was attempting to do. In surprise, he watched Reaper launch several mini-missiles toward the hostages.

“Let’s see how you deal with distractions!”

Rick flung out tendrils of his aura, arresting the momentum of all but one of the missiles. He started to break out in a sweat from the strain of holding them motionless over such a range in his weakened condition. At the same time, he could feel his aura slowly starting to charge up from the kinetic energy he was absorbing from them.

Lashing out, he sent one of his spheres after the final missile, deflecting it away from the hostages while using the remaining balls to destroy the ones he was holding motionless. Hearing a high-pitched whine, he mentally swung one of the remaining bearings at Reaper, blocking the barrel with one of the highly polished projectiles.

“Not so fast!”

As the laser discharged, it reflected off the globe. The beam refracted into a halo, part of which deflected downward into the roof, burning a line across it which traveled in both directions for several yards. The remainder of the beam reflected back toward its point of origin, causing Reaper’s hand to explode from the feedback.

Rick glanced back at the hostages still frozen with fear.

“Do you need a written invitation? RUN!”

This time, he punctuated his words by slamming several of his spheres into the roof next to them. The sudden spray of gravel and roofing material broke their paralysis. They sprinted toward the doorway just as the tactical team peered cautiously from the damaged opening.

Nodding to himself as he sensed everyone making their way down the stairwell, he turned back toward Reaper. Cautiously approaching, he noted the smoking stump of the other man’s hand.

“So… because of our relationship, I’ll give you a choice. Would you prefer a geosynchronous or polar orbit?”

He sensed the other man launch another salvo of mini-missiles, this time toward him. Rather than trying to stop them, he allowed them to impact his aura, boosting the strength of his field. What he couldn’t absorb discharged behind him, blasting the A/C unit he’d previously been hiding behind several yards across the rooftop.

“Really? Trying to use kinetic-based weapons to stop me? I’m beginning to think that bearing I hit you with must have scrambled your brains more than I thought. Because of those missiles, I can now give you the additional option of being in high earth orbit as well.”

Rick watched the other man raised his injured arm. A small chain-gun popping up from the undamaged portion of his forearm, locking in place with a dull click. Rick shook his head sadly as the gun spun up, launching hundreds of projectiles toward him. He was slightly surprised when the bullets turned out to be made of something approaching the density of depleted uranium. It was similar to the core material of spheres currently orbiting him. As a wall of spent rounds started to form a metallic cloud in front of him, he sighed.

“Ok, now I’m getting annoyed.”

Mentally grabbing ahold of all the spent bullets, he whipped them around in a stream before launching them toward Reaper. As the rounds hit, Rick noticed with mild curiosity the first dozen rounds flattened against the other man’s chassis before the rest started chipping away at Reaper’s armor.

“This is taking too long.”

Dropping his mental grip on the remaining rounds, he launched several of his spheres at Reaper. Rick watched in satisfaction as they impacted in several places, ripping one arm off at the elbow joint, a leg off at the hip, and finally the other leg off several inches below the knee joint. Recalling the spheres, he examined the resulting damage.

Hydraulic fluid and other unidentifiable liquids slowly drain out of the other man’s cybernetic body, collecting in a puddle underneath the cyborg. Crouching down, he grabbed Reaper by the chest plate. Rick watched in satisfaction as his fingers sank into the armor plating covering Reaper’s metal chassis. He’d actually managed to absorb enough energy to be able to leave furrows in hardened metal.

“So tell me Reaper…,” he said, pausing for a moment before speaking more softly.

“Hal… What’d you really hope to accomplish? You’d still be able to pass for being alive tomorrow if you hadn’t called me out.”

He watched the light in one of Reaper’s cybernetic eyes flicker before the other man responded.

“Distraction…,” he said, coughing out as a spray of viscous fluid before a smile started spreading across his face again. Staring Rick directly in the eye, a liquid gurgle that sounded like a laugh came from his throat before he spoke again.

“And my name’s not Hal anymore. It’s Reaper!”

“Whatever… Enjoy the trip.”

Rick started focusing his energy when a blast of heat rushed toward him, forcing him to redirect what he couldn’t absorb upward. Looking to his right, he saw several people in tactical gear. The one that caught his attention was a woman with flames enveloping her hands.

“Drop the cyborg and get on the ground, face down! This is your only warning!”

 

Chapter 4

 

Rick glanced at Reaper, annoyance creeping into his voice.

“More of your friends from Maelstrom? Really?”

Completely ignoring the question, Reaper started his gurgling laugh again.

“You know what the best part of being a cyborg is? They can build and grow you a new body and copy you over whenever your current chassis is a loss. Goodbye Newton.”

As the words left his mouth, the light behind his eyes went out. A telltale whine of something charging up suddenly cut through the air.

Instinctively, Rick started to throw the inert body skyward but another blast of heat followed by incoming gunfire distracted him. Without thinking, he turning toward the group and tried to raise his injured arm in a placating gesture, but the pain caused him to stagger forward.

“Wait!”

Ignoring him, the woman point her outstretched hands toward him. Two plumes of fire erupted from her palms, the heat sucking in all the oxygen while the flames rushed toward him. The flames wrapped around him, harmlessly deflected by his aura. He absorbed as much of the energy as he could, trying to redirect it into healing his shoulder, but he was so out of practice, a large percentage of the energy just leaked away uselessly.

A throb of pressure, bordering on pain, slowly intensified behind his eyes while he struggled to multi-task. Gritting his teeth against the throbbing pain in his shoulder and growing pain in his head, he managed to heal his shoulder enough to stop bleeding while also redirecting enough of the energy to keep from being cooked. 

When I get out of here, I’m seriously going to have to start training again. This is taking more out of me than it should. And the fact that they got the drop on me…

As the flames died down, he only had a second to make eye contact with the fire-throwing woman again before Reaper’s body exploded. His powers reacted instinctively, launching him backward off the roof. He ricocheted off the building across the street, jarring his wounded arm again, before dropping toward the street below.

As he fell, he caught a glimpse of the fireball enveloping the rooftop. Exerting his will, he yanked his spheres back toward him and caused them to refill the tube on his back. Rotating around as he plummeted, he watched the ground rush up to greet him. In horror, he noticed the police had only moved the crowd to the opposite side of the street, which meant they were now directly beneath him and several large chucks of falling building. He mentally shoved all the debris over to the far side of the street where the cops had cleared everyone away.

Accelerating himself downward, his jacket started flapping wildly in the wind, but he ignored it as he stretched his good arm out in front of him like he was diving. It came as a surprise that his singed fingers were still clutching a chunk of armor plating from Reaper’s chest. He quickly switched the chunk over to his other hand rather than dropping it so it wouldn’t hit someone by accident. Stretching his good hand out again, he focused all his mental reserves in an attempt to absorb all the kinetic energy from his coming impact rather than have it dissipate uselessly behind him. He was going to need everything he could pull in.

In slow motion, the expression on the bystanders faces slowly shifted from looks of surprise to looks of horror as he rapidly approached. At the last instant, Rick pulsed his aura with an almost inaudible thump, instantly freezing his body in the air before quickly rotating his feet downward and lightly touching down on the sidewalk.

“Sorry about that. Didn’t mean to scare you.”

Rick watched the man slowly nod his head before he noticed a wet spot slowly start trailing down the man’s leg. Backing away slowly, he noticed the stunned officers around him hesitantly start to draw their firearms. A sudden scream caused everyone to freeze again. Rick expanded his awareness again and felt a large chunk of debris that he’d somehow missed falling toward the crowd he was surrounded by. Glancing up to gauge where the chunk of roof was going to land, another scream tore through the air. He spotted the little blond-haired girl from earlier was cowering in fright, directly under where the chunk of building was going to hit. On the other side of where the frightened girl was cowering, her mother was rushing toward her in an effort to save her. Pulsing his aura, he launched himself toward the little girl, arriving at the same time as the girl’s mother. Standing over them, he fanned his duster over them while modifying his aura just as the debris hit.

Reflecting the energy back and adding to it, the chunk of roof exploded upward in a shower of dust and gravel-sized particles. He held out his good hand as he helped the stunned mother to her feet as she clutched her daughter.

“Are you okay?” he asked, wincing slightly from the aching pressure behind his eyes that was slowly becoming a migraine.

All the woman could do was nod in shock before clutching her daughter tighter to her chest, spinning around, and running away. Sighing in relief, he’d only managed to turn slightly when a shout caught his attention.

“GET ON THE GROUND, NOW!”
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Rick turned slowly toward the sound of the voice, expecting to see some of the police from earlier. Instead, he was surprised to see more people in nondescript tactical gear standing in front of him.

“Ya’ll are a bunch of assholes for using innocent bystanders like this! Since I know you’re broadcasting this, you can tell Haze that when I find him, I’m going to dismantle his little shit group like a four-year-old plowing through a sandcastle.”

Rick watched a confused look cross several of the faces in front of him. One of them touched the side of their throat, whispering something before nodding and grabbing the forestock of his weapon again.

“I SAID GET ON THE GROUND, NOW!”

As he shouted it, several of the other members started approaching him slowly. Taking advantage of the momentary lull in action, he focused on his injured shoulder, using some energy he’d absorbed to finish restoring the chunk that had been vaporized by Reaper. Rolling his shoulder, he watched as the tactical unit flinched back slightly at his movement.

Interesting… They’re not acting like Maelstrom agents or they would have already tried to blast me. Unless…

He pushed his senses outward, trying to detect movement around him, but with the size of the crowd that was milling around, he was having difficulty filtering out threats. He noticed in passing that the team on the roof appeared to have survived the blast if the motion he was detecting was any indication. Pulling his senses back, he tried to reassess the team in front of him.

“You’re not from Maelstrom, are you? Who are y—”

“GET. ON. THE. GROUND. THIS IS YOUR FINAL WARNING!”

Shrugging, he started to turn away.

“That’s what your team on the roof said as well. It did turn out that great for them, either.”

Suddenly, he felt a massive object flying toward him. Looking back, he saw a huge war mace hurtling toward him. The impact against his aura launched him forward unexpectedly.

What the hell? This is the second time in as many minutes that I’ve been launched away because of an impact. I really need to start training again.

Using the momentum from the impact, he spun around before lightly touching down on his feet. He gave a slight wave at the team in front of him. Gathered his power, he spun around again and took off. Behind him, he could just make out the sound of the leader yelling as he accelerated away.

“Team two and three. After him. Don’t let him escape!”
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Damn it, this wasn’t how I planned my day to go. Why the hell did I let myself get involved.

Glancing behind him, he watched two military style vehicles tear around the corner and fall in behind him. Looking ahead, he extended his senses, mentally plotting a course through obstacles coming up.

At least it’s not rush hour or someone might’ve gotten hurt with the way these yahoos are driving.

He slowly absorbed more kinetic energy from the environment, allowing him to accelerate further. Within a minute, he started to distance himself from his pursuers. A hollow thump reverberated across his senses before he picked up a fast moving object approaching from behind. When the projectile finally entered his aura, it instantly stopped moving. A split-second later, the 155mm round dropped inert to the ground when it left his aura.

The additional energy from the round from the projectile finally allowed him to stop running and switch to gliding across the surface of the road, expanding and solidifying his aura under his feet to negate friction.

Man, it’s been a long time since I got to do this. I wonder if this is how snowboarders feel tearing down the side of a mountain.

The sound of two more thumps behind him brought him back to his present situation. Preparing to absorb the energy from the two incoming rounds, the sudden explosion a foot short of entering his aura took him by surprise. The unexpected shockwave threw him off balance, causing hit to sail through the air and slam into the side of a building. Absorbing the impact, he allowed himself to become embedded a few inches into the brickwork before pulsing himself away at an angle down the crossroad. He smiled in satisfaction as he felt one of the vehicles slide through the intersection, unable to break in time to follow him, but the other one was able to slide their vehicle sideways early enough, barely make the turn and taking out a hydrant before accelerating down the sidewalk. Hopping the curb, the vehicle continued speeding down the asphalt after him.

These guys don’t know when to give up. They also don’t seem to care about collateral damage. Need to figure out how to put them down quickly without causing any more damage or hurting them.

He pondered the problem as he rocketed down the street away from his pursuers.

 

 

§§§§§§§§§§§§

 

 

Kaitlyn glared ahead, her lips pressed into a tight line. Not only had the suspect nearly killed her team (thankfully she’d been able to redirect the blast mostly upward, leaving behind only minor singeing), but was now in the process of getting away from another response team as well. After getting her team on the jump jet, she’d spun around and leapt off the edge of the building. Bursting into flames, she raced off after her quarry. Tapping her throat to activate the subdermal mic, her voice took on an odd crackling effect as she spoke.

“Response team in pursuit of target, this is HellKat. What’s your status?”

“Roger HellKat, this is response team Harbinger. Subject is currently pulling away from us traveling west on Sumpter ave. The 155 Mike Mike seems to have little measureable impact on him. First round failed to impact target. In fact, it just stopped in mid-flight and dropped to the ground.”

“Did it detonate?”

“No, that’s the other odd thing. Team one is recovering it, but it seems to be completely inert. We fired two more rounds calibrated to detonate a couple feet behind him.”

“And how’d that work out?”

“Embedded him in the side of a building for all of two seconds before he shot off again, heading down Sumpter. Best we can tell, it had almost zero affect as well.”

“Ok Harbinger. My ETA is five minutes. Try to keep the target in sight.”

“We’ll try. He’s using traffic to put distance between us though. Request permission to go vertical.”

Another voice suddenly cut into the conversation.

“Response team Harbinger, this is Colonel Sinclair. Permission granted. Be careful and try to keep casualties and collateral damage to a minimum.”

“Roger that sir. No spraying the crowds or property. Harbinger out.”

“HellKat out.”

Kaitlyn tapped her throat again. Glancing down at the GPS strapped to her left forearm, she tapped a few commands. After a quick glance, she mapped out where she planned on stopping her target. Gritting her teeth, she accelerated away with a roar, a long plume of fire trailing away behind her.

 

Chapter 5

 

Rick knew it was only a matter of time. At the speed he was going, he’d soon be out of sight of the two teams that were trailing him. Because of growing traffic, he kept absorbing more and more kinetic energy without the need to pull from his reserves any more. As the recent skirmish had reminded him, building up some excess energy allowed him to respond in more radical ways if needed. For now though, his focus was on increasing the amount of energy he had to work with. Stretching his senses behind him to gauge how much distance he’d put between himself and his pursuers, his mouth dropped open slightly when he felt them suddenly gaining on him. Spinning around, he could just make out the vehicle that had made the turn flying about eight feet above the traffic, eliminating one of the advantages he’d been using, allowing them to begin closing the distance to him.

Spinning back forward, he started to draw in energy more aggressively, causing traffic to slow down while allowing him to surge forward again, increasing the gap again. If he started jumping over the traffic since it no longer slowed his pursuers, he knew he could go significantly faster, but since he didn’t know the status of the aircraft the other team had arrived on the rooftop with, he didn’t want to move too far away from ground level and give up his current advantage of cover for maneuverability. Worst case scenario, when he made it out of the city, he’d have the option to go supersonic and ride the shockwave to safety, but he’d prefer to find another way to escape.

It’d been a long time since he’d moved that fast and he wasn’t looking forward to it if had to do it again. At that speed, he wouldn’t be able to suppress the shockwaves like he could now. One of the reasons he’d convinced himself to leave Maelstrom was due to collateral damage and death he’d accidentally caused on a mission the last time he’d moved that fast and he didn’t want that on his conscience again. Even now, he still found himself waking up sometimes in a cold sweat when he remembered the family of four he’d accidentally killed with the shockwave he generated.

Now he was contemplating going that fast again to escape some unknown group that was chasing him, thanks to Reaper pulling him out of hiding. Distracted, he wasn’t prepared for what happened next. Without warning, the woman from earlier landed on the road directly in front of him in a brilliant flash of light, sliding several feet before coming to a stop. He also noticed the asphalt starting to bubble and pool beneath her feet while she waited for him to get closer.

The second thing that happened was, she appeared to be so focused on his approach that they failed to notice the armored car barreling toward her from behind. He watched in horror as the vehicle locked its brakes in an attempt to dodge the person that’d suddenly appeared in front of them. Time seemed to stop as he instinctively pulsed himself forward, the crack of the sonic boom rippling behind him. The shockwave shattered windows and rocked vehicles as he rushed forward, trying to get to her before the vehicle did. 
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Kaitlyn checked her readout display again as she swerved around another building. Based off the coordinates the response team were feeding her, their target had been steadily accelerating, forcing her to readjust her desired point of contact twice. Pushing herself to the limit, she’d finally gotten far enough ahead to be able to get herself set up before he’d reached the next corner. If her estimate was accurate, he’d still be almost a block away when she finally touched down, hopefully giving her the element of surprise. So unless he could fly, he’d be boxed in between herself and team two. If he veered right, he’d run into the other vehicle. Hopefully her team in the dropship would be following up behind her soon enough to box him in from that direction as well. Seeing the corner rushing up, she dropped low before coming in hard, skidding several feet before coming to a stop, barely registering the asphalt slowly puddling beneath her.

She caught sight of her target halfway down the block and prepared herself to engage when she heard an unholy screech of brakes behind her.

“Oh shit!”

She nearly wrenched her knee trying to move, the sickening realization that the molten asphalt had locked her in place, allowing her only enough mobility to turn her head and upper body far enough to see what was approaching from behind.

She instinctively scrunched her eyes shut, bracing herself for impact as the armored car barreled down on her while the temperature of her flame aura shot up. She wondered whether she’d be able to build up enough heat to destroy it before it killed her and whether the people riding in it had families they’d never see again.
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Have to do this just right…

Rick slid forward, rapidly closing the distance before wrapping his arms around her. He locked eyes with her when his face suddenly appeared within inches of her face, her eyes going wide in shock. Concentrating, he managed to negate all of his inertia while snuffing out her flaming aura at the same time while trying not to hurt her. Slamming his aura into the surface beneath them, the melted asphalt sprayed outward before he quickly spun them both around. He barely had time to prepare before the heavy vehicle slammed into them, his legs slightly buckling under the impact.

Struggling to keep his eyes from crossing due to the blinding spike of pain in his head, his body started to shake from the strain of eliminating all the truck’s momentum without the passengers experiencing the effect of running into the equivalent of a large block of steel. Unable to contain the excess energy, he directed a huge chunk of it toward the vehicle that’d been behind him, causing it to lurch to a halt as well. Unlike the armored car’s passengers, the people in the pursuit vehicle got jerked to a stop by their seat belts. With the remainder of the energy he wasn’t able to internalize, he ricocheted to the left, carrying the woman with him down to the next block before depositing her safely. Letting her go, she flared back up momentarily before the flames died again.

“Ma’am,” he said, tipping his trucker’s hat at her before accelerating away.

He sensed rather than saw the large aircraft coming toward him from up ahead. While he couldn’t see it due to whatever cloaking field it had, he could easily feel the kinetic energy it was throwing off when it rapidly dropped in altitude while braking in what he assumed was an effort to block his escape. Seeing a way out without anyone else getting hurt, he pulsed ahead faster while leaping fifty feet into the air. Throwing out kinetic tendrils, he wrapped them around the aircraft, then yanking himself toward it. Changing his trajectory slightly,  he whipped past the jet before sling-shotting himself away from it. The crack of another sonic boom echoed down the block as he catapulted away, hopefully faster than they could track him. The last thought he had as he rocketed to safety was how surprised the woman had looked when he snatched her away to safety.

 

Chapter 6

 

“Holy shit Kat, you sure you’re all right?”

Kaitlyn mentally kicked herself again for making such a major tactical error that it nearly killed her. Crossing her arms tightly under her chest, she pressing herself further into her seat aboard the jumpjet before responding.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Feeling pretty stupid, but fine.”

“What happened anyway? The footage from the pursuit vehicle shows you landing, the armored car about to squish you, then the target apparently teleporting on top of you. Then he somehow stopped both the armored car and our vehicle instantly before both of you vanished. The passengers in the armored car said they didn’t feel any deceleration at all after the impact. One minute they squealing tires, the next minute they’re completely motionless. How’s that even possible?”

“I’m wondering that myself. As soon as he touched me, it felt like I was weightless. What’s more disturbing though was how easily he negated my powers. I didn’t even feel myself power down. As soon as he let me go though, I burst into flames again. So it begs the question, is he some type of power nullifier or leach?

And why did I catch a whiff of cinnamon and sandalwood?

“Hello! Kat? You still with us?”

She realized her teammate had been talking to her, but she didn’t recall anything he’d said.

“Huh? Sorry, lost in thought.”

“I asked if we should try an' go after him again. We know his general direction of travel…”

“No, with his speed and maneuverability, he’s long gone. Let’s get back to base and debrief. I want to review all the footage of this. Something doesn’t feel right.”

“Okay boss, no problem. ETA ten minutes.”

Kat nodded before sinking back into her own thoughts.

Who is this Newton guy and why was that cyborg so intent on trying to draw him out? And who, or what, is Maelstrom…? 
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After reviewing the footage, Kaitlyn had more questions than answers. Her initial impression seemed to be accurate regarding this Newton person. From what she’d seen, several people were only alive today because of his intercession, including the woman who was thrown off the roof, the hostages, and even the armored car personnel if she wanted to be honest with herself.

On another note, she still couldn’t believe that he’d been able to shrug off that blow from Thunderclap. She remembered one mission early in her career they’d both been on where, after he’d thrown it, he’d crushed an Abrams tank like a soda can, launching it backward nearly a quarter-mile before it’d slid to a stop. This guy though, it was like it hit the proverbial immovable object before taking off like it was nothing. Whoever he was, he appeared to be well beyond her Epsilon rank. Possibly beyond Thunderclap’s Omicron rank even. That would put him on a very small list for beings with his power level.

Striding into the conference room, she quickly glanced around before taking her seat. Besides Thunderclap and the Colonel, she didn’t recognize anyone there. She assumed most of them were part of the strike team that’d given chase to Newton after he’d been blown off the building.

She briefly flipped through the folder in front of her before the Colonel cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention, starting the meeting.

“So what do we have?”

A technician at the end of the table stood up, fidgeting with her collar when every turned their attention to her. Shuffling the remote control in her hand, she stepped slightly to the side as the lights dimmed slightly.

“Unfortunately sir, not very much. Based off our records, there was only a few scattered mentions of a group known as Maelstrom, but it had code-word level security encryption. We’re still trying to determine who has a clearance level high enough to unlock it. As for this Newton person, we have exactly one entry for him… It’s not good.”

The tech pressed a few buttons on the remote, bringing several grainy images up on the screen. It appeared to be from what was left of a small warehouse or office building, one that looked like it’d been hit by a bomb. Clicking through several images, the tech continued.

“These images were from a small classified field office of a since disbanded government department that was very similar to ours. The main difference was that they focused on augmenting normals whereas we try to recruit gifted individuals. Based off what little we could find, the department was getting ready to be shuttered for some reason anyway, but this incident just put the final nail in the coffin it seems. The records from that department were damaged for obvious reasons, but what was recovered was very telling. Among the records was a very short, degraded video clip.”

Clicking another button, the scene changed to a very grainy, pixelated video. The footage was too far gone to make a positive ID, but what remained caused the hairs on the back of Kaitlyn’s neck to stand at attention. The video footage appeared to have been pulled from some type of security system. It actually looked like it was footage from several cameras that had been spliced together.

She watched as the unidentified person raced toward the building, carrying what appeared to be a Humvee in front of them like a battering ram. The next scene appeared to be from the lobby. Everyone appeared to be scrambling around. Kaitlyn noticed that it appeared the exit door had been knocked off its hinges, but she only had a split second to note it before the wall exploded inward. A moment later, the video suddenly went dark as the vehicle sailed into it. She noticed that Thunderclap had a look of respect on his face as the images disappeared.

“Is that it?” she said as she gestured toward the screen.

“Unfortunately, yes. That’s all the footage that survived.”

Kaitlyn gestured toward the screen.

“There’s no way to determine if that our guy or not, based of that.”

“True, but it’s also the only thing we have in our records that references anything referred to as Newton. Based off the damage and how your confrontation with this Newton person today, it wouldn’t be a hard stretch to think the two are related.”

“You disagree Kat?”

Kaitlyn shook her head slightly before responding.

“Power level-wise? No. I think it’s well within the abilities we saw this Newton person do. The problem I’m having Colonel is, this video is implying a cold-hearted killer…”

“And?” the Colonel said. Kaitlyn noticed an odd expression flashing across his face, almost too fast to catch, before he waved his hand for her to continue. If she didn’t know better, she’d almost thought it was the expression of someone who’d seen a ghost.

“How many casualties did we have today?”

The tech tapped a few keys on her display before responding.

“Uh… none actually. Other than scrapes and bruises, there were no major injuries reported.”

Glancing back toward the Colonel, she raised an eyebrow.

“My point exactly. I can’t believe that someone who, based off how everything went down today, went out of their way to keep people from getting hurt, let alone killed, could be the same person who destroyed a government facility, possibly killing hundreds of civilians.”

“Well, regardless of your feelings major, we need to track this guy down and detain him, if for no other reason than to question him about his knowledge of who that cyborg was and who, or what, Maelstrom is.”

“To that effect, I want you to assemble a team to track down this Newton person as quickly as possible before this situation spins further out of control.”

“But—”

“No buts Kat, you’ve got until tomorrow to assemble your team. Dismissed.”

Before she’d had a chance to say anything else, the Colonel spun around and strode out of the room, leaving her with her mouth hanging open as the rest of the group stared at her.

Thunderclap smirked as he piped up.

“Ok boss, so where do we start?”

 

 

Chapter 7

 

The sound of the phone ringing jarred him awake. Instinctively, he started mentally clawing at any kinetic energy he could sense before the pounding in his head forced him to release it. Struggling out of bed, he held while he searched for his phone. Trying to draw in a trickle charge of energy, he felt another sharp spike of pain behind his eyes. Letting the energy go, he headed toward the kitchen, searching for aspirin. On his way by,  he grabbed his still ringing phone out of his jacket, noticing the finger-sized hole in the shoulder. He felt itchy from sleeping in his clothes last night, but that could be remedied by a long hot shower.

“Where were you last night! Not call, no show? It was everything I could do to keep the boss from firing you outright.”

Wincing, he dug through his cupboard for the bottle before responding.

“Sorry ‘bout that. Think I got food poisoning or something. I was hoping some sleep would make me feel better, but I guess I passed out and slept through my alarm.”

Grabbing a bottle of water, he dumped several pills in his hand as he cradled the phone up to his ear.

“No worries. I convinced boss man that you couldn’t make it because of all the cops downtown gunkin’ everything up trying to find that terrorist. Hopefully it won’t affect your chance to get promoted to foreman.”

Rick froze, trying to figure out how to respond.

“Dude, you still there?”

“Not really interested in becoming a foreman, honestly. Don’t want the responsibility. But did I heard you right? Something about a terrorist?”

“Man you must really have been out of it. It’s been all over the news non-stop. Some dude tried to throw a lady off the roof of the Rapier building. Thankfully they got to the hostages before someone got hurt, but the dude blew stuff up and got away in the confusion.”

Rick dropped heavily into a chair, absently fingering the hole in his jacket, courtesy of Reaper. A thought suddenly occurred to him.

“Do they have a description of the guy responsible?”

He heard laughter on the other end.

“Yeah dude, that’s the funny thing. If I didn’t know any better, I would have thought they were talking about you. So you might want to leave a bit earlier so if the cops stop you, you won’t be late getting here. I don’t know if I can cover for you again.”

Running his fingers through his hair, he nodded to himself before replying.

“Thanks for the head up,  Tim, I owe you one.”

“Dude, it’s twice,” he said as he chuckled again, “you also owe me for saving you the trouble of finding a better job as well, but who’s counting.”

Rick chucked at the comment.

“Yeah, I owe you twice. See you later.”

“Later dude.”
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Rick dropped his phone on the table before squeezing his head between his hands, willing his headache to go away. It’d been a long time since he’d gotten a migraine from using his powers, but by the same token, he hadn’t used his powers for nearly eighteen years… Not since taking down Reaper the last time. Thinking about it, he got up and went to the bathroom. Flipping on the light, he took a good look at himself in the mirror.

“Shit!”

When he’d left yesterday, his hair and beard had been an even mix of salt-and-pepper coloring, but now his hair had taken on a lot more pepper in color. Now it was mostly black with just a touch of white here and there, mostly around his temple area and the corners of his mouth. Looking closer, he noticed that the crows feet that had been coming in nicely around his eyes had started to fade, leaving smoother skin behind in its place. He swung his fist down in anger, but caught himself before he shattered the sink.

One of the side effects of using his powers, one he’d actively been trying to avoid, was the passive healing factor that went along with it. Along with rapid healing, it also kept him from aging. If he used enough power, it actually caused his aging to reverse itself until he reverted to what he looked like in his prime. It was why he hadn’t used his powers since he’d gone underground. Thankfully, he’d only needed to use the more active form of his healing ability to repair his shoulder. Otherwise, he would have already reverted back to what he looked like in his twenties. At least now he could play it off for awhile as using some hair coloring or something.

Turning the light out, he left the bathroom. Glancing at the clock, he realized he needed to make some hard decisions. It was only nine in the morning, giving him some time to think, but as the saying went, the clock was ticking. His first task was to take inventory and gather up all the tools of his former trade. Now that Maelstrom knew he was still alive and located in this city, he had to prep himself in case they tried to attack again. With that in mind, his next task was trying to figure out where he’d dropped the tube of projectiles he’d used to good effect yesterday. He barely remembered making it home last night, let alone how he’d made it to his bed. He debated using his enhanced senses, but the threat of a worsening headache stopped him. Instead, he went from room to room until he finally spotted it lying next to the front door.

Picking it up, he uncapped the end and let the contents spill out. Instead of hitting the floor, the took up a wobbly orbit around him again. As he watched, their orbits slowly steadied and tightened up as the pain in his head started fading away. Grabbing one out of orbit, he stared thoughtfully at the sphere for a few minutes. They had been one of the first things he’d had made after leaving Maelstrom, and he’d been kicking himself ever since. He’d used some of his underground contacts to have them made for him, along with several other weapons. He’d spent the better part of some countries GDP getting them made, then spent the next decade and a half berating himself for having wasted so much of his cash reserves. Or at least that’s what he’d felt until yesterday. Now he felt the money had been well spent.

Grabbing the ball-bearing like object with his hand, he withdrew his field from it to get an appreciation for its heft. The core of it was made from osmium with an outer shell of tungsten carbide buffed to a mirror like polish. For only being around two inches in diameter, they weighed close to three pounds each when he’d first gotten them, but for some reason, after having been exposed to his aura for so long, they probably weighed close to ten pounds each. Letting it go, it returned to its orbit around him before he mentally returned them to the tube, replacing the cap, and slinging it across his back. The tube was something else he’d had custom made. If run through a metal detector or x-rayed, it would give the image of what appeared to be rolled up documents. Even glancing inside from the opposite end displayed a hologram that made it look like the tube was just filled with rolled up papers.

Adjusting the strap, he turned around and started back toward his bedroom. His foot connected with something metallic that skittered across the floor before hitting the bottom of his refrigerator with a loud clang. Walking over, it took him a moment to identify the what it was. Shaking his head with a chuckle, he bent over to retrieve the chunk of armored chest-plate that was all that remained of Reapers cybernetic body.

Apparently I never got rid of this thing before I got home. Speaking of which, I’ll need to go grab my truck later.

Drawing in some energy, he started crushing the metal chunk between his hands, slowly working it into a rough sphere shape. As the temperature of the metal shot up, he noticed a couple brilliant white sparks drop off of it. Pulling all the thermal energy out of the ball of metal, he walked outside. Making sure nobody was around to spot him, he burst forward.

After a few minutes, he arrived at a forested area on the outskirts of the city, about twenty miles away from his house. Coming to a stop, he reached out with his senses, drawing in energy from all the surrounding environmental movement. He watched with curiosity as a nearby stream stopped flowing when it entered the fringe of his aura field. As his field slowly expanded from the gathering energy, he watched the progress of halted movement of the stream. To an outside observer, the water would’ve looked like it was freezing over, the shell of it slowly taking shape around his growing field.

When he’d gathered enough energy, he released the water, watching as a standing wave formed before it rushed off downstream. As far as he could remember, he’d never tried to absorb the energy of flowing water before. Just another odd side-effect of how his field interacted with the surrounding environment. Closing his eyes, he reached out in an attempt to verify he was alone before he moved on to the next step. Satisfied, he began focusing his energy down into the hand holding the lump of armor. Feeling it start to heat up as he continued to charge up, he raised it up over his head. Pulsing the energy, he launched the scrap skyward. The metal ignited from the air resistance it encountered while it raced away at escape velocity, the Mach cone chasing after it in vain.

Dusting off his hands, he pulsed back home to plot out his next course of action, satisfied that they wouldn’t be able to track him down using the remains of Reaper.

 

Chapter 8

 

Kaitlyn walked into the garage, surveying the team she’d put together. Some of them looked fresh while others looked tired, probably from having to travel overnight to be part of the group she was tasked with assembling. She made eye contact with each of them before she began the briefing.

“Morning everyone. I hope you all had a chance to review the materials provided. If you have any questions or concerns, now would be the time to ask. Once we’re wheels up, there might not be time to fill in any blanks.”

Glancing around again, she gestured in front of her.

“Each one of you have powers that I’m hoping will help us either capture, or as a last resort, terminate this new threat we’ve identified. Now in the interest of saving time, I’m going to call out your name. I want you to step forward so everyone knows who you are.”

She pulled out her tablet and tapped on the screen.

“Glaizia, front and center.”

Kaitlyn noticed a giant of a woman slowly uncoil herself from the floor before stepping forward. Standing just shy of nine foot, the woman standing before her was heavily muscled, looking almost like she was carved from a block of granite.

“Here,” she said, her low, deep voice matching her appearance.

“Glaizia’s one of our tanks. Along with an impressive level of strength, she’s also a cryomancer—”

“Great, a frost giant…”

Kaitlyn attention snapped toward Thunderclap when Glaizia cringed.

“That’s enough of that shit! One more comment like that and you’re gone.”

“Not sure why boyo there’s even on the team since he obviously couldn’t stop our guy the first time ’round.”

“What’d you say, you little piece of dung!”

“ENOUGH!”

Kaitlyn flared up, lifting into the air and getting everyone’s attention.

“We’re all here for one reason, and one reason only. To capture or eliminate this Newton person. If you can’t work together, then I don’t need you. I don’t care if you’ve already had a confrontation with our target. I can always find someone else. Our target has powers that place him at lambda level, if not higher. If we can’t function as a team, then we’ve already lost.”

Dropping back to the floor, she gave everyone a stern look before continuing.

“Scattershot, you’re next.”

The one who made the snide comment about Thunderclap strode forward, a cocky grin on his face.

“Present boss lady.”

Kaitlyn glared at him for a second before looking back down at her tablet

“Says here you shoot projectiles of an unknown material. Are you able to control their direction once you fire them?”

“Nah. Once they go, they keep going straight. All I can do after that is make ’em disappear. But I kin shoot a jolly lot of ’em at once, so there’s that.”

“So Scattershot’s going to be our sniper/artillery person. He small and agile, so he might be able to get the jump on our adversary.”

“Not small where it counts though, luv.”

Before she had a chance to respond, he winked at her before stepping back in line.

“Blitz, you’re up next.”

Kaitlyn heard a slight pop before she got buffeted by a blast of wind.

“If you couldn’t tell, Blitz is a speedster. Top measured speed of Mach 2. Plus, the faster he runs, the more durable he becomes. Can also shoot energy beams from his hands. He’s going to be our ground support. While we don’t know Newton’s top speed, we’re hoping between Blitz and our next team member, they’ll be able to keep him contained.”

“Jetlag. Front and center.”

A petite woman lifted up into the air from the back of the group, quickly drifting over them before touching down.

“She’s going to be our air support and reconnaissance. Along with supersonic flight, she can also generate and project lightning.”

Nodding to Jetlag, she glanced over at the final member of the team.

“Last up is someone you all probably know. Thunderclap is going to be the other tank on the team. Now as you’ve already noted, he’s already had a confrontation with our target, but appeared to have little effect on him.”

Kaitlyn started pacing back and forth in front of them.

“As I mentioned, we still have no idea what the extent of Newton’s abilities are. All we know is, he’s survived explosions, a fall off a seventy story building, a point blank hit from Thunderclap’s war mace. More disturbingly, he somehow negated my power while completely ignoring the impact of a fully loaded armored car.”

Clearing her throat, she looked at each member of the group.

“We do know he can be injured since I personally saw he was wounded somehow by the other subject known as Reaper, but we’re unsure how it happened.

“During our first encounter with him, he easily shrugged off everything we threw at him. Yes, Thunderclap hit him with his mace. What wasn’t put in the report was that it stopped dead upon impact. It didn’t keep traveling, it didn’t rebound. It just paused, then dropped to the ground.”

She met the eyes of each of them to emphasize her point before continuing to pace.

“There’s also video footage of him catching both the hostage that was dropped off the roof, along with debris that would have crushed bystanders, with just a touch. And when I say catch, I mean instantly stopped moving.”

“One last thing. My personal opinion. I witnessed him accelerate so quickly that I initially thought he teleported. This was when he grabbed me and got me out of harms way. Why he protected me, I don’t know, but I mean to ask him next time we meet.”

She looked them over one last time before finishing up.

“With everything that was witnessed, we speculate the subject either can control gravity, or inertia. We’re not sure which, but we haven’t been able to think of anything else that makes sense. Our only hope is that one of your powers can either negate, or overpower, this ability. With that said, any questions?”

She glanced around at everyone. After a minute, she continued.

"Then grab your gear and make final preparations. We’re wheels up in thirty.”
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Rick berated himself again for what felt like the hundredth time since he left the house.

I shouldn’t be going to work, dammit! I should have taken off by now. Someone’s going to get hurt the longer I stick around.

While he could take care of himself if it came down to it, he really didn’t want to fight anymore. He was sick of fighting. Plus, did he really want to risk the lives of people he’d surrounded himself with by dragging them into this mess? There’d be no way for them to protect themselves from what was probably coming. Instead of doing the right thing, he was instead sticking around, putting lives in danger. He told himself that he was obligated to at least put in his notice before taking off. He owed his boss that much at least. He also didn’t want to put Tim on the spot again.

But deep down, he knew that was a lie. The real reason he hadn’t just taken off was because he’d grown attached to the people in his life. Now that attachment was going to come back to bite him. He just knew it.

Rick shrugged his shoulders, readjusting his equipment as he walked into work. It’d been a long time since he’d carried most of what he had on, so it felt slightly awkward and uncomfortable, but after yesterday’s fight, he realized the need to be prepared at a moment’s notice.

He paused as he crossed the doorway. Looking around, a question that he’d asked himself several times repeated itself, how did they track him down? Was he putting people at risk by staying, or did he have time to say his goodbyes?

 He’d spent some time before work scouring the web to see if there’d been any similar incidents. After taking into account that the government would have scrubbed the actual cause of any incidents matching his criteria, including the language they used in the reports of the fight from yesterday, he’d been unable to find anything else even remotely resembling it.

Have I been careless somehow? How else would they have been able to find me? At least they didn’t know my exact location. If they had, Barbara’s diner probably wouldn’t still be around.

“Dude! Ya made it!”

Rick flinched at the sudden voice behind him. Whirling around, he swung his left hand up in a blocking position while his right hand had started to reach for the cap to tube strapped across his back before he recognized the owner. He watched as the younger guy stumbled back a step, raising his hands in front of him.

“Whoa there Fu Manchu. I come in peace.”

Relaxing, Rick dropped his hands to his sides before turning back to his locker to finish putting his drover jacket and other stuff in.

“Sorry about that. I guess between the news reports I’ve been watching and the weird dreams I had from the food poisoning, I’m a bit on edge.”

“S’ok,” he said as he took a seat at one of the tables. “What was that anyway? Some type of Shaolin ninja shit?”

Chuckling, he looked back over his shoulder at the man who covered for him yesterday.

“Yeah, something like that.”

He wiggled his fingers in front of him for emphasis.

“If I hadn’t caught myself, you would have seen me glow, too…”

“Sho’nuff!”

“Who’s the master now!”

They stared at each other for a split-second, then burst out laughing.

“Need a topknot though…”

Rick reached up and scratched his head.

“Nah, there’s no way in hell I’d ever wear a man bun.”

Laughing again, Tim got up and followed Rick out.

Rick noticed out of the corner of his eye the younger man giving him an odd look. Looking over at him, he raised an eyebrow.

“Have I got something on my face?”

Smiling, he shook his head while meeting Rick’s stare.

“Nah man, just something about you seems different. Just not sure what.”

Rick tensed slightly before responding. He hated lying to his friend, but there wasn’t really that many options under the situation. With a slightly crooked smile, he responded.

“Uh, had a lunch date yesterday before I got sick.”

Tim got a confused look on his face. Stroking his beard, he continued.

“Grecian formula does wonders…”

The confused look lasted a second longer before comprehension flashed across his face.

“Dude, you dyed your beard!”

“Yeah, my hair, too. Thought I’d try to look a bit younger for my date.”

“You dog, you. Didja get lucky?”

Rick smiled again, thankful the ruse had worked.

“Nah. Unfortunately, we didn’t see eye to eye.”

Rick smiled at the memory of rescuing the literal fiery redhead he’d gotten out of harms way.

“Sorry it didn’t work out for you dude. Maybe next time.”

“Thanks Tim, I appreciate it. Now let’s get to work before I get canned.”

Next time probably won’t go much better. Which reminds me, I still need to talk to the boss about quitting…

 

Chapter 9

 

“So where we headed to first?”

Kaitlyn glanced over at Thunderclap.

“Our first stop is going to be the Rapier building. I want to work the entire trail, from the rooftop all the way until we lost contact with the subject. See if we missed anything.”

Looking over the rest of the group, she continued.

“Remember, at this point, we’re trying to keep a low profile. No display of powers unless absolutely necessary.” She glanced back toward Thunderclap.

“That means leaving your equipment and weapons in the jumpjet.”

Thunderclap started to open his mouth, but she cut him off.

“You already draw enough attention because of your size, I don’t need you strolling around with something resembling a Cooper mini on a stick being hoisted across your shoulders as well. If it comes down to it, you can always summon it to you, or whatever it is you do with it.”

Giving her a dirty look, he nodded.

“Fine, you make a valid point. I’ll just leave it sitting next the jet though. The last thing I believe you’d want is having the roof of the jet torn off when I,” Thunderclap said as he used his fingers to do air quotes, “summon it.”

“Glaizia, you’re with me. I want to go over the rooftop with a fine tooth comb.”

She waited for the withdrawn woman to acknowledge her before continuing.

“The rest of you, hit the streets. Following the path he took. Make sure to interview any possible witnesses, like street vendors, beat cops, whoever. If you need to, just imply you’re a city official assessing the damage. Flash your credential if you must, but only as a last resort. The point is to be low key. In the unlikely event we find someone who knows something about our target, we don’t want to tip him off prematurely.”

She waited until everyone had nodded.

“Ok people, we touch down in T-minus five minutes. Let’s earn our pay.”

“Aye ma’am”
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“Dude, man. That extra bit of sleep you got must have really done ya right. Either that or you pounded a case of energy drinks before you got here.”

Rick nodded, grabbing his lunch from his locker.

“Yeah, I think you’re right. I am feeling pretty good today. It’s been a long time since I really had a day off to rest.”

Sitting down, he started rummaging through his lunch box. He realized he’d unconsciously been channeling kinetic energy since the fight yesterday, and it was having a noticeable impact. His clothes were fitting tighter than they had in a long time, while at the same time, he started moving more smoothly as all the little aches and pains he’d allowed to develop over the years started disappearing. With all the physical changes that were going to result from him using his powers again, even if he wanted to stay, he couldn’t. There’d be too many questions that would get asked. It would be nearly impossible to hide the what his body would go through, things like looking almost twenty years younger, or packing on more muscle in a week than most muscle heads managed in an entire career.

Yeah, baggy clothing just isn’t going to hide those types of changes. I really need to find Robert before I leave to let him know I’m quitting.

“Why so down all of a sudden? Was it something I said?”

“Sorry, just lost in thought is all.”

He smiled again.

“Any exciting plans for the weekend?”

Rick watched the younger man’s eyes light up.

“Dude, you’re not going to believe it. My buddies and I found an awesome abandoned warehouse on the other side of the city. It looks like it was some type of plumbing supply house or something,” he said, barely taking a breath before continuing.

“One of my buddies knows how to weld, so we’re gonna go out there and try to weld up some rails. Make our own little skate park. It’ll be off the hook.”

Rick thought about how he’d used his powers to basically skateboard without a board. With a start, he realized how much he’d missed and enjoyed the experience.

“That actually does sound pretty exciting. I might have to check it out once you got it finished, assuming I’m still in town. Maybe take a stab at doing some grinding myself.”

Rick almost lost it when he saw the look on the younger guy’s face.

“You know how to skateboard?” he said in exaggerated slowness.

Laughing, he responded.

“Believe it or not, I actually used to be your age once upon a time.”

Rick stood up and went back to his locker as Tim continued staring at him incredulously. Finally a smile broke out across his face.

“Dude! That would be so—”

A loud boom reverberated through the break room, causing the building to shake. Screams of fear and pain echoed through the air before the building shook again.

“What the fuck was that?” Tim asked, fear slowly etching its way across his face.

Rick’s stomach dropped as his senses instinctively shot outward, locking in on the source of explosions. Without thought, he readied his gear, becoming a blur as he settled everything into place.

“What did you just do?”

Rick glanced at his friend, noticing the terror in his eyes as he stared back at him. He realized Tim had seen him shift to super-speed, but he didn’t have time to explain. Pointing at the young skater, he gestured toward the emergency exit as he strode past.

“Go! Get out of here and get to safety.”

In a fearful voice, he heard Tim’s voice behind him as he left the break room, the tone causing an ache in his chest to form.

“The news reports… It… it WAS you…”
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Kaitlyn quickly keyed her throat mic.

“Thunderclap, Scattershot, get back to the jet. NOW! We have reports of another attack on the other side of town. If you’re too far away, key your transponder and we’ll grab you. Blitz, Jetlag. Your GPS has the coordinates. Recon the area but do not engage. I repeat, do not engage. Wait for the rest of us to arrive.”

She felt the jet start powering. A sudden boom sounded outside, causing the jet to slide and shake slightly. Glancing out the hatch, she watched the massive weapon rocket away, a Mach cone forming behind it as it passed through the sound barrier.

She jabbed at the mic again.

“Thunderclap! What the hell are you doing. I said meet back at the jet.”

“Negative. I can get there faster using my mace. I’ll meet you there. Out.”

She heard the link go dead before she could reply again.

I’m going to have some words with that egotistical asshole after this.

Turning back around, she noticed an odd smile starting to cross Glaizia’s face.

“You okay over there?”

She was slightly taken aback when the other woman looked back at her, a cold light flickering in the back of her eyes.

“I’m… Fine…”

Before she had a chance to respond further, Scattershot’s transponder beacon flashed across her display.

I’ve got a bad feeling about this.

Tapping the pilot on the shoulder, she spun her finger in the air.

“Let’s grab Scattershot and haul ass over there. Hopefully our guy’ll be there. If he is, this might be our best chance of catching him.”

Nodding, the pilot pushed the thruster forward as she settled down in her seat, the power of the VTOL engines pressing her down firmly into her seat.

Here we go…

 

Chapter 10

 

Rick stepped out of the break room, looking around. All the people he’d worked with for the past ten years were in a panic. Some were running toward him while others were frozen in terror, unable to act in the face of the unknown danger. He started moving toward the front, shaking people who weren’t moving, breaking their fear-induced paralysis long enough to push them toward the emergency exits at the back. He spotted his boss pinned under a toppled shelving unit, keeping him from getting to safety. A couple of employees were trying desperately to lift the shelving unit enough to pull him out.

“ROBERT! YOU ALL RIGHT?”

As he got closer, he noticed the look of pain on his boss’s face, but otherwise he appeared okay.

“Robert, we’re going to get you out of here. Just hold on.”

“All of you, get out of here! There’s some crazy person out front blowing stuff up.”

His boss winced as he shifted position to look at Rick.

“I’m not leaving you here,” Rick said, examining the shelving unit.

“It’s no use, my leg’s broke. Plus, it’s pinned under this mess. There’s no way for any of you to lift it without a forklift, so just get out of here.”

Rick could hear the edge of panic creeping into the older man’s voice. He also noticed Robert’s words started to slur, an early sign of shock.

“Not happening boss, I’m going to get you out of here, but you have to trust me.”

Rick glanced at the other employees as he stepped up to the twisted metal.

“Okay, you’re going to need to move fast when this happens, so get ready,” he said, reaching down to grab a handhold. As the other employees started reaching down to help lift, he snapped at them.

“No! Just get ready to help him.”

Before they had a chance to respond, Rick reached out with his aura, stabilizing the framework along with the loose piles of materials that had been sitting on the shelf. Taking a deep breath, he pulsed his field upward, snatching the shelving unit overhead in one smooth motion.

“How… How’s that possible,” he heard someone whisper as several of them took a step backward.

“Help… him…” he said, gritting his teeth in effort while sweat started popping out on his forehead.

Snapping out of their shock, they leapt forward, hooking the older man under the arms and half-carrying, half-dragging him to safety. When they’d gotten several feet away, he released his field. Hopping back, he absorbed some energy from the shelving unit crashing back to the ground. The impact caused the people helping his boss to stumble slightly.

“Get everyone to safety while I deal with this.”

They stared at him blankly, stunned looks on their faces.

“GO!,” he yelled, startling them into motion.

They spun away, staggering toward the emergency exit, carrying his boss as he watched. Extending his awareness, he senses nobody was left in building. Striding toward the front of the warehouse, he slowly powered up used falling objects. He noticed his energy manipulation was becoming more efficient, allowing him to draw in power more easily and retain more of it. Nearing the front exit, he felt the seams on his shirt start to fail, a result of his body converting the stored energy into more muscle mass. Thankfully, he preferred to wear tactical style fatigues. With the extra bagginess and fitting tabs at the waist, he’d have to absorb significantly more energy before he’d have to worry about them giving out.

Adjusting the strap of his tube across his chest, he uncapped it, allowing the spheres to get caught up in his aura and rapidly start orbiting him. Then he dumped the contents of another container and gathered it up in his field. A cloud of what appeared to be superfine silver glitter suspended in a thin, clear oil began shimmering around him. Striding forward, he used his powers to project his voice, the amplification of his yell causing the building to vibrate.

“What the hell do you want from me! I’ve ignored you for almost two decades!”

He kicked the door off the front of the building, causing it to sail across the street and embed itself in the front of another warehouse.

“My, my, my… Someone’s been eating their Wheaties is seems. Does that mean you’re up for round two?”

“Like round one went so great for you,” he yelled back, his voice echoing around the area.

He felt the slight vibrations of Reaper’s laser cannon charging to its peak moments before discharging, allowing him time to react. Instantly whipping the glittery material around, he shaped it into a flat disk. A puff of smoke rose from the impromptu mirror while reflecting the beam back at Reaper, narrowly missing him.

“Oh ho ho… Ablative AND reflective. That’s something you didn’t have before.”

Shifting the material again, he formed it into a globe floating over his head. Glancing up, he watched as Reaper hovered in the air several dozen yards away. 

“So they finally perfected the antigravity system, eh?” he asked, noticing the lack of exhaust.

Reaper chuckled.

“For the most part. It’s not good for high speed, but it does well for this type of stuff.”

“You know you have no way to beat me, right?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” the cyborg said, launching several MIRV type projectiles at him. The missiles forced him to lash out with his orbiting spheres, stopping them from causing more damage to his workplace. The sudden impact that hit him in the chest caught him completely by surprise, launching him backward through the building. He’d neither saw nor felt what had caused the impact, but whatever it was, it’d hit him harder than anything he’d ever felt before. He slid across the factory floor before impacting another shelving unit, causing it to buckle and collapse on top of him. Absorbing the energy, he willed his metal projectiles toward him, using them to shred the beams that were pinning him to the ground. Springing back to his feet, he took another invisible blast to his chest, throwing him backward and embedding him in the back wall. He had vaguely sensed something traveling toward him, allowing him to brace for it an instant before it hit. This time, it wasn’t disorienting to find himself embedded in a wall.

“Ta-ta for now Newton. Be seeing you again soon.”

Launching himself from the wall, Rick rocketed toward the front of the building, aiming for the gaping hole he’d punched through the wall from the first blast he’d suffered. Reaching the outside, his jaw dropped open when Reaper casually spun around, shimmering slightly before vanishing from sight. He could still vaguely sense the cyborg, but it required all of his concentration to detect him drifting away through the air. A sensation that continued fading the further Reaper got.

While he could technically fly for short distances when fully powered up, it was immensely draining. There wasn’t a lot of kinetic energy to absorb once he got more than a few hundred feet above the rooftops. Instead, he pulsed upward at an angle, allowing momentum to carry him through the air. Approaching Reaper’s original location, he lost track of his opponent. Redirecting his momentum, he hovered momentarily in place, trying to pick up some hint to where the cyborg had gone. At the last second, he sensed something massive rocketing toward him an instant before it struck. His aura flared up, deflecting the object while ricocheting him away. His trajectory made him slam into the ground violently enough to form a deep crater, a small mushroom cloud of dust slowing rising above him.

Popping to his feet, he shook the dust off before leaping the ten feet upward to land softly on the lip of the crater his body had created. He felt the vibrations ripple through the ground as whatever had hit him crashed to earth, causing him to glance over at it. Gritting his teeth, he extended his senses outward again.

It’s that damn mace again! I don’t need this right now…

He mentally pulled his weapons toward him before causing them to start rapidly orbiting around him again. He noticed the massive mace slowly lifting into the air before rocketing away toward the sound of another large object slamming into the ground some distance away.

He slowly turned, stretching and cracking his joints as he prepared for another fight. He felt his frustration levels start to rise as he heard the now familiar voice echo to him from across the street.

“So it would appear that all I needed to do is hit you more vigorously with this,” the giant of a man said, emphasizing each word by slapping his open hand with the giant weapon, “a mistake I won’t make again.” 

“Again? I’ve got more important things to do than beating the crap out of you. So get out of here before I get pissed.”

A rapidly approaching weapon was the only response.
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“Say again Jetlag. Repeat your last transmission.”

“Thunderclap has engaged the target. I repeat, Thunderclap has engaged the target. Please advise!”

Kaitlyn cursed under her breath before keying the mic again.

“Jetlag, Blitz. Verify there are no civilians in the area, then engage target. Our ETA is six minutes. Do you copy?”

“Yes ma’am, clear civilians, then engage target.”

She tapped the shoulder of the pilot.

“Full afterburner. Get us there as fast as possible. Permission to come in hot.”

“Aye, aye ma’am. Cook the concrete. Strap in cause it’s gonna be bumpy!”

Kaitlyn made it back to her seat just as the afterburners kicked in, the sudden acceleration forcefully shoving her backward into her seat.

Let’s hope we get there before someone gets killed.
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Rick pulled in the kinetic energy of the mace hurtling toward him. Holding both hands in front of him, he caught it, using the excess energy to counteract the backward shove of the impact, allowing him to remain stationary. Before he could respond further, he staggered off-balance slightly when the weapon was forcefully yanked away, rapidly flying back toward the towering man slowly approaching him.

“So you got a few tricks up your sleeve. Another reason not to hold back.”

His opponent rushed him, wildly swinging his weapon in an attempt to connect. Rick allowed the other man to come close,  draining off some of the mace’s momentum every time it swung past. His aura started expanding as he grew in power, allowing him to more easily dodge the other man’s onslaught.

Ducking another wild swing, he sensed two other objects rapidly approaching. From the way they were moving, he assumed they were the giant man’s teammates coming to help him. After a few seconds, he noticed them moving erratically around the area. With a start, he realized they were getting people to safety rather than engaging him.

Okay, so they’re definitely not from Maelstrom. Otherwise, they’d be focused on me rather than protecting civilians. Why’s Reaper pitting us against each other? Maybe I should find out why.

Rick skipped backward out of range, holding his hands in front of him in a placating gesture. The movement only seemed to enrage his opponent more, inciting him to rush forward and swing his weapon more wildly.

“So uh, big guy—”

Whoosh.

“Who do you work for—”

Whoosh.

“Exactly?”

Rick easily dodged a few more wild swings without a response before changing his method. As the towering man took another horizontal swipe at him, instead of dodging the attack, Rick locked on to the kinetic energy and slid across the ground ahead of the mace’s path before coming to a stop behind his attacker. Rick couldn’t help but smirk while his opponent gyrated wildly, trying to catch sight of him, but Rick used his powers to remain directly in his blind spot.

“So as I was saying, who do you work for exactly?”

“Stand still you little cockroach so I can squish you like the bug you are.”

Rick lashed out, kicking his opponent behind the knees, knocking the other man face down on the ground. With a slight hop, he landed the giant’s back between the other man’s shoulder blades. Extending his aura, he created a kinetic field that locked his opponent to the ground, pinning him in place. Tapping his foot in thought, he decided not to hurt the man, instead dropping down to sit cross-legged on the now helpless man’s back. Almost as an afterthought, he returned his combat spheres to their carrier before speaking again.

“Okay, listen. I’m tired of all this dancing around. Who do you work for? It’s obviously not Maelstrom, otherwise your teammates would be attacking me rather than helping civilians get outside the danger zone. Honestly, if ya’ll had done otherwise, I would’ve ended this fight by now.”

“Get off of me!” the other man yelled, squirming around and trying to throw him off, but Rick just strengthened his field, slamming the man back into the pavement.

“Let’s start over. Sound good?” he asked, tapping his prisoner on the back of his head lightly, “Hi, my name’s Rick, what’s yours?”

After some more struggling, the man suddenly calmed down.

“Thunderclap, okay? My name’s Thunderclap. Now let me up!”

“Okay Thunderclap, nice to meet you. Now, who do you work for?”

“Let me up!”

“Not until yo—”

Rick sensed one of the Thunderclap’s teammates approaching at supersonic speeds from the air, but decided to ignore them. He figured if they got too close, he’d just gently deflect them away. The bolt of lightning that rippled across his body caught him completely by surprise, launching him backward through the air several yards before he touched down lightly on his feet. Embarrassed more than anything, he prepared to give chase. As his attacker rocketed away,  Rick sensed the other speedster him from behind, on a direct collision course with him.

Good, solid tactics. Distract the opponent while your teammate attacks from behind. Let’s see what this one’s plan is.

Microseconds before he plowed into him, Rick slid sideways, sticking a foot out. The sudden movement caused the speedster to trip, plowing a furrow into the pavement in front of him. Shaking his head rapidly, he glanced over at Rick before streaking away, bits of pavement trailing behind him. He absentmindedly ducked under another massive swing from Thunderclap, instead focusing on tracking Thunderclap’s other teammates. Sensing the flier coming in for another strike, he shaped his metallic bubble into a pole, burying it into the ground a split-second before the next lightning bolt flashed toward him, channeling it harmlessly into the ground. Reforming it as a floating bubble, he jumped into the air, latching on to the flier’s shoulders. Flexing his aura, he absorbed the flier’s momentum, instantly stopping them in mid-flight. He wasn’t sure who looked more shocked, his opponent when they realized they were frozen in space, or his when he realized his new opponent was female. Recovering quickly, he pointed down toward Thunderclap before speaking.

“Excuse me, but since your big burly friend down there doesn’t seem to want to chat, I thought I’d check in with you instead. Who do you work for?”

He could feel the woman’s efforts to try and rocket off, but Rick continued absorbing all the energy, powering himself up further. What he couldn’t absorb, he channelled in the opposite direction, effectively pinning the flier in place.

“Uh…” was all she managed to get out before Rick felt a burning sensation lancing into his lower back, involuntarily causing him to let go. Instinctively, he whipped his metallic bubble around, flattening it out to form a mirror. A moment later, he heard a satisfied yelp as he dropped back to the ground.

Okay, this is getting me nowhere. I need to figure out who the leader is so—

Rick felt the air start vibrating around him. He instantly stretched his senses out, searching for the source of the vibration. Was it another team member he somehow missed? Sensed nothing, he expanded his awareness further. He realized with concern that what he was feeling wasn’t the air vibrating. Instead, he realized what he sensed was potential energy slowly building up around the area, centered on his general vicinity.

Something about this seems familiar, but I can’t put my finger on it.

Dodging multiple attacks from all three opponents, it slowly dawned on him why it felt familiar.

Oh my god… No!

Desperately reaching out, he used his aura, reflexively shoving both speedsters away in kinetic bubbles, repelling them at supersonic speeds. Spinning around, he watched Thunderclap take a massive, two-handed overhead swing at him. Catching the mace in his left hand, stopping it dead, he placed his right hand on the giant’s chest. Cocking his arm, he looked directly in the other man’s eyes.

“You need to get out of here, now!”

He then pushed out, using a combination of strength and kinetic force to launch the other man backward through the air, protecting him as much as possible with another kinetic bubble. Watching the man sail backward away from him, Rick felt the air around him ignite as all the potential energy that had built up around him was suddenly converted into kinetic energy. The flash of energy was brilliant, like the surface of the Sun. The energy wave swelled outward like a small nuke, blasting him backward through the air. The last thing Rick saw before passing out was the beginning development of a small mushroom cloud and buildings being flattened.

 

Chapter 11

 

“What’s our ETA?”

“Two minutes.”

Kaitlyn glanced at her wrist-comp again, willing the jet to go faster. From the tactical updates she was getting, this Newton person appeared to be holding his own against the three of them without much difficulty. About the only thing new they’d learned was that his name was Rick and that he had some type of cloud or bubble of metal that he used to reflect Blitz’s energy attack and harmlessly channel Jetlag’s lightning into the ground.

Who the hell is this guy? He’s not acting like an enemy. If anything, he’d acting the exact opposite by trying to deescalate the situation while fighting off two speedsters and our physically strongest team member. What if he’s actually holding back?

>You need to get out of here, now!<

Startled out of her thoughts, she tapped the mic.

“Say again?”

“Ma’am, that was Newton shouting. He just picked up Thunderclap and threw hi—”

The brilliant flash of light nearly blinded her even though her mutation made it nearly impossible. She watched in horror while a mushroom cloud formed where Newton and her team had been.

“BRACE FOR IMPACT!”

She tried desperately to refasten her harness before the shock wave hit, but she knew she wouldn’t be fast enough. Without warning, she found herself surrounded from the back of her head and chin down in a solid block of ice. Looking over, she watched Glaizia became encased in a similar block of ice. Before she could respond, the blast wave swatted their jet out of the sky like the with a force that felt like the proverbial hand of God. The jet tumbled through the sky, completely powerless to correct itself. Kaitlyn realized that Glaizia had not only encased both the pilot and Scattershot in more blocks of ice, but had reinforced everything by filled up the entire interior of the jet, locking everyone into place and bracing their head and neck, protecting them against whiplash.

Kaitlyn noticed the strain on the other woman’s face. From her service jacket, Kaitlyn knew the amount of ice she’d formed inside the jet shouldn’t be that difficult so she was still doing something, but Kaitlyn couldn’t figure out what it was. Kaitlyn cast her a questioning look.

“Encasing… jet… in… ice…” she hissed out just before the plane impacted the ground, starting a mad carnival ride of bouncing and wildly spinning before coming to an abrupt halt, causing Kaitlyn to get knocked senseless for several minutes.

She tried to shake her head to get the cobwebs out, but couldn’t move. It took her a minute to remember she’d been encased in ice. From how it felt, she determined the jet had come to a stop on its side. Whether it meant the wing had been ripped off, or they were dangling in the air was something that would have to wait.  Concentrating, she raised her body temperature until she started shimmering from the heat, causing the ice to start liquefying around her.

“Glaizia! You okay?”

She heard a groan from the other woman before she responded.

“That wasn’t very fun.”

Kaitlyn could only nod in agreement as the ice continued melting off her.

“Can you do anything about this ice? Or are you only able to generate it?”

Without warning, all the ice vanished. She felt herself become weightless for a split second before the jet came to a sudden stop a split-second later. She managed to catch the edge of her seat the sudden lack of support caused her to tumble sideways to what now constituted as down.

“Sorry…”

Kaitlyn nodded at the other woman before letting go of the chair, dropping to what was now the floor. Clamoring over broken equipment, she made her way up to the cockpit to check on the pilot. After determining he was just unconscious, she glanced out the cockpit window. She’d assumed the multiple impacts had been them bouncing along the ground, but what she saw told her otherwise. From the carnage she could see, it appeared they’d actually bounced off of several roofs before coming to a stop in their current position. 

“Shit! Glaizia, what’s your maximum range for ice projection?”

The other woman cleared her throat tentatively before responding.

“I think around several hundred feet. They never tested for range, just intensity.”

She glanced back toward the cryomancer before responding.

“Well I think we’re going to find out,” she said, glancing out through the cracked glass again, looking at the ground about twenty stories down from where they were embedded in the side of a building. Feeling the jet shift again, she pulled the pilot from his seat.

“We need to get out of here before the jet falls. Let’s move.”
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“Hold onto him while I cut a hole.”

Kaitlyn handed the pilot over to Glaizia, who had secured her position by freezing a hand and both feet to the interior.

“You may want to create a shield in front of you! This is going to get hot!”

Working her way down carefully, she finally planted her feet so she could start cutting. Her hand ignited as she pointed at a section. Concentrating, the fire changed from a flickering to intense blowtorch flame. Increasing the intensity further, she slowly started cutting an escape hole in the side of fuselage. She had made it about halfway around when the jet shifted again. The sound of shearing metal started vibrating throughout the craft.

“Shit, whatever’s holding us in place is about to give way. I’m going to have to turn up the heat and see if I can just melt a big hole instead.”

“Move boss!”

Kaitlyn glanced up and saw Scattershot stretching his hand out. Diving out of the way, the sound of thousands of projectiles striking the side of the hull started echoing around the interior. Regaining her feet, she watched as Scattershot’s fusillade eroding the metal, quickly widening the gap she’d started, his projectiles vanishing as quickly as they struck.

Then she watched as a huge icicle wedged itself into the widening hole her and Scattershot had created. With the screeching sound of tortured metal, the spike of ice wedged the hole open still further, gathering speed as the spike rapidly grew in size. Suddenly, the jet shifted again before dropping into open space. Suddenly weightless, Kaitlyn struggled to reorient herself toward the opening that was now completely cleared. Without warning, dozens of icy poles appeared, crisscrossing the interior of the cabin.

“GO!” she yelled at Glaizia, the fate of the still unconscious pilot foremost in her mind. Nodding once, Glaizia launched herself forward toward the improvised hatch, creating an ice wedge in front of her while creating a pillar of ice underneath her feet to propel her forward. As the other woman cleared the opening, the pole that she’d been hanging onto shattered, causing her to start tumbling around the interior of the jet.

She watched Scattershot start to work toward her, but she waved him off.

“Get out of here! Now! That’s an order!”

She caught a moment’s hesitation on his face before he easily maneuvered through the interior before launching himself out the exit.

I’m gonna die if I don’t do something quick.

With that thought in mind, she got angry. Bursting into flames, she regained some control over her position inside the tumbling vehicle. At the last second, she kicked off the side wall, launching herself through the opening, fire trailing behind her as she exited the jet seconds before it hit, becoming a crumpled pile of twisted metal. She spotted Scattershot climbing out of the crater he’d created by using the recoil from his projectiles to slow his descent.

She looked around rapidly, trying to determine where Glaizia was. Glancing up, she realized the other woman had turned into solid ice and was currently in the process of making an icy spiral slide anchored by huge chunks of rime ice wherever it contacted the outer wall of the building they’d been embedded in.

Satisfied that Scattershot, Glaizia, and the pilot were safe, she tapped the mic at her throat.

“Status report!”

“Jetlag here. On my way to your position. ETA one minute.”

“Blitz here. ETA three minutes.”

Kaitlyn waited a nearly a minute before keying her mic again.

“Thunderclap, what’s your status?”

Still not getting a response, she started to get worried.

“Jetlag, change of plans. Find Thunderclap. He’s not responding to hails.”

“On it HellKat, I’ve got his position on GPS. Heading there now.”

By that time, Glaizia had touched down and was waving her over.

Jogging up, she noticed the other woman had reverted back to normal and was gesturing toward the pilot still in her arms.

“He’s got frostbite and the start of hypothermia. You need to heat him back up before he goes into shock.”

Nodding in response, she started projecting waves of heat toward the pilot. Glaizia started looking uncomfortable and positioned the unconscious man gently on the ground before moving away. After a few minutes, the pilot groaned. Satisfied he was going to recover, she tapped her mic just as Blitz appeared.

“Jetlag, what’s your status?”

“Jetlag here. Status is not good. It looks like the side of the building fell down on top of him. I can’t reach him to ascertain his condition. I’ve trying yelling, but he’s not responding and I can’t isolate his position. We need some excavation equipment here fast before it shifts again and crushes him.”

“Understood, calling for help. Stay there and see what you can do.”

Switching frequencies, she watched in surprise as Glaizia got up and started forming a sheet of ice in front of her, pushing herself forward by creating a wave underneath herself, almost like falling down a perpetual ski ramp or surfing. As the giant woman disappeared from sight, Kaitlyn looked around at the destruction.

What the hell just happened? Why did Newton do something like this?

 

Chapter 12

 

“My God…”

Kaitlyn looked at the aerial photos of the damage.

“How big of a blast radius are we looking at?”

“Nearly a half mile across for just the blast itself. That’s not including damage from the shock wave. If it wasn’t for the lack of radiation, the damage is comparable to a tactical nuke. The lack of scorch marks rules out a FOAB as well.”

Kaitlyn looked at the image again.

“Wait a second, how come there’s no blast crater? If Newton was the epicenter, there should be some type of crater, right?”

The technician glanced at the photos before going back to his equipment.

“That's kinda odd, but without knowing how this guy’s abilities work, there’s no way to tell if there actually would be a crater or not.”

She nodded to herself, turning and walking back toward her team.

“Any word on Thunderclap’s condition?”

Glaizia looked between her other teammates before responding.

“He’ll live, if that’s what you’re asking,” she said hesitantly.

“If he’d been closer to the blast, it might have been a different story. As it is, he has a half dozen broken ribs, a dislocated shoulder, a fractured femur, and a torn ACL.”

“Damn… Did the doctors say anything else?”

Glaizia nodded.

“Yeah, it uh, appears they’re expecting him back up on his feet within the next few days. Apparently he has some type of accelerative healing ability that wasn’t in his medical records. They actually had to re-break his femur because it’d already started fusing together incorrectly because it took us so long to dig him out.”

“Thanks,” she said, patted Glaizia on the hand since it was the lowest thing she could easily reach. Turning on the other two members, she stared at them before speaking.

“What the hell happened today?”

Both teammates looked embarrassed before Jetlag responded.

“Uh… we were getting our collective asses handed to us Kat.”

“Yeah, I hate to admit it, but I’ve never been that outclassed before in a fight,” Blitz added quietly.

Kaitlyn stared at them, watching their indecision before losing her patience. Jabbing a finger out at Jetlag, she raised her eyebrows slightly.

“Okay, you first.”

Clearing her throat, she looked at Blitz before speaking.

“Well, here’s the thing. Neither of us got to see the start of the fight. It’d been going on for several minutes while we cleared the area of civilians.”

“Ok… and?”

“Uh, well, after I’d verified the area was clear, I did a quick flyover the fight and…”

She trailed off, looking slightly embarrassed.

“Go on,” she snapped.

“The thing is, this Newton guy was sitting on Thunderclap’s back.”

“Sitting?”

“Yeah, I’m not sure how he did it, but Thunderclap was face down on the ground, wiggling around but not able to prop himself back up. It was like he was pinned under Newton somehow.”

“So it’s starting to look more like some form of gravity manipulation.”

“I don’t think so ma’am.”

“How so?” she asked, cocking her head to the side.

“Well, after I’d hit him with lightning a few times, he jumped up and caught me in mid-flight. Stopped me dead in my tracks. It was the weirdest sensation. One minute I was moving close to the speed of sound, the next it was like I was hovering. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t move forward.”

Kaitlyn thought back to how she’d felt when Newton had grabbed her and moved her to safety.

“Noted. Continue.”

“That’s the other strange thing. He had me dead-to-rights. This is a guy who had already overpowered Thunderclap, yet all he did was ask who we worked for. Very politely I might add. Then Blitz nailed him with one of his energy blasts before I could respond. After that, I hightailed it away before he had a chance to grab me again.”

“I guess that’s my cue I reckon.”

She turned her attention to Blitz.

“It was right after Jetlag here had blasted Newton off Thunderclap’s back. I thought I’d run up and plow into him from behind. Without even looking, he managed to sidestep me while I was running a sight over mach 1.5 and trip me. I never even saw him move. One instant I’m about ta nail him, the next I’m diggin’ a trench.”

Kaitlyn barely caught herself before her mouth dropped open in surprise. Instead, her eyes just widened slightly in shock.

“Honest truth. I took off out of there when Thunderclap tried to knock his head into next week. From there I circled from a distance, looking for another opening. When he’d latched onto flygirl there, I nailed ‘im with an energy blasts. Seemed to do some damage to ‘im, too. Then he did something with this shiny blob that was floating above his head. Next thing I knew, it turned into a mirror and I got clipped with my own attack.”

“Ok, then what?”

She watched with some annoyance as both they looked at each other again.

“What?”

“Well, that’s when the really weird thing happened. Both of us talked about it and it seems the same thing happened to the both of us.”

Jetlag nodded at the comment.

“Yeah, once minute we were heading toward Newton and Thunderclap fighting, the next minute it was like we were swatted away by an invisible hand. Honestly,” she said,  glancing toward Blitz for support before continuing, “I’d never traveled so fast before in my life. I was nearly twenty miles away before I regained control of my flight path again and was able to head back this way.”

“Same here. I was running toward them and it was like I got bounced away. I must have damn near hit Mach 3. What was stranger was that my feet didn’t touch the ground for most of the trip. The last thing I saw before I was outta range was Newton catching Thunderclap’s mace with one hand and grabbin’ the man ta throw him wit da other. I must’ve been near five miles away when I saw the mushroom cloud start rising up.”

“Wait a minute… Is it possible Newton trying to throw Thunderclap out of the blast area?”

“Now that you mention it, that seems about right ma’am.”

So was he the source of the blast, or was it someone or something else? What’re we missing?
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“Why was he classified as a target! I reviewed the intel. Nothing in the files indicated he was a threat to the country! Why did you have me eliminate him?”

Rick’s hands shook. It was the only external indication of how angry he was. Making it worse was how Reaper was basically just blowing off his concerns. Something hadn’t felt quite right on his last mission. The technology magnate didn’t seem to match the dossier he’d been given. The man just didn’t strike him as a cold-blooded killer he’d been accused of being. Upon returning, he’d spent several days confirming his suspicions. What he’d found out was that he’d been lied to. All  the charges levied against him by Skywatch had been falsified. He wanted to know why. One way or another, he was going to get the answer out of Reaper.

Reaching forward, he grabbed Reaper by the shoulder and spun him around to face him. The other man brought his cybernetic arms up in front of him in a pacifying gesture while taking a couple steps backward.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. Easy there champ. Maybe someone got some files mixed up or something. Let me look into it.”

“Bullshit! Don’t try and tell me this was a clerical error! You’re the one who signed off on it! How could you not verify everything?”

Pressing the issue, Rick noticed an annoyed look cross his CO’s face.

“What’s the big deal, anyway? He wasn’t a very nice person to begin with.”

He started to turn away but Rick spun him back.

“What’s the big deal? He wasn’t a threat to national security!”

Reaper shoved him backward angrily, bouncing Rick off the opposite wall.

“Yes he was!”

As he said it, Rick noticed a strange look cross the other man’s face, something resembling a look of rage. 

“What do you mean, exactly, when you say he was a threat to us?” he asked, slowly moving toward Reaper.

Realizing what he’d said, Reaper tried to change the subject.

“Listen, I’ll go back to my office, review the intel, and let you know later how this happened, okay? Make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

Rick grabbed the other man by the upper arms, lifted him off the ground, and slammed him into the wall, the drywall caving it in a few inches.

“What do you mean he was a threat to us?” he said in a low whisper.

Rick noticed a strange look cross the other man’s face before Reaper relaxed in his grip.

“You want the truth? Fine! Yes, he was a threat to us! Not the country! To us! So he had to be eliminated. Happy now?”

Rick’s stomach tightened in a knot. He’d been tricked into murdering an innocent guy. Not because he was a danger to the country he loved, but because he was a danger to this department. What made it worse was the civilian family he’d accidentally killed on the mission. Collateral damage on top of murder. As his anger swelled, his grip tightened on the cyborg’s arms, slowly crushing the metal under his fingers.

“NEWTON!”

The sudden shout snapped him back to the present. Looking into Reaper’s eyes, he saw the same look of rage he’d just displayed when Rick had pressed him about his latest target.

“Put. Me. Down. I’m still your commanding officer. I’m willing to forget about this temper-tantrum if you walk away right now and forget about that mission.”

“No, you’re not…” he said quietly.

“What did you say?”

“I said you’re not my commanding officer anymore.”

He raised his voice using his powers, his words echoing throughout the building.

“Everyone, can I have your attention? Listen carefully. You’ve got five minutes to get out of the building before I raze it to the ground. Starting now!”

Dropping Reaper, he started walking toward the exit.

“Where do you think you’re going? I’m ordering you to stand down. Now!”

“You don’t give me orders anymore. It’s only because of our relationship that I don’t kill you right now where you stand.”

Before he could take another step, he felt the cyborg clamp down on his shoulder. Rick realized Reaper was trying to crush the extremity. He also felt him trying to yank him back in an effort to spin him around.

“This is treason! You hear me? I’ll have you court marshalled and thrown into the deepest pit we have!”

“No, you won’t,” he said, reaching up and crushing the robotic hand. Slowly turning around, he glared at the other man.

“You made me commit treason when you had me eliminate a target that wasn’t a threat to anyone but yourself. I’m correcting that mistake.”

Reaper tried to punch Rick with his free hand, a hidden blade popping out from the back of his forearm. The blade stopped like it’d hit a brick wall a half-inch from Rick’s eye.

“So you’d rather try and kill me than own up to your mistake. So be it.”

Reaching forward, Rick grabbed the cyborg’s upper arm. Blurring into motion, he let go of the crushed hand and grabbed the opposite arm at the same spot. Flexing his muscles, powered by absorbed energy, he yanked outward, ripping both arms off. Hydraulic fluid geysered out of the sockets while the other man screamed in pain. Before he had a chance to recover, Rick lashed out with his foot, kicking Reaper backward. Boosting the impact with his aura, Reaper shot backward like he’d been launched from a cannon, disappearing from sight as he smashed through a far wall.

Turning back around, he headed toward the exit. He distantly realized he was grinding his teeth as he reached the parking lot. Coming to a stop in an open space, he started drawing in all the kinetic energy he could sense, his aura expanding further than he’d ever let it. When he went back in, he planned to level the place in a way he’d never tried before. Without warning, alarm klaxons started echoing from the building behind him. Taking a deep breath, he turned around and started slowly walking forward, preparing to destroy the organization that, up until this moment, he’d considered family.
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Consciousness returned slowly as the memory of the klaxon going off echoed through his mind. Trying to move, he realized he was sore all over. The coppery taste in his mouth took him a moment to identify as blood. Feeling significant pain and tasting blood in his mouth were both things he hadn’t experienced since his abilities fully manifested.

The intense throbbing behind his closed eyes was an order of magnitude worse than the headache he’d woken up with yesterday. Trying to remember what happened, he tried to move again but couldn’t. Something was resisting his efforts. Not being fully conscious yet, he panicked a little. Struggling against whatever was holding him caused broken bones in his chest to shift, the ends grating together and causing new eruptions of pain to blossom through his body. Pausing, he struggled to breathe in through the agony of cracked and broken ribs. It also forced him to reevaluated his situation.

With a start, he realized his eyes were still closed. Opening them, he tried to examine his surrounding, but all he saw was darkness. Changing tactics, he slowly tried moving his extremities again. Using a bit of force, and gritting his teeth against the pain, he was able to move his arms slightly, partially freeing them from whatever had been holding him stationary. With his arms freed, he started feeling around. After a couple minutes of exploration, he realized he was in some type of cave or tunnel, but no memory of how he’d gotten there. Rubbing his eyes, he tried focusing on locating some type of opening or exit from whatever kind of chamber he was in. After a few minutes, he realized he could see a slight lessening in the darkness from one direction.

Where am I? What the hell happened to me?

Focusing his energy in spite of the immense pain in his head, he tried to launch himself forward and almost dislocated his legs in the process. Berating himself, he realized his legs were just as stuck as his arms had been. Not only had he hurt himself more by using his powers to move, he’d accomplished very little in moving toward the exit. Gritting his teeth, he slowly managed to work his legs loose before crawling his way toward the opening. Approaching the entrance, he started remembering bits and pieces of what had happened, a benefit of his powers slowly healing the concussion he now realized he had. It probably explained why his head hurt so much beyond what normally happened when he used his powers.

Hazy details of the battle slowly bubbled up through his throbbing headache. With unexpected relief, he remembered throwing them out of the blast area, hopefully to safety. After that, all he could remember was the air igniting and everything going black. 

Continuing to crawl forward, he tried to analyze the blast that had nearly killed him. Initially, he thought it felt exactly like the blast he’d destroyed Maelstrom’s headquarters with nearly two decades ago, but now he realized something was slightly different from what he’d done.

For starters, he’d had reached out with his greatly magnified aura and causing the air to vibrate. He’d kept adding to the vibrations, gathering energy from the earth itself, helping to fuel his rage at the organization that had tricked him. He remembered the strain of trying to contain so much energy concentrated into such a small area, of leaping up when he released his control, then riding the shock wave to safety while carrying what was left of Reaper with him. 

Finally reaching the opening, he tried standing up, but collapsed back to the ground when his legs wouldn’t hold him. The pain radiating from where he’d nearly dislocated his legs reminded him that he needed to heal himself. Focusing on the injured area, he tried to project his power into the damage to speed up regeneration only to realized he had almost nothing left in the tank. He then noticed even his clothes were hanging off his almost emaciated frame.

That blast must have nearly killed me if I’m nothing but skin and bones because of it. In fact, my powers didn’t bounce me away from the blast or the impact from my landing, wherever this place is. It just absorbed the energy, trying to charge me up enough to survive. I’ve never felt this weak before, at least since my powers manifested.

Looking up at the sky, he tried to figure out where he was, but the overcast night sky didn’t help. Looking behind him, he noticed a low hill of dirt had been thrown up from his impact.  Taking into consideration the angle of the impact tunnel, he looked in the opposite direction. After a few minutes of straining, he could just make out the glow of the city. Trying to gather up some energy again, he managed to focus just enough to take the edge off the pain in his hips, allowing him to wobble unsteadily to his feet. Unfortunately, it caused the pain in his head to increase with a vengeance. The pain also caused another unexpected memory to surface, making him reflexively reach behind him in a panic. With a sigh of relief, he realized he still had his combat spheres. With a sigh, he realized he’d lost his metal cloud in the blast. It was something he wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to replace due to the cost.

With another sigh, he started hobbling toward the city. Hopefully, at some point soon, the jackhammer behind his eyes would go away since he didn’t have anything to take for it. It was so severe now that he couldn’t even concentrate enough to consciously absorb energy from the environment. He just had to wait for it to trickle in before he could do something about his injuries. Or to travel faster for that matter.

Here’s to a long walk.
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Rick sighed with relief as he slowly hobbled through the outskirts of the city. Already, he could sense all the wonderful movement happening, even at this early in the morning before dawn. Granted, he could absorb some kinetic energy out of the air, but as weak as he was, his aura didn’t extend much more than a foot from his body. It also tended to make it harder to breathe when he took all the energy out of the air, freezing it motionless in place.

Walking down streets, he stayed close to the edge of the curb so he could leach off passing vehicles. It took nearly ten minutes of walking before he’d absorbed enough energy to heal up the rest of his injuries for the most part. What remained would be fixed by his latent healing factor.

He kept walking, intentionally not staying in any one place long enough to be easily located. Until he figured out how Maelstrom was tracking him, he couldn’t take any chances.

Their first appearance in the city could almost be regarded as a coincidence. Just because he hadn’t been able to find any stories of similar events happening elsewhere didn’t mean they hadn’t happened. The attack at his work, on the other hand, couldn’t just be explained away. The sudden screech of brakes and someone laying on their horn snapped him out of his musings.

“HEY! Watch where you’re going you idiot!”

He waved apologetically toward the driver before hurrying out of the way. As he passed by, he could hear the driver mumbling about all the bums in the area. Glancing down at himself, he realized that all he had on was his jacket-length duster, torn fatigue pants, and work boots, all covered in drying mud. He thought for a minute about heading home now that he’d absorbed enough energy to make the trip quickly, but decided against it. The last thing he wanted was his house getting destroyed while getting cleaned up.

Besides which, nobody’s going to look at me and make the connection that I’m the guy everyone is looking for. I look homeless. Then again, it’s not that far from the truth.

Keeping his head down, he pulled up the collar of his jacket, trying to blend into the background.

So how did they find me, anyway?

It’d been a long time since he’d had to think tactically, so he spent a few minutes remembering other missions he’d planned in order to get into the correct mindset.

Okay, how would I go about doing this if it was my mission?

He thought about the first encounter. Why make such a public attack?

Easy, they didn’t know where I was in the city. Why?

He turned the idea over in his head several times, but got no closer to an answer. He’d specifically picked this city because of how large the population was, how many blue collar jobs were available, and ease of passage in and out of the area. All in all, a pretty generic plan. One that matched dozens of other cities in this state alone. Then again, they had a very detailed profile dossier on him, or at least they used to. Could they have come up with an algorithm that could figure out where to find him based off that? Reaching a dead end on that line of thought, he moved on to the next one.

If they could only narrow it down to the city I’d be in, how were they able to find me at my job?

He started turning that problem over in his head. After a few minutes, he realized the computer model didn’t fit the mental model he had started building.

They wouldn’t have been able to gather enough additional intel from our first encounter to let them find my workplace that accurately. What am I missing?

He started comparing the first and second encounter, trying to determine similarities between the two event. After a few minutes, he made a realization.

Wait a second, I got one of my assumptions wrong. Reaper didn’t actually know where I worked. He was yelling for me out in the street. If he’d known exactly where I was, he would have just flattened the building with me in it. So I can’t rule out the tracking program after all.

He turned the problem over in his head for several more minutes, wandering along before cutting into an alleyway. Reaching a dead end in his train of thought, he started getting angry. He lashed out, kicking at a discarded chunk of brick. Without meaning to, he’d pulsed his field to keep from hurting his foot. The brick rocketed away, slamming into the side of a dumpster like a cannonball, leaving a huge dent in the side and causing the dumpster to roll several feet away.

That’s it! That’s how they’re tracking me. They’re tracking me by my ability somehow. Even when I’m not actively using it, it still affects my environment. They could tell I was somewhere in the city because of my powers, but they couldn’t narrow it down further. Since that first confrontation, I’ve started actively using my powers, building up my energy levels and making myself easier to find.

The more he thought about it, the more it seemed to fit the available information.

Wait. Something’s still missing. Why didn’t they attack me at my house? I know I’m assuming that whatever method they’re using to track me takes time, but I was at home longer than I was at work. So why wait to attack me at work?

“HEY! YOU! What are you doing down there? I’ve already called the cops, so they’ll be here any minute!”

The sudden voice startled him. Glancing up, he noticed what looked to be a short order chef coming down the alleyway toward him, the faint stains of meals past leaving a permanent stain on the apron he had wrapped around his large girth.

Holding his hands up in front of him, he started backing away.

“Sorry about the noise. I was just leaving.”

Turning around he realized the alleyway was a dead end. He heard the man yell at him from behind.

“Look at what you did to my dumpster. Someone’s going to have to pay for this!”

Rick sensed the man approaching from behind, his voice continuing to rise in volume from anger. With a quick thought, he blurred away, pin-balling his way up the alley walls, ricocheting off each side until he was high enough to clear the roof ledge of one of the buildings. He could hear the other man’s startled shout as he took off, running across the rooftop under normal speed. Until he could work out why they had waited to attack him at work and not home, he needed to keep his power usage to a minimum. Reaching the other side, he dropped down to the alleyway below, absorbing the impact before hurrying out to the main sidewalk. Looking both ways, he melted into the morning traffic, disappearing from sight like another piece of human detritus that the city had callously discarded.

 

Chapter 13

 

“Mr. Rick! Is that you?”

The familiar voice caused him to raise his head up, looking for the source.

“It is you, isn’t it sugah?”

An involuntary grin broke out across his face after realizing he’d unconsciously wandered over to his favorite greasy spoon.

“Oh, hi Barbara.”

“Lord have mercy Mr. Rick. What in the world happened to you?”

The question reminded him he couldn’t stay long. He didn’t want to risk the Crusty Kettle being the next site of attack.

“Long story. Unfortunately though, I can’t stay.”

“Nonsense, hun. At the very least, I’m gonna get you something to eat.”

Rick tried to argue, but the older woman grabbed him by the arm and steered him inside the diner.

“Really, I can’t stay…”

“Don’t be silly. At least let me make you something to take with you before rushing off to wherever you’re in such a hurry to get to.”

Sighing in defeat, he took a stool at the counter. He didn’t want to chance stretching his senses out in case Maelstrom could track him by it, so he kept staring out the windows instead.

“Keeping an eye out for an ex-girlfriend or something sugah?”

Pulling his eyes away from the street, he glanced back at her.

“No, but something just as bad.”

Resting her elbow on the counter in front of him, she looked in his eyes and smiled.

“Wanna talk about it?”

Rick struggled with the decision. He didn’t want to involve her, but by the same token, he’d run out of ideas. He wasn’t sure why, but taking a chance, giving her the barest outline.

“Some people from my past, bad people, figured out a way to find me. I’m not sure how they did it, but now that they’ve located me, I’m a danger to everyone I know.”

The expression on her face darkened slightly as she took a step back.

“You’re not a felon or crook, are you?”

“No, no. Nothing like that. I got some people in trouble, now they want to make me pay. I really shouldn’t even be sitting here.”

“Don’t worry about it hun,” she said, resuming her position at the counter, “they’d be hard pressed to sneak up on you, what with the way you keep lookin’ around like a long-tailed cat in a room full of rockin’ chairs.”

Rick chuckled slightly, surprised at how unfazed she seemed by his story. He opened his mouth to say something, but was interrupted by her cook ringing the bell, signaling his food was ready.

While she started placing the food in front of him, he realized how empty the diner was, especially for the time of day. Looking back at Barbara, he mentioned the strangeness of it.

“Oh, it’s nothing. Ever since that shindig up top the Rapier building, we haven’t had many people come in. Probably waiting for everything to calm down some.”

Rick winced slightly at the mention of the battle, but Barbara didn’t seem to notice.

“To be honest, it’s a mite nice to have a break once in awhile, if ya know what I mean. The crowd’ll come back soon enough, then I’ll have to climb back into the trenches again.”

Rick nodded as he took a bite of food. The crisp, salty taste of the bacon was complimented wonderfully by the yolk that had broken open, pooling on the plate in a glistening yellow puddle. If he didn’t know any better, he’d almost think he could almost feel his energy levels returning just from the plate she’d served him.

Come to think of it, I haven’t eaten in almost a day. Plus I’ve pushed my powers beyond anything I’ve ever managed before, let alone in almost twenty years.

“So what’s your plans from here?” she asked, interrupting his thoughts, “I’m assuming you’re going to think about getting cleaned up at some point, ain’t ya?”

“I’d love to, but I’m not sure it’s safe to go home at this point. I can’t risk it until I can figure out how my old associates found me.”

“Have you thought about retracing your steps? Maybe you left a trail or something. Have you been doing anything different over the past week that you normally wouldn’t be doin’?”

Rick’s eyes got big as her words triggered an idea.

My powers. That’s it. I’ve been thinking they were tracking me by them, but maybe that’s only part of it. Since I haven’t used them until recently, they couldn’t get a good fix on me. At work though, I was actively using them for several hours. That’s why they were able to pinpoint me more closely.

“I see you got an idea of what to do next, haven’t ya?”

Rick glanced back at her, noticing a slight sparkle in her eye. Reaching across the counter, he gave her a peck on the cheek.

“Thank you Miss Barbara. You’ve helped me more than you know. I promise I’ll come back when I can and repay you for the food.”

“Don’t worry about it sugah. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you again really soon. Go handle your business.”

Sopping up the last of the egg yolk with a piece of rye toast, he thanked her again before rushing out the door. Unnoticed was the slight glow coming from Barbara’s eyes.

“I hope you’re up for this sugah, for all our sakes.”
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“What’ve you got?” Kaitlyn asked, briskly striding over to the technician.

“Well, first off, we have the video data analyzed. You were right. This Newton person appears to be trying to get all your teammates away from ground zero. It was hard to see some of it, but if you watch here,” he said, punching buttons on the control board, “you can obviously see him throwing Thunderclap. This part’s kinda cool. Watch how he just tanks Thunderclap’s attack with one hand like it was nothing.”

Kaitlyn watched the footage continue playing in slow motion while the technician indicated other salient points.

“If you watch here, his eyes open wide, like he’s in pain or possibly even surprised, just before the flash. Whatever it was, it looks like he knew it was coming. He crossed his arms defensively before whatever it was went off. Means he most likely didn’t cause it.”

The technician tapped a few more keys before continuing.

“We’ll know more when the satellite data is done being analyzed. Should be any time now.”

“It that everything?” Kaitlyn asked.

“No… not exactly, but we’re not sure what to make of it. Best we can determine is, Newton also somehow projected an energy field around your speedsters to get them out of the blast area as well.”

The technician rewound the footage and queued it up to just before he threw Thunderclap.

“If you watch here and here, you’ll see him almost point the palms of his hands toward both Jetlag and Blitz. While we can’t see what he did regarding Jetlag, we did catch this when he pushed Blitz out of the area.”

Highlighting a part of the screen, he played a short clip back and forth several times.

“What am I looking at, exactly?”

“Look at the ground,” he said, zooming in more closely.

As she stared, she noticed a slight scuff appearing, like someone dragging a stick across it.

“What was that?”

“We’re not sure, but whatever it is he projects, it does seem to affect the environment. Means you might be able to see it coming if there’s particulate matter in the air, like smoke or fog or something similar.”

Kaitlyn nodded to herself absently.

It might not do me, or any of the others with normal reflexes any good, but it might be enough for the speedsters to respond evasively.

She jumped slightly when a klaxon started going off.

“What do we have?”

“You’re not going to believe this Major, but Newton just showed back up at ground zero.”
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After his conversation at the diner, Rick decided he could risk going home to get cleaned up as long as he stopped using his abilities a mile or two away from his house. Besides getting cleaned up, it gave him the chance to dress more appropriately for fighting. It also gave him a chance to grab the last weapon he’d had commissioned before he went underground.

Now he was heading back toward the scene of his last battle with Reaper, carrying his five foot long tungsten and titanium quarterstaff across his back. He’d attached to the same harness that carried the tube with his deadly projectiles inside, which he now had strapped on the outside of the full-length Kevlar-lined duster he now wore. While he wasn’t worried about projectiles, it was significantly more durable compared to the other jacket he’d been wearing. It’d also been part of the standard load-out he’d had when going on missions.

Following the same protocol he’d used when going home, he dropped down to normal speed before jogging the rest of the way to ground zero. Approaching the outskirts of the blast radius, he could feel a slight change in the atmosphere, almost like walking into increasingly dense spiderwebs.

Whatever they hit me with damaged the environment somehow. It’s like all the kinetic energy has thickened somehow, making it harder to draw on.

As if to confirm his suspicions, he watched a pigeon fly through the area. Hitting the outskirts of the field, it dropped several inches before recovering, its wings flapping more vigorously to maintain altitude. Reaching the other edge, it sudden sprung up higher, again startling the bird. As another test, he tried stretching his awareness out. The result was almost like trying to see through a fog. Withdrawing his senses back, he continued deeper into the blast zone. The farther he went, the more pronounced the effect felt.

Reaching the spot where the blast had detonated, he tried extending his awareness again. Gasping, he tried to understand what he was sensing. Just in front of him, about ten feet up, was an area that wasn’t there, almost like a hole or void in space. While analyzing it, he realized he could feel all the kinetic energy in the area slowly spiraling around the basketball-sized rupture, disappearing as it crossed some undetectable boundary.

Okay, this can’t be good. Whatever they used, it’s apparently torn a hole in what? Space? Reality? What the hell have they been working on all these years?

Pulling his staff off his back, he planted it into the ground before anchoring it with his power. With a slight hop, he landed on the tip of the staff, allowing him to reach the void safely. Tentatively, he slowly reached out, extending his hand into the space the rupture was located. Making contact with the boundary, he let out a hiss while yanking his hand back. Looking down, he noticed the tips of his fingers had turned black, like he’d suffered from severe frostbite. Dropping down from his staff and stepping away from the rift, he focused on repairing the damage it had caused to his fingers.

He noticed in alarm that some of his energy was leached off his aura, joining the rest of the energy swirling around the fissure. Taking a dozen paces back, he picked up a chunk of debris, tossing it underhanded toward the center of the void. As the chunk approached, it suddenly slowed down, like it was sinking through syrup, before hitting the boundary. Upon contact, it came to a stop, glittering with tiny flashes of light while hovering for several seconds before slowly drifting downward. As it touched the ground, it turned to dust before drifting away.

That is definitely not good. That’s going to kill somebody if it’s not blocked off somehow.

He walked around the fissure, trying to get an idea of how large it was. He suddenly realized his clothes were starting to fit more loosely again.

Shit, this thing, whatever it really is, is leeching me of energy. I need to get out of here before it sucks me dry.

He backed away from the rupture, trying to fix in his mind the exact location of it. The more he used his senses to observe it, the harder it was to focus on it. It was almost like looking at the Sun. Turning his awareness away from the void for a split-second, his senses detected something else, but it was gone too fast to determine what it was. He tried focusing on the fleeting feeling, but it felt like trying to pick out a specific voice in a roaring crowd. He moved in the general direction the feeling had come from. With relief, he noticed the bleed-off from his aura slowing down the further he got from the tear in space. He strained to absorb some kinetic energy in an effort to replenish what he’d just lost, but it felt like trying to drink a thick shake through a cocktail straw. He vaguely sensed movement again at the edges of his perceptions, but it still felt indistinct. Looking around, he spotted someone coming around the corner of one of the few walls that were still standing.

“Stay where you are!”

 

Chapter 14

 

“Set us down over there.”

The jumpjet landed behind the building Kaitlyn had indicated, a few blocks outside the blast radius. She hoped it was far enough away to remain undetected by Newton, but she couldn’t risk landing further away on the chance Newton left before her team got there. She tapped her throat as everyone prepared to disembark.

“HellKat to base. Do you still have eyes on target?”

“This is base. Visual is confirmed. I repeat, visual is confirmed. Target is still on location. He appears to be examining something, but unable to determine object of his focus.”

“Can you clarify?”

“Negative HellKat. It appears he’s just staring off into space at the moment. A moment ago, he’d climbed up a staff he was carrying, reached out into empty air, then yanked his hand back like he’d just touched a hot stove. Whatever it is though, it appears to be agitating him.”

“Affirmative base, heading out. T-minus five minutes until contact.”

“Roger HellKat, good hunting.”

Killing the connection, she glanced at the rest of her team, assessing their demeanor. Scattershot appeared almost lackadaisical except for the glint of excitement in his eyes. She noticed both Blitz and Jetlag appeared much more reserved compared to the first time they’d confronted Newton.

Not that I blame them. This guy single-handedly outclassed both of them without even trying. I hope it won’t make them second guess themselves. The last thing we need is to have them pull their punches.

Continuing her review, she noticed the odd, almost crazy looking light sparkling behind Glaizia’s eyes. It concerned her since, with Thunderclap still recovering, Glaizia was the muscle of the group.

“Everyone clear on the plan?”

She waited for them all to nod their acknowledgment before hitting opening the hatch.

“Remember, we’ll probably only have one chance to either capture or eliminate the target. Based on our previous encounters, I’d prefer capturing him. Our past interactions seem to imply he’s reluctant to hurt people, so we may be able to use that to our advantage. Any questions?”

She glanced around again before finishing.

“As of now, we go radio silent until I give the signal. Roll out.”
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She worked her way closer to Newton’s last known location. Without knowing exactly what his abilities were, the stress of trying to sneak up on him was causing her to sweat profusely. The fact that he’d already shown the ability to track multiple speedsters with what appeared to be little effort didn’t help with her nerves. All she could hope for was having the buildings shield her movements and position to some degree, allowing her to get close enough to try distracting him. She was so intent on trying to sneak up on Newton that when something under her boot crunched, she jumped like a gunshot had gone off. Holding her breath, she waited motionlessly for nearly a minute before risking movement again.

If he heard that, there’s nothing I can do about it anyway. Only thing I can do now is keep moving forward and hopefully provide enough time for everyone to get in place.

Approaching the corner of the last standing structure, she accessed her wrist-comp, pulling up the feed from the cameras they’d set up to monitor the area. Looking at the display, she felt her stomach drop. According to the feed, Newton was slowing walking in her general direction, a suspicious look on his face.

Shit. He knows I’m here somehow. Here’s hoping I can stall him.

Stepping from around the building, she planted her feet firmly, trying to look as authoritative as possible. She watched him stop abruptly, involuntarily causing her to take a deep breath.

“Stay where you are!”

She watched light flash from his eyes while cocking his head to the side, almost like a puppy trying to figure something out. She almost grinned before catching herself. She fought the urge to backpedal when he straightened up and slowly started walking toward her.

“I said stay where you are!”

“Who are you? I know you don’t work for Maelstrom, but that doesn’t mean you’re any better than them, either.”

She watched cautiously as he got closer.

Wow, he looks like a picture of Odin from a comic book.

As he approached, she noticed there was something different about him.

His hair and beard are darker I think. And he appears to be stockier than before.

When he got within twenty feet of her, she held up a hand, causing it to erupt into flames.

“That’s far enough. Come any closer and I’ll be authorized to use lethal force.”

She watched him come to a stop with what looked like a bemused expression on his face. Planted the staff he was carrying in front of him and leaning on it, he studied her a moment before responding.

“Aren’t you the one I kept from being squished by an armored car the other day?”

She felt her cheeks heat up from the comment, but she managed to keep her voice steady when she responded.

“I need you to drop the weapon and lay face down on the ground!”

She noticed he raised one eyebrow before making a big production of dropping into a seated position, flaring his duster out around him while keeping the staff situated vertically between them.

“Well, you’re either government or private contractor, but I’m going to lean toward your team being with some governmental department. Ya’ll just have that look about you.”

Before she had a chance to respond, she heard the beep in her ear-piece, signaling that Glaizia was in place. She just had to stall for a few more minutes for everyone else to get into place.

“I said drop the weapon and lay face down, now!”

“No.”

The tone of finality in his response caught her off-guard. Before she could regain her composure, she noticed his eyes were glowing again.

“Listen, cut the crap. I know you’re stalling to let your teammates get into place. At least give me the courtesy of not trying to order me around.”

“But we’re—” she blurted out before she could catch herself.

“Yes, you are. It’s what I would have done. Listen, all I’m asking is who you work for. You’ve seen what I can do. If I wanted to attack you, you know you wouldn’t be able to stop me. As it stands, I have bigger fish to fry, so either tell me who you work for, or I’m out of here.”

She got two more signals, letting her know that Jetlag and Scattershot were in position. Just a few more seconds to let Blitz get in place before she gave the order. Running out of options, she relented.

“Fine. My name’s HellKat. The organization we work for is called Stormwatch. And yes, it’s a government agency.”

The look of surprise on his face caught her off-guard again.

“Stormwatch… You still exist? I’m surprised they didn’t shut you down after Maelstrom—”

Before he had a chance to finish, she got the final signal. Raising both hands over her head, she caused them to burst into flame. Before he had a chance to move, he was suddenly embedded in a twelve-foot thick block of ice.
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Kaitlyn watched Glaizia drop from the rooftop, landing with a thud that caused dust and debris to erupt into a small cloud around her. Looking slightly disappointed, she jogged over as the rest of the team arrived.

“We did it!”

Kaitlyn nodded toward Blitz.

“It looks that way. Without air, hopefully he’ll pass out in a few minutes and we’ll be able to take him in peacefully. She looked back at Glaizia to commend her but noticed sweat start popping out on her forehead. Growing concerned, she went over to the giant woman just as she dropped to a knee.

“What is it?”

Through gritted teeth, she nodded toward Newton.

“He’s… fighting… me…”

Growing concerned, she looked at the rest of her team.

“This might not be over, get rea—”

She paused, noticing a high-pitched keening noise becoming audible and rapidly growing in volume. Looking over at Newton, she involuntarily stumbled backward. His eyes were glowing so brightly that she almost couldn’t make out the look of anger on his face. As she watched, Newton started to blur as the noise continued to rise in volume. Cracks started spider-webbing through the block of ice with tiny audible pops, slowly at first, then with an increasingly rapid pace. A sudden blast of icy air signaled a sudden expansion in size of the block of ice trapping Newton. Kaitlyn quickly looked back at the cryokineticist as she struggled to hold Newton stationary. With a grunt, she collapsed on the ground, clutching her head. Before she had a chance to look back, a loud cracking sound echoed through the air before she was pelted with chunks of ice and snow.

“That,” he said, pausing to dust powdery ice of his sleeve before grabbing his staff, “was not nice.”

 

Chapter 15

 

“…surprised they didn’t shut you down after Maelstrom—”

Suddenly, he couldn’t move. The overwhelming blast of cold almost took his breath away, except he couldn’t breathe, either. He tried to turn his head, but it was locked in place.

What the hell just happened?

He tried to look at HellKat but realized he couldn’t see her very well, like looking through water. He suppressed the urge to shiver in the sudden cold.

Ice? I’m encased in ice?

Keeping his growing anger under control, he expanded his awareness, reaching out to sense the location of the cryomancer or cryokineticist. Depending on their ability, what he’d need to do to free himself would be different. To his right, he felt a channel of lowered energy potential flowing from a towering being. Examining the channel, he determined it to be a cryokineticist.

Ok, so if I remember correctly, they consciously have to control their ice formation or it turns back into regular ice. I just need to overpower them. I’ve only got about three minutes before I pass out from cold and lack of oxygen.

He started to suppress another shiver, but it gave him an idea. He allowed himself to shiver, feeding energy into the shaking, causing the ice surrounding him to vibrate. Then he started to vary the pitch the vibrations higher, trying to find the sweet spot. His only chance was to find it and hopefully set up a harmonic vibration in the ice encasing him.

He sensed the block of ice growing thicker while he continued to absorb, remodulate, and reflect the vibrations he was amplifying, drawing on all the kinetic energy he could gather to himself. The ice touching him started sublimating, allowing him more room to vibrate. The first popping sound of the ice cracking gave him hope that he’d be able to break out as darkness started encroaching on the edge of his vision. As more ice sublimated, the pressure started increasing in his little area of freedom. Nearing the point of passing out, he pulsed his energy field outward, sending tendrils into all the cracks he could wedge them into like ice picks.

The ice exploded away from him violently as he sensed the cryokineticist drop to the ground. Taking several deep breaths as steam rolled off him, he drew his energy back as he stood up, using his staff for support. Dusting the fragments of snow left on his duster, he slowly allowed his anger to kindle into a blaze.

“That… was not nice,” he said in a menacing tone. Grabbing his staff, he blurred over to the cryokineticist, touching her with the tip of the staff. With a slight twitch of his hand, he launched the giant backward, throwing her through the building behind them, but not before he surrounded her with a mild kinetic cushion to keep the impact from injuring her too severely.

I’m not here to kill them, but I can’t let them stop me, either…

He sensed the bolt of lightning heading toward him from behind. Spinning his staff behind him, he allowed the staff to absorb the strike. Using the sudden kinetic push of electrons down the staff, he gathered in the energy to boost his nearly depleted well of energy.

Suddenly charged with more energy than he could metabolize, he reversed the current flow, swinging his staff back in front of him as he rushed forward, pausing in front of Hellcat with the tip of his staff nearly touching her stomach. Extending his aura the length of the staff, he nullified her flame aura. Her flames vanished with a slight whuff followed by a look of panic crossing her face.

“Just remember, you started this…” he said, pushing the energy outward.

A small arc of electricity jumped from the end of the staff with a slight pop, launching her backward through the air before hitting the pavement and sliding for several feet before coming to a stop. Expanding his awareness outward, he sensed rapid movement from behind. Shaking his head in disbelief, he readied himself as the runner tried using the same tactic that failed during their last encounter. Deciding to do something different, he waited until an instant before contact before sliding to the side, allowing the speedster to pass by him. Instead of tripping him, he latched onto his kinetic stream. Rick instantly rocketed after him, effortlessly keeping pace. Tapping his opponent on the shoulder, he smiled.

“Didn’t anyone ever tell you that doing the same thing repeatedly and expecting a different outcome is the definition of insanity?”

Rick started draining off the speedster’s momentum, causing him to gradually slow down. A look of terror crossed the other man’s face.

“Before I lay the smack down on you, can I get your name?”

“Uh, yeah uh, Blitz… My name is Blitz.”

“Nice to meet your acquaintance Blitz. Hopefully they’ll give you a nice vacation after this.”

Reaching up, he cuffed Blitz on the back of the head, causing him to lose his balance and go tumbling away, leaving another furrow in the ground.

Three down, one to go.

A sudden roar to the side caught his attention. Charging from the ruined building, the giant woman rushed toward him, changing into a giant ice sculpture as she approached.

Well that’s a neat trick, let’s see what she’s got.

Getting close, she swung at him wildly. Trying to use the same tactic he’d used against Thunderclap, he ducked away from the strike while absorbing some kinetic energy from the swing. Without warning, he suddenly found himself embedded in a thin sheet of ice. Unable to compensate quickly enough, she backhanded him, shattering the ice and launching him into the air. Before he could regain his senses, Jetlag grabbed him, cracking the sound barrier as he did a loop before flying at the ground, releasing him just before impact. He had just enough time to intensify his aura before impact, allowing him to reverse the impact and bounce off the ground like a rubber ball.

Another ball of ice surrounded him as the giant woman created a giant ice hammer and treated him like a nail, jumping into the air and swinging the hammer toward his head in a massive overhead strike. The blow violently slammed into him, shattering the weapon and bouncing him off the ground again. Reforming the hammer, she took another massive swing at his head. This time however, he was fully prepared for the impact. Making contact, he pulled in all the kinetic energy from the swing, immediately stopping it and throwing the giant off balance. Shifting his awareness, he was able to identify how her energy projected from her body.

He watched as she stretched her hands toward him again, sensing the beams of cold extending from her hands toward him. Instead of dodging, he agitated the air in front of him, super-heating the air from the friction generated. Scalding blasts of steam erupted into the air where the cold slammed into his impromptu heat shield while he slowly approached her.

“I… am not… a snowpop missy… So stop freezing me!”

He jabbed toward her with his staff, but she was able to grab it at the last second, keeping it from hitting her.

“Very impressive. Not many people are strong enough to do that. With that being said, see ya later.”

He channeled a pulse down the staff, flinging her through the air again. He watched her slam into another building several blocks away. Her upper body disappeared into the facade before coming to a stop several stories up. Only her legs could be seen dangling out of the hole.

That should slow her down a bit longer this time. Let’s see if I can finish this up quickly so I can get back to tracking down Maelstrom. With all this energy I’m using, they’re probably going to pinpoint any moment.

A sudden blast of flames washed across him, harmlessly being absorbed by his aura. Turning around, he watched HellKat swing around for another pass, a trail of fire following her through the air. Preparing to counter her next attack, he realized where she was headed.

Oh shit!

Pulsing forward, he urged himself to go faster. At the last instant, he leapt at her.

“Look out,” he yelled as he grabbed her, knocking her slightly off course. He screamed in agony as the null void raked across his back. Ignoring the pain, he used his momentum keep her from flying directly through it. Trying to focus through the pain, he twisted in the air, protecting her as they plowed into the rubble of a building. An already weakened wall made a loud crack before collapsing toward them. Rick braced himself for the impact, positioning HellKat underneath him. He felt her body stiffen in terror as he sensed the massive section of the building falling toward them. Looking into her eyes just before the impact, he whispered, “I surrender.”

Then the world turned into a blur of pain.
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Kaitlyn watched the building collapsed on top of them in seeming slow motion. She looked in Newton’s eyes just before the impact.

“I surrender.”

The statement caught her completely off guard as the light in his eyes flared up, causing the pain on his face to out in stark contrast just as the chunks of building hit. She involuntarily closed her eyes, fully expecting to die.

Wait, I don’t feel anything. Am I already dead?

Hesitantly opening one eye, she noticed for the first time that Newton had a slight glow around him. Around them both, actually. Because of her position, one arm was pinned under the debris to her side while the other one was stuck between them. She felt the slow, even, deep breaths coming from Newton as his body slightly pressed down on her. Concentrating, she could hear muffled shouts in the distance. Suddenly, a loud yell echoed jarringly in the enclosed space.

“<xxzx>g on. He<xlzlz>he way!”

She tried to key her mic, but with both arms pinned, she couldn’t reach it. Trying to wiggle an arm free, she noticed Newton felt a little heavier. Glancing around, she realized the glowing field appeared to be slightly smaller.

Oh shit. His field is giving out and I don’t have a way to let anyone know. Moving might even speed up the collapse. I can’t risk yelling either.

She struggled to keep from panicking as she felt the pressure slowing increasing. With her hand and arm sticking out to the side, it stood to reason that it would be crushed first if his field continued to diminish in size.

Hurry guys. I don’t think I have much longer.

After a few minutes, she gradually started to see a dim light growing above them, but the sudden blinding pain in her arm told her his field was finally giving out. Since it had been a gradual process, the weight hadn’t come crashing down, but the rapidly growing agony meant she probably only had minutes left before her arm was crushed beyond repair.

She felt a bone in her arm snap when the debris shifted. A moment later, a huge chunk of the building above her was lifted away, bathing them in sunlight. Mustering all her willpower, she bit back a scream. Looking up through eyes tearing up with pain, she saw Glaizia looking down at her with concern.

“Kat! Are you alright!”

Through gritted teeth, she tried to keep her voice as soft as possible.

“My right arm is pinned. You need to clear it off as fast as possible or it’s going to get crushed.”

She sucked in a sharp breath as she felt another bone crack.

“Hurry…” she whispered through the pain.

Suddenly, all the building material piled on top of her took on a glittery sheen. After a few seconds, she noticed the pressure on her arm wasn’t getting any worse.

She froze the rubble in place… Fast thinking…

She realized it was getting harder to think as her teeth started chattering.

Must…be… going into… shock…

Feeling the pressure arm suddenly disappear, she let out a scream as the broken bones shifted, plunging her into unconsciousness.
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“She’s coming to.”

The world gradually started to resolve itself into light and shadows.

“Easy now… we had to sedate you to set your arm.”

Slowly becoming aware of her surroundings, she realized she was on a hospital bed.

“How… how long have I been out for?”

“About an hour, hour and a half. You’re lucky to be alive, let alone making it through all that with just a broken arm.”

Memory surged through her mind. She tried sitting up abruptly, but the pain shooting through her body caused her to flop back down.

“Slowly…” the doctor said as he helped her sit up.

Her arm was starting to throb with a dull ache as she tried to swing her legs over the side of the bed.

“Newton…” she said before the doctor finally gave up gently trying to restrain her.

“Unconscious. We have him sedated right now. You really did a number on his back when you took him out. We’re pretty sure he’s going to be paralyzed from the injury since we can see part of the vertebrae missing, but we’re not sure how far into the spinal cord it goes. We’re waiting for the x-rays and MRI scans to come back before we can make that determination.”

“Did a number… what do you mean? My powers weren’t having any effect him. For that matter, none of our powers were. What happened to him?”

She watched as the doctor gave her a questioning look before tapping on his tablet. He turned it so she could see it.

“You mean you didn’t cause this?”

Looking at the screen, she felt a slight wave of nausea start bubbling up, but she forced it back down. Taking the tablet from him she zoomed in on the image. Diagonally across his back was a long track, almost like someone had dragged a red-hot iron across the flesh, starting from just below his left shoulder and extending down to his right hip. The skin and muscle looked like charred meat, and after a minute of examination, she had to hand the tablet back to the doctor before she threw up.

“No, that wasn’t me. He yelled ‘Look out,’ then he screamed just before he grabbed me.”

“Well, if you didn’t cause this, then what did?”

“We need to find out, and fast.”
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“There, did you see it?”

Kaitlyn looked at the rest of the team as she pointed at the screen.

“See what exactly?”

“Rewind the tape to just before he grabbed me, then play it back at one-eighth speed.”

As the video slowly crawled forward, they watched as Newton blurred across the screen before jumping and grabbing her. Just before he made contact, a bright glow etched its way across his back.”

Scattershot whistled as he pointed toward the screen.

“That don’t look none too comfortable. I wonder if that tube he had strapped to his back might a stopped that from happening if it’d been a few inches over.”

Kaitlyn paused, tapping her lower lip while she considered the idea.

“I’d venture to say no.”

She glanced at the technician and nodded.

“Queue up the other footage from just before we got there.”

The view on the screen changed, showing Newton dropping off his staff before lobbing a chunk of rock into the air. Everyone’s eyes widened slightly as the rock came to a gradual stop, hovering in the air and glittering like a sparkler before drifting to the ground and disintegrating into dust.

“What the ‘ell is that?”

“That, Scattershot, is what we need to find out.”

Glaizia spoke up in a soft whisper.

“Does that mean, even after everything we did, he still saved your life?”

“That’s what it’s looking like. Between that and how much effort he put into trying not to hurt us, I don’t think he’s the source of the explosion. While he might not be a friend, he doesn’t appear to be an enemy, either.”

“Good thing, too,” said Blitz.

“He was taking us apart out there like it was a walk in the park. If I never have to face him again, it’ll be too soon.”

Jetlag spoke up.

“Let’s just hope he survives his injuries since he seems to know a lot more about what’s going on than we do.”

Kaitlyn nodded as she backed away from the monitors, looking her team over before speaking.

“Okay. Glaizia, I’m sending a team out there to investigate this anomaly and I want you go with them. Take Scattershot and Jetlag with you to provide security on-site until we figure this out. We’re still running the story about how it was a gas explosion, so we should be able to keep the site locked down for a few more days, but I suspect this Maelstrom group is going to make another attack soon. While we don’t know what they want, they seem to have a real hard-on for Newton, so be careful.”

She glanced around again.

“Any questions?”

After nobody spoke up, she turned to walk away.

“Dismissed.”

Walking out of the room, she made her way down to the infirmary. She wanted to see first hand what condition Newton was in. Walking in, she saw a bunch of doctors examining all the different scans on a sixty inch touchscreen display.

“What’s his status?”

“It’s what we feared. Whatever caused this, it severed his spine at the L2 vertebrae. He’s never going to be able to walk again.”

Shit!

“Will he be in pain if we wake him? We need to find out if he knows what did this to him.”

The doctors glanced at each other. After a few seconds, they nodded before one of them responded.

“We’d advise against it, but I doubt you’d heed our warning. Yes, we can wake him, provided we give him a local above the injury site to dampen any remaining pain. He might not be very coherent though.”

“Do it.”
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Rick felt something resembling fire burning across his back, immediately snapping him awake. Groggy, he tried to make sense of where he was before a spike of pain lanced through his head. Wincing at the sudden headache, he slowly looked around the room before settling on HellKat.

“I see you made it okay… at least for the most part,” he said, nodding at her arm.

“I don’t suppose you have anything for a headache, do you?”

He watched as she nodded to someone just outside his field of view. A moment later, someone came up to him and gave him a shot in the neck. Within seconds, his headache was gone.

“Wish I had had some of that instead of the aspirin I took.”

Trying to sit up, he suddenly realized he couldn’t feel his legs. He tried mentally scanning his body for injuries, but he didn’t have enough energy to do it.

“What happened to me!” 

The urgency in his voice caused her to jump slightly, causing her to pause a moment before responding.

“Tell me!”

“There’s no easy way to say this…”

He noticed her hesitating, but the desperate look he gave her finally caused her to respond.

“When you saved me, something carved a path across your back, severing your spinal cord just below your lumbar region… I’m sorry…”

He thought she was starting to choke up as she gave him the news, her eyes getting glassy, but he knew he didn’t have any time to waste.

“Where’s the damage exactly, show me!”

She looked at him strangely before waving one of the doctors over. Turning the display back on, they brought up the screen. He noticed her watching him intently as he studied the image before he looked at her again.

“How long was I out!”

The look of confusion and surprise on her face only made him more desperate.

“HOW LONG WAS I OUT!”

“Uh, about two hours,” she blurted.

Whispering under his breath, he started to focus on his surroundings.

“There might still be time…”

His awareness expanded outward, allowing him to search for all available sources of energy. He could feel all the movement on the floors above and below him, along with people moving out in the hallway. Focusing his attention on the machines surrounding him, he felt the electrical energy flowing through all of it as well. Desperately latching onto all of it like a man dying of thirst, he pulled it all in, siphoning all the energy he could reach in the surrounding environment. He watched as HellKat’s eyes went wide as she became frozen in space along with everyone else in the room. The sudden surge of energy crashed into his aura, causing his headache to come back with a vengeance. Gritting his teeth against the rising agony of absorbing so much energy so quickly, he continued pulling in as much as he could tap into but realized it wasn’t enough. Switching focus, he started mentally clawing at the electrical system. All the nearby machinery started sparking while the lights flickered before exploding. Releasing his grip on everyone nearby, he barely noticed everyone collapsing on the floor as he strained to contain all the energy he’d absorbed over the space of a few seconds.

Please work…

Bracing himself, his hands crushing the guardrails of his bed, he shunted all the energy into his back. His awareness expanded within his body, seeking out injuries to heal, nerves to regrow. Starting with the damaged spinal cord and working his way outward, he mentally started repairing the damage he’d received. He was dimly aware of someone yelling in the background about him having a seizure, but he couldn’t let his concentration waver or he’d lose all the energy he’d gathered to heal himself. The sudden sensation of acid flowing down his legs gave him hope that he’d started the process in time. Mentally looking himself over internally, he expanded his healing ability to the rest of his back. His vision started dimming as he neared completion. A profound sense of exhaustion quickly grew from his exertions. Just as he jump-started the healing process in the last of his injuries, he felt something shoot up his arm, stealing the last of his awareness and forcing him into unconscious again.
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“What the fuck just happened?”

Kaitlyn grabbed the edge of the counter in an effort to keep herself from pacing again. The event with Newton before they’d been able to sedate him had rattled a lot of nerves. Now the brass were breathing down her neck, demanding answers.

“We’re not sure. They’re still analyzing the data. Hopefully, we’ll have some answers for you shortly.”

She spun on the doctor. It took everything in her to keep from bursting into flames as she grabbed his shoulder with her good arm.

“Why couldn’t I move. It felt like the hand of god had just grabbed me and squeezed. What the hell did he do to us?”

Reaching up, the doctor placed a comforting hand over hers before gently removing them both before responding.

“We’re still trying to determine that since it affected quite a few people. All we know at this point is that his powers extended out quite a distance. We’re estimating at least ten yards, but it seemed to still be expanding before we sedated him, so we’re not really sure how far it can reach.”

“And the equipment?”

“Whatever he was doing, we’re suspecting he switched to that so he wouldn’t permanently hurt anyone. I know it felt like an eternity, but we were only affected for about two seconds.”

“It was a long damn two seconds.”

Kaitlyn took a few deep breaths to settle her nerves down a notch. A question suddenly popped in her mind.

“Was it the seizure that caused it, or did he do it intentionally?”

“We’re not entirely sure it was a seizure, honestly.”

She watched as he nodded to someone behind her. Turning around, she saw several security personnel move past her toward where Newton was still lying unconscious.

“Wait. What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she asked, barging past the doctor and spinning one of the guards around.

Another guard stepped over and pushed her back with one hand while placing his other hand on the grip of his sidearm.

“Stand down Major. Colonel’s orders. We’re moving him to one of the stasis cells in the lower levels.”

She started to move toward them again, but the doctor laid a hand on her arm. She looked at him, willing him to back her up. When he didn’t respond, she stared at the guards again.

“You can’t move him yet. He still needs medical attention. It’s not like he’s going anywhere. He’s paralyzed!”

“Actually Major, he’s not. That’s why we suspect it wasn’t a seizure after all. Whatever it was, it healed him… Almost completely.”

Her mouth dropped open in surprise, unable to speak for several seconds.

“What do you mean healed? Ten minutes ago you said he was paralyzed. He had a huge furrow down his back. Now you’re saying he’s fine?”

“Well, I wouldn’t say fine, but his cells are regenerating at an alarming rate right now. You can actually see the tissue moving as it knits back together. If he wasn’t sedated, if he were conscious, he’d be able to walk out of here under his own power. He truly is an anomaly, Major. We’ve never recorded anyone with a healing factor as impressive as his.”

The doctor gently guided her out of the way as the guards transferred Newton to a gurney and rapidly wheeled him out of the room. She stepped out into the hallway, watching them disappear around a corner.

Who or what the hell are you?
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Consciousness slowly returned as he woke up with a realization he was laying on a different bed.

I really have to do something about all this fainting I’m doing or someone’s going to mistake me for a woman from the Victorian era.

Grinning to himself at the joke, he sat up slowly, taking in his surroundings.

At least there’s no headache this time. Whatever it is they gave me, I need to get a decent supply of it.

He started to extend his senses out to get a better idea of his surroundings. He was surprised at how much effort it took. Trying again, he was slowly able to extend it out past the edges of the room.

What’s going on? It shouldn’t be this hard. I should be sensing stuff half mile away from this much effort.

Getting up, he slowly hobbled over to the door, his stiff lower back shooting out little spikes of pain.

“That beats the alternative,” he said under his breath.

Reaching the door, he tentatively reached a hand out. As his hand approached, he could just make out a slight buzzing sensation rippling across his palm.

Not bad. Seems the government has really improved the suppression field technology I helped develop. Wonder what else they’ve done.

Walking around his room, he allowed his hand to drift beside him, almost but not quite touching the wall, trying to sense how far into the room the field reached. He figured he’d let it be a surprise that the field only slowed him down rather than nullifying his powers. Satisfied with his investigation of his accommodations, he started going through a stretching and calisthenics regiment he’d designed once his powers manifested to help with the healing process. He also started to draw in a trickle charge of energy. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been unconscious, but he suspected someone was already on their way to talk to him now that he was awake. He hoped he could gather enough energy to be prepared, just in case. He was finishing up when he heard a knock at the door.

“If you’re here to peddle cosmetics, I’m not interested!”

He thought he heard a stifled chuckle before the door opened. He realized that the entire wall was actually some type of hologram as an almost imperceptible flicker traveled away from the door as his visitor entered. Looking the person over, he decided it was probably a doctor, come to check on him. The fact that he didn’t come in with a guard gave him some hope that they might trust him a little.

“How are you feeling?”

“With my hands, usually.”

This time, there was no mistaking the stifled laugh outside the door.

“I’m doing fine, doc.”

Before the man had a chance to respond, Rick raised his voice.

“You can drop the hologram. I know that wall isn’t real.”

“What are you referring to,” the doctor began, but the incredulous look on Rick’s face told him it wouldn’t work.

Turning around, the doctor nodded to someone he couldn’t see. Seconds later, the blinked off, getting replaced with a shimmering energy field. Standing on the other side of the field he could see HellKat and Thunderclap, along with several other people he’d never seen before. Taking a seat on his bed, he waited for someone to respond. After a few minutes of staring at him, he got annoyed.

“Ya'll went to an awful lot of trouble trying to catch me. The big question is, why?”

“Try?” Thunderclap blurted, but HellKat laid her good hand on his arm before looking back at him.

“Who are you, exactly? Up until two days ago, we didn’t even know you existed. From what I’ve seen, you’ve obviously had some type of advanced combat training. I’m suspecting military, but who’s?”

Hopping up, he slowly walked toward the energy wall, ignoring the doctor who was still in the cell with him. He though he noticed a slight smile on HellKat’s face as he walked toward her. Stopping only a few inches away from them, he glanced down at her arm.

“So what’s the damage?”

“Broken it two places. Would have been a lot worse if it wasn’t for you. So I guess I owe you a thank you.”

He nodded before responded.

“You realize it wouldn’t have happened at all if freezer chick hadn’t tried to turn me into a Rickcicle…”

He noticed Thunderclap’s eye twitch as the man struggled not to smirk.

“So your real name’s Rick?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said taking a half-step back to make a flourishing bow.

“I’d say pleased to make your acquaintance but,” he said as he gestured to his surroundings.

This time, a genuine smile crinkled her eyes slightly.

“You still haven’t answered the question.”

He faked a surprised look on his face before responding.

“I haven’t?” he said before turning around to stroll back toward his bed.

“Ok, fine. We’ll come back to that. What exactly was it that you protected me from? We’ve got a team on site trying to analyze it, but they haven’t gotten back to us yet. Was it something you did when you almost blew up my team?”

Anger suddenly welled up in him at the accusation. Spinning around, he jabbed a finger at them.

“That! Was not! ME!”

He struggled to reign in his temper when he noticed everyone involuntarily take a step back. Glancing to the side, he noticed the doctor looked like he was about to wet himself. 

“Sorry for my outburst,” he said over his shoulder while walking to the far corner of his room, his emotions back under control. Gesturing over his shoulder, he waved at the wall.

“Let the good doctor out before he has a heart attack,” he said, dropping down to his knees, crossing his feet at the ankles while facing the wall. He did a slow count to ten before looking over his shoulder. Noticing the doctor was gone, he smoothly slid back to his feet before sitting down on the corner of his bed.

“That was really uncalled for on my part. No, that wasn’t something I caused. I know who did though. I intend to express my displeasure to them once we’re done here.”

“Would that be this Maelstrom group you’ve mentioned?” one of the group he didn’t recognize asked.

“Yep. They’re the ones. They did something that really pissed me off, so once I get out of here, I’m going to let them know how big a mistake they made.”

He thought he caught Thunderclap snickering again, but decided to ignore it.

“Unfortunately, until we can figure out who you are and what relationship you have to this Maelstrom group, you’re not going anywhere.”

Rick waved his hand around him while staring at HellKat.

“You and your group are ill-equipped to deal with Maelstrom. I know how they operate, you don’t,” he said, hopping up and approaching the wall again.

“I think you’d be surprised at what our capabilities are, Rick.”

“No, I wouldn’t,” he said as he extended his hand, drawing in the energy of the field and causing it to collapse.

“I’m the one who wrote up the parameters of your group.”

 

Chapter 18

 

Rick blurred forward, grabbing HellKat around the throat and waist before pulsing to the farthest wall away from his cell before anyone could respond.

“Stop. Ya’ll know what I can do, so just chill.”

He whispered in HellKat’s ear as everyone hesitated, unsure what to do.

“Tell them to stand down. Please.”

She glanced at everyone before responding.

“Do it.”

As everyone backed away slightly, he slightly shifted his grip on her.

“Since you know my real name, good manners dictate that you tell me yours.”

Struggling slightly, she relaxed again. Through gritted teeth, she responded.

“Kaitlyn. Satisfied. You know you won’t get out of here alive, don’t you?”

He chuckled slightly before responding.

“Yes, I could.”

He slowly shifted his hand over to her broken arm, causing her to flinch slightly.

“Relax,” he whispered in her ear as he extended his senses into her arm, assessing the damage. When he was satisfied, he spoke again.

“This might sting a bit.”

Unleashing a small stream of energy into her arm, he forced her body to start rapidly repairing itself. She let out a stifled cry of pain as he let her go, blurring back into his cell and sitting on the bed again. He watched Kaitlyn cradle her arm as several people, including the doctor, rushed over to her. Thunderclap looked around wildly before spotting him on the bed and let out a silent scream of rage, rushing toward him with his gigantic weapon raised over his head in preparation to land a massive blow.

“Really?” he asked, catching the mace again before extending his field to freeze Thunderclap in place.

“You do realize you failed miserably the last dozen times you tried that move on me. What is it with ya’ll being one-trick ponies?”

Manipulating his field, he slammed the huge man face down on the floor before hopping up on the small of his back. Looking back out at the group, he watched Kaitlyn moved her arm around in wonder. He felt a bit of satisfaction knowing he was able to help her body fully fuse the bones back together in a matter of minutes. If experience had taught him anything, x-rays wouldn’t even be able to see where the original fractures were located.

Raising his voice, he called out to them.

“I’m not the enemy here, but since ya’ll seem intent on getting in my way, maybe just working together instead would be a better opinion. How’s that sound?” he asked, smiling at all the weapons now pointing at him.
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Kaitlyn felt an intense sense of burning pressure in her arm when Rick touched it, overwhelming her enough that she didn’t notice him release her. It felt like her arm was a fire hose about to explode from holding back too much water. Gradually, the pain started ebbing away. In its place was an odd feeling of wellness, like it was a new arm just attached. She caused everyone to take a step back as her powers flared to life, burning the cast off her arm.

“WAIT!”

She glanced at the doctor while the remains of the cast fell to the floor. Tentatively, she moved her arm around without pain.

He healed my arm… How the hell did he do that? What is his power-set? They’re like none we’ve ever come across before…

Moving her now healed arm around in wonder, she was started back to reality by a sudden yell.

“I’m not the enemy here, but since ya’ll seem intent on getting in my way, maybe just working together instead would be a better opinion. How’s that sound?”

Her head snapped up as everyone in the room aimed their weapons toward the source of the voice. She had to suppress a chuckle when she saw Thunderclap stuck under him again.

“AT EASE!”

Everyone shot her a questioning look as she gestured for them to lower their weapons.

“If he’d really wanted to harm us, you wouldn’t have known it until it was too late.”

“Hey, you wanna tell muscles here to stop squirming before I have to have to cuff him upside his head.”

Smiling in spite of herself, she raised her voice.

“Thunderclap, do as he says. You’re obviously not going anywhere unless he allows it, so just calm down.”

After a few more wiggles, the large man finally gave up and relaxed. After a few more seconds, Rick hopped off, walked over to Thunderclap’s weapon, and picked it up by pressing the flat of his hand against the top of the mace-head. Walking over, he stuck it out, handle first, as a sort of peace offering to the small giant. Turning around, his eyes flashed. Without warning, he appeared directly in front of her. Unlike other speedsters, she wasn’t buffeted by a blast of air from his sudden arrival. Holding his hand out, he smiled at her.

“I know we got off on the wrong foot, so let’s say we start over? Hi, I’m Rick.”

In spite of herself, she reached out and took his hand, shaking it.

“Hello Rick, I’m Kaitlyn. Nice to meet you.”

Releasing his hand, she held her other one up and vaguely waved it at him, raising an eyebrow.

“Yeah, uh… Sorry about the sudden ambush and stuff. I’ve been told there’s a bit of ‘oh shit that hurts’ when I do that, but I felt a gesture of good will was in order, seeing as how I’m partly to blame for it being broken in the first place.”

“Fair enough. Care to explain how you did it?”

“Actually, that might take a bit, but seeing as how we have bigger issues to address, let’s say we shelve that discussion for later.”

Dropping her arm, she nodded at him.

“Ok, I’ll hold off on that for now, but don’t think I’m going to forget about it.”

Breaking in to a big grin, he nodded back at her.

“When this shindig is over with, I’ll be more than happy to chit-chat. Now let’s say we get down to business?”
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Rick followed behind Kaitlyn as they strode into the command center. He watched out of the corner of his eye as everyone jumped slightly before watching him with a wary look. Walking over to a bank of monitors, she nodded to the technician.

“How’s are team doing at the site?”

“According to Scattershot, they’ve got a big load of nothing. They can’t seem to find anything at all. Nothing showing up on sensors.”

Rick watched the monitors as the team moved around the area trying to locate the disturbance.

“Is this a live feed?”

The technician looked at Kaitlyn, who nodded, before responding.

“Yes, it’s a live feed.”

“Can you get them up on the radio?”

He glanced at Kaitlyn again, who impatiently waved at him.

Tapping a couple buttons on his panel, Rick heard the connection open. Looking back at Rick, the technician nodded. He looked at Kaitlyn out of the corner of his eye and whispered, “what’s the ice girl’s name?”

“Glaizia.”

Clearing his throat, he raised his voice as he started speaking.

“Uh, Glaizia, can you hear me okay?”

“Who is this and how did you get on this frequency?” she demanded.

“Glaizia, this is HellKat. I’m in the control room with Newton. We’ve come to an understanding, now he’s helping us.”

“So everything’s cool?” she asked. Rick noticed Kaitlyn smiling and realized it was some type of code-phrase they’d come up with in case of trouble.

“Everything is frosty. Thanks for asking.”

Rick watched the giant woman visibly relax, confirming his suspicions. Looking over to Kaitlyn, she waved for him to continue.

“Okay, Glaizia? I have a quick question for you. Does your ice disappear because you stop concentrating on it, or because you stop feeding it negative energy?”

He noticed everyone’s eyes widen from the question, but he ignored it.

“Neither. It’s persistent until I remove it.”

“Good. This is what I want you to do. You see where that one technician is with that weird wand looking thingamajig? What I want you to do is, about two feet above him, to his left at 10 o’clock, four feet away, I want you to generate a four foot diameter ice block for about a half-second. I’m not sure how it’s going to react to your powers, so you need to make sure it’s for no longer than a half-second. Can you do that?”

“On it.”

They all watched her walk over to the area in question and waved the other technicians in the area away. Once they were at a safe distance, she held her hands up. A large block of ice formed in the air. A split-second later, Glaizia let out a loud squeak. Before the ice block vanished, a weird distortion was seen embedded in the ice. Shaking her hands, she looked back over toward the camera.

“That friggin’ hurt. What the hell is it?”

“Damn,” he whispered under his breath.

“What? What is that thing?”

Rick looked over at Kaitlyn. He noticed everyone was now staring at him openly as he responded.

“That, unfortunately, is some type of rupture or void in the fabric of space, best I can figure. I was really hoping her negative energy projection would seal it, but that obviously didn’t happen.”

“Okay, go on…”

“Well, that was kinda it in its entirety. I really didn’t spend a lot of time examining it, but from what I gathered, it’s going to absorb most forms of energy. Whether that’ll make it grow or shrink over time is anyone’s guess at this point. I’m hoping to figure it out when I go kick the shit out of Maelstrom.”

“Well, since you brought it up, now seems to be as good a time as any to switch gears. Glaizia, make sure everyone keeps a safe distance from the anomaly. We’ll get back to you shortly.”

Rick watched the woman nod before the display went black. Looking back to Kaitlyn, he noticed she was staring at him intently. Giving her a questioning look, she responded.

“Maelstrom.”

Letting out a sigh, he leaned back against a console. He’d hoped they wouldn’t prod too much since he was still hoping to deal with them alone. With the look he was getting, he knew it was a foolish hope. Looking up, he nodded.

“Let’s start with this so we don’t rehash stuff. What exactly do you know about Maelstrom?”

“Very little actually. Up until your first clash with the Reaper, we’d never even heard of the group. Even doing a database search turned up very little.”

“Like what?”

Kaitlyn sighed.

“A video of you destroying a government office and a file encrypted with keyword-only clearance. A clearance we have yet to be able to identify or locate who’s authorized to see it.”

A memory of him jumping free of the blast played through his mind again. Holding up his hand, he spent a minute composing himself.

“So it WAS you destroying a government facility, wasn’t it?”

He nodded before responding.

“Yes, it was. For a very good reason, too. You said you had an encrypted file? Can you bring it up?”

She gave him a guarded look before nodding to the technician again.

“Sure, but I’m not sure what good it’s going to do. We don’t have th—”

Rick watched as the prompt came up for the pass-phrase. Leaning over, he began typing rapidly, his fingers a blur.

<Sub rosa est inimicus in nobis>

Under the rose, the enemy is us…

<Access granted, welcome back Newton>

 

Chapter 19

 

“How the hell do you know that! Who the hell are you?”

He sighed again, rubbing his temples before continuing.

“Because I wrote the report.”

Kaitlyn dropped into a chair like she’d just been pole-axed.

“Care to explain that little bombshell?”

“Not really, but I guess I don’t really have a choice if we’re to work together. It’s a long story, so it’s gonna take a bit.”

“Getting kind of tired of hearing that,” she said, massaging the bridge of her nose. “Well, there’s no better time than the present.”

“Okay. All I ask is that ya’ll let me finish before asking questions. It’ll go quicker that way.”

After everyone nodded, he collected his though, deciding where to start.

“About twenty-five years ago, the government put together a secret department to deal with super-powered threats.”

“Stormwatch has only been around twenty-one years,” one of the technicians piped up.

Giving him a dirty look, he started over.

“Twenty-five years ago, a group was put together for policing super-powered crimes, called Skywatch. At the time, it was decided the best course was taking advantage of science and technology to do it since they felt it would be easier to maintain and control. To this effect, they created several teams following two parallel tracks. One track dealt with enhancing regular people genetically while the other track was enhanced cybernetically. I was one of the volunteers who went through genetic manipulation. Reaper was part of the cybernetic path.”

Remembering long forgotten emotions, he started pacing.

“What they didn’t know was that I already had powers of my own before the experiments. I kept them a secret because I was afraid they wouldn’t let me stay in the program. All I wanted to do was serve my country doing what I did best. Looking back on it though, that might explain my current abilities.”

He paused again, absently rubbing the back of his head. 

“Well, to make a long story shorter, the treatments worked, but at a high cost. Some of them developed decent powers, like becoming stronger, faster, heightened agility, insane levels of endurance, etcetera. Basically, they suddenly became super-soldiers. Unfortunately, there were also a lot of volunteers who either died or were horribly disfigured.

“Then there’s me. My powers were pretty modest before the procedures, but once they tinkered with my genetic makeup, my powers seemed to be on par with the other subjects, but then they started unfolded exponentially. Before I left, the eggheads that had examined me told me they couldn’t find an upper limit on my abilities and I tend to believe them.”

He cleared his throat, pausing to recall specifics.

“Anyway, just like I wound up being a prodigy on the genetic side, Reaper became one on the cybernetic side. Apparently he’d been hiding a genetic gift as well, one the eggheads called techno-kineticism. It was kinda creepy though. He could interface with technology, almost like a telepath does with people’s minds. His ability to interface with new technology, especially cybernetics, worried them. They thought he might start losing empathy with normal people, but assumed it’d be manageable with the therapy sessions we were required to have.

“Over the next four years, we were instrumental in addressing super-powered threats from around the world. Enough so that they wanted to create a second group. I was one of the members tasked with coming up with a working specification of what I felt was needed in the proposed group that wasn’t already being utilized by our group. I suggested having teams made up of people who already had abilities rather than trying to create people with powers. I figured it made more sense to find mutants rather than take needless risks creating our own. Especially since naturally powered people usually outclassed the volunteers who developed powers through the original program, with me being an obvious exception.”

“Stormwatch,” Kaitlyn whispered.

“Stormwatch,” he confirmed.

“Which brings us up to the video you have. Yes, that was me destroying the facility. That facility was, as far as I knew, the only one used by Skywatch. I’d found out that at some point, several other higher-ups and lead by Reaper, had co-oped Skywatch. They were now calling themselves Maelstrom. Instead of us being a force for good, eliminating threats to our country, they’d started using it as a hit squad for hire. After I confronted Reaper about it, you can see the outcome in that video. It was my way of voicing my displeasure in finding out I’d been used as an assassin to kill individuals who weren’t a threat to the country. I’d left Reaper alive to serve as a warning to the others of his cabal. I wanted him personally to give them the message that if they ever tried to find me, I’d make them regret it. That was eighteen years ago.”

He looked around the room before setting back on Kaitlyn.

“If Reaper was the main reason they turned, then I’m surprised you didn’t kill him.”

A look of sadness crossed his face when he responded.

“I couldn’t…”

She gave him a confused look.

“Why not?”

“Because,” he said, pausing for a moment before continuing.

“He’s my big brother.”
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“Your brother!”

Rick slumped down in a chair before continuing.

“Yeah… Remember when I said they had concerns? Well… they were well-founded. Growing up, he always had a fascination with robots and computers and stuff. The things he could get them to do was pretty amazing. I just thought he was a geek, especially with how skinny he was. I realized now that it was his gift manifesting.

“I, on the other hand, was always more interested in physical stuff. It was kinda weird really. Instead of my big brother protecting me from bullies, I was always the one protecting him. Most people didn’t even know we were brothers, seeing as how different we looked from each other. I think it’s why he became a cyborg. He probably thought it’d give him the chance to be bigger and stronger than me for once.”

“And then your abilities manifested…” replied Kaitlyn.

“More like my abilities exploded. Granted, it took awhile before they did. As far as Hal, er… Reaper, was concerned, he was finally strong enough to be the one to protect me for a change. And he thrived on that feeling I think. After his procedure, I noticed something different about his personality, but didn’t think anything of it until our last mission together.”

“What happened?”

He glanced at the technician before continuing.

“We were caught in an ambush with some third-world warlord who had his own robotic army. We were sent in to take him out of power because he was planning on mass-genocide against one of our allies. An ethnic cleansing I believe is how the report worded it.

“I’m still not sure exactly what happened, but one of the robots had me dead to rights. It’d launched a salvo of micro-missiles at me, but just before they hit, Reaper jumped in front of me. Saved my life. I thought I’d just seen my brother getting killed because I hadn’t been paying attention. That’s when my powers erupted. All of a sudden, I could sense where everything was.”

He paused again, working his jaw to loosen the suddenly clenched muscles.

“Stupidly, I charged at the robot with my bare hands. What I didn’t expect was being able to tear it in half like it was paper. In my rage, I wound up destroying the rest of the robot forces single-handedly, saving my teammates in the process. Somehow, I had eliminated over fifty hardened robots, each more than a match for a tank squadron. I found out later that I’d done it in under a minute.”

He paused, noticing everyone staring at him slack-jawed.

“Thankfully, they’d hardened Reaper’s skull and vital organs, so he actually survived, but I also think that mission was what sent him over the edge as well. Even with all his new strength and abilities, I still had to rescue him.”

Kaitlyn leaned back in her chair and let out a long sigh.

“Wow.  That’s a lot of information to take in.”

Rick nodded.

“So you’ve been in hiding for eighteen years?” she asked. Nodding again, she continued.

“If you’ve been underground for that long, do you have any idea why they drew you out now?”

Rick paused before responding.

“I’ve actually been thinking about that a lot. Up until yesterday, I had no clue, but now I’m suspecting a few different reasons.”

“Such as?”

“Well, for one,” he said, ticking off his fingers, “there’s the possibility of him just wanting to kill me, but I don’t think that’s it. Even with that weapon they hit me with yesterday.”

“Why? He’s already made two attempts at it.”

“True, but the first attempt didn’t seem that serious. I’ve fought beside him numerous times. I know how he operates. He also knows how my powers operate. He would have know that everything he used was useless against me.”

Ticking off another finger.

“Two, which is what I’m leaning toward now is that he knew Stormwatch was still in operation. I think he wanted to use me as a distraction while they do something. What exactly, I don’t know. That weapon they hit me with mimics some of the effects of my powers pretty closely.”

Rick watched Kaitlyn mull the idea over in her head.

“You know, it does make some sense. Maelstrom sounds exactly like someone we’d investigate, but with the abilities you displayed, our mission parameters would have dictated coming after you first since, as far as we knew, Reaper wasn’t as big a threat.”

“Right. I don’t know if he expected me to survive the attack yesterday, but he would have expected you to come after me even harder if I had. I doubt he’d have expected me to try and save your team, though. He would’ve assumed I’d be more focused on protecting myself rather than strangers attacking me.”

“Makes sense. So what now?”

“Now we need to figure out either what their plan is or the location of their base. Doing both wouldn’t hurt, either.”

“Okay… So where do we start?”

Rick just smiled at her.

“That’s easy, I just gonna go out for a stroll…”

 

Chapter 20

 

Kaitlyn gave him a confused look.

“I don’t see how that’s going t—”

“Hey boss, I heard there was a dust-up in holdi—HOLY SHIT!”

As the new arrival entered the command center, the air was suddenly filled with a fusillade of projectiles directed in his general direction. Realizing some of them were going to strike innocent bystanders, Rick pulsed forward into the center of the room, redirecting and yanking them into a tight orbit around himself. The onslaught lasted for nearly ten seconds before he heard someone scream.

“CEASE FIRE! CEASE FIRE!”

After another couple seconds, as fast as it had started, the volley of rounds stopped hitting his field. Extending his senses out, he realized that the amount of projectiles orbiting around him had created a cocoon nearly two feet thick. He’d pulled them so tightly around himself that, instead of having separate orbits, they slowly revolved around him in a nearly solid column. After a few more seconds, he let his grip go on them slowly, allowing them to slough off onto the floor. He watched them start rolling away before vanishing with a slight popping sound that reminded him of microwave popcorn. Looking back up, he saw a look of absolute horror on his opponent’s face as they realized what they’d actually done and how ineffective it’d been.

“Neat trick,” he said. The other man’s jaw dropped in response.

While pointing to the man, he looked over his shoulder.

“I haven’t seen him before… Was he with you yesterday?”

It was then that Rick noticed everyone appeared to be in shock. He couldn’t decide whether it was from another display of his powers, or because he just kept them from being shredded. Then again, it didn’t really matter to him, just as long as nobody had gotten hurt.

“Scattershot… stand down.”

“But…”

“No butts. Newton is working with us for now.”

“I see where he gets his moniker from…” Rick muttered.

“Anyway, as you were saying?” Kaitlyn asked, the muscles in her jaw slowly starting to relax back to normal.

Rick cast one more glance at Scattershot before continuing.

“As I was saying, I think all I’ll need to do is go out for a walk. I’m pretty sure they can track me by my powers. Whether it’s a function of how much power I’m using or a matter of how long I’m using them total, I’m not sure. With that in mind, I’m just going to gather up as much power as I can and then park my ass somewhere away from civilians. If I’m right, then it’ll only be a matter of time before he comes after me again. The biggest problem I see is being able to tracking him after the fact.”

“How so?”

“Like I mentioned, technology is his friend. If you use any active measures to track him, you’ll either tip him off or he’ll compromise it. It needs to be an entirely passive method, like a keyhole satellite or even long range optics. Just assume he’s included an array of high-end sensors in his chassis.”

“Okay, a satellite’s a distinct possibility. We also have some fliers with telescopic vision, so they might be an option as well.”

Rick nodded in agreement, but was still hesitant.

“What?” Kaitlyn asked.

“Well, last time we fought, he was able to cloak himself, both visually and to my senses. I’m hoping to break him enough that he won’t be able to use it, but if he does, I’m not sure how we’ll be able to track him.”

A technician cleared his throat.

“Uh, sir… Ma’am? I think we might have a way around that type of cloaking, but I won’t know for sure until we test it.”

“Well, it’s not an optimal solution, but it’s better than nothing. Anything else we need to know?” she asked.

“One last thing. There’s a real possibility they might use that weapon again. They may use it instead of Reaper actually showing up or just to soften me up. I don’t know. That’s why I don’t think it’s safe for you or your team to be near me. I’m pretty confident I can dodge it this time, but I can’t guarantee I’ll be able to get any of you out of the blast radius again.”

“No way, we’re not going to let you just waltz out of here by yourself.”

“Wasn’t implying I would, not that you could stop me. What I was going to suggest is keeping a safe distance is all.”

Rick noticed the muscles around her jaw tighten up again. She stared at him for several more seconds before relaxing again.

“Understood,” she said.

She looked around the rest of the room before continuing.

“At least we have a much better idea of what we’re up against. Does anyone have any more questions for Rick?”

After nobody responded, she started heading toward the door, spinning her hand in a circle.

“Okay, let’s get ready people. We go wheels up in thirty.”

She called over her shoulder, pausing for a moment.

“Contact my team at the site and tell them to head back. Send another group out to relieve them.”

With that, Rick watched her briskly walk out of the room.
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Rick heard a click in his ear as he turned the corner.

“Newton, I’m beginning to think this isn’t working. We’ve been out here for several hours now with no sign of Reaper, or anyone else from Maelstrom for that matter. How much longer are we going to do this before we try something else?”

Rick found himself nodding in agreement with Scattershot before responding.

“Unless you have a better idea, we’ll give it until nightfall, then regroup.”

“How are you not getting tired of all this walking?”

Rick smiled to himself.

“I like walking. It energizes me.”

In a very real sense. All this kinetic energy in the environment is like a double espresso.

Kaitlyn’s stern voice cut across the channel.

“Can the chatter. We don’t know if he can monitor our broadcasts.”

“You know, pew-pew cannon there might be on to something. I’ve been doing nothing but walking for several hours. Maybe I need to be stationary long enough to be triangulated. Besides which, I haven’t really done anything with my powers, so that could be it as well.”

“So what do you suggest?”

He could hear a little testiness in her voice. Waiting for something to happen was probably grating on her nerves as much as it was his. He still remembered all the times he had to hurry up and wait before a mission.

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t there some abandoned warehouses down by the docks northwest of here?”

“Yeah, so?”

“Think there’d be too many eyes out there for me to let loose a bit, maybe spike up the sensor readings?”

“Maybe. At least if they use that weapon again, it’ll only take out empty buildings.”

“Roger that, moving to the new location.”

Adjusting the tube on his back, he took a better grip on his fighting staff that he’d been using as a walking stick. Ducking down an alleyway, he ran toward the wall and bounced back-and-forth between the walls until he was up on the roof.

“What are you do—”

Before Kaitlyn could finish, Rick sprinted forward before launching himself into the air. Pulsing himself forward, a cloud of condensed water vapor formed around him as he broke the sound barrier.

“Sonofa! Damn it Newton!”

He laughed as he sailed through the air. It’d been so long since he’d really just let go with his powers outside of combat. Hell, it felt good just using his powers period after a nearly two decade hiatus. He’d forgotten what it felt like to just cut loose and revel in being able to do things others couldn’t. He toyed with the idea of trying to go hypersonic, but realized the arc of travel would have thrown him well beyond his target area. Sighing, he started reabsorbing the kinetic energy he’d expended to slow his decent. As he touched down, he gave a slight bounce before breaking back into a normal stride.

What can I do to get their attention?

Walking around the area, an idea started to take shape. Breaking into a jog, he headed over toward the water. Getting close, he watched the waves traveling toward the shore. Looking around, both visually and with his senses, he confirmed there wasn’t anyone around. Jumping off the docks, he landed on the surface of the water. Absorbing the kinetic energy of the watery surface, he nodded to himself in satisfaction when the water essentially froze. Adjusting his balance, he started walking away from the shoreline. After about a hundred feet, he spun around in a circle, extending his senses as far as he could. At the very outskirts of his senses, he could detect Kaitlyn and her team approaching. Beyond that, he could faintly make out hundreds of pedestrians in the distance.

This’ll have to do. Let’s see if this gets Reaper’s attention…

Slowly at first, he extended his aura into the water beneath him, absorbing all the movement in the water while pushing any sea-life out of the effected area. Once he was satisfied he wasn’t accidentally going to kill something, he allowed the energy to flow through him. The sudden influx caused his muscle mass to start increasing, both in size and density. While his body converted the stolen kinetic energy into a stronger body, he slowly lifted himself above the surface, hovering above the iceberg he was creating from absorbing all the kinetic movement in the water below.

At this rate, I’ll probably be over three hundred pounds in about fifteen minutes.

Once he had that much energy stored in his body, then he could really start the show.

 

Chapter 21

 

“What the hell is he doing? Does he have ice powers as well?”

Kaitlyn could only watch through her binoculars, barely able to comprehend what she was seeing. From all appearances, Newton was creating an iceberg about thirty yards offshore, almost directly in the middle of the bay. Looking over at Glaizia, she noticed the cryokineticist standing with her mouth open. She cleared her throat to get the giant woman’s attention before nodded her head toward Newton’s location.

“I take it what he’s doing is pretty impressive?”

Glaizia slowly turned her head to face Kaitlyn before shifting her eyes away from Newton.

“Ma’am…” she started before drifting off, staring back at the slowly expanding iceberg.

“Glaizia…?”

Shaking her head, she focused her attention back on Kaitlyn

“Ma’am, what you see above the waterline would be what I could do on my best day, if all I was trying to do is create that ice block.”

“So just a bit beyond what you could do then…?”

“Ma’am, I said what’s above the waterline… You’re only seeing about ten percent of what he created to make that much visible above the waterline…”

“No friggin’ way!”

Kaitlyn could only nod at Scattershot, still in awe from what she was witnessing.

What the hell is he? So far, he’s demonstrated a whole slew of powers, each well above actual members who have those abilities… He’s stronger, faster, and can generate ice better than my entire team combined. My fire-based powers have zero effect on him as well. A codename of Newton seems a poor choice for someone with that many powers… Should’ve called him multi-tool.

“Kat!”

Kaitlyn snapped out of her thought. Irritated, she looked over at Blitz.

“What!”

All he managed was pointing back toward Newton.

“Something’s happening!”

Kaitlyn glanced back toward the waterfront.

“Holy Shit! What the f—”
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“Boss…? He’s still going to be on our side after this… Right? ‘Cuz I sure as hell ain’t going to try an' fight him again, I’ll retire first…”

Kaitlyn could only nod in amazement as she watched Newton create a twenty foot diameter waterspout that reached nearly a hundred feet high. As the waters violently spun around him, she noticed a whirlpool forming around his location as well while he remained stationary in the center of it. Even from this distance, she could see his eyes glowing brightly.

“I think when this is all over, we’re going to need to rethink our power level designators…” she said, her voice trailing off.

“Boss? I think we might have something.”

Keying her mic, she responded.

“Jetlag, report.”

“Ma’am, I’m not one-hundred percent certain, but coming in from the north-east is something that resembles a vapor cone, but I can’t see what’s creating it.”

“Affirmative, keep your distance and monitor. HellKat out.”

She glanced at Newton again through her binoculars. She noticed he was standing now and facing the direction Jetlag had indicated.

Good luck and good hunting.
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Rick sensed the incoming pressure front well before Jetlag had announced it, which was a good thing If he’d had to wait much longer, the pressure slowly building in his head might have become an unwelcome distraction. Cracking his neck and shoulders, he prepared for his fight with Reaper. He slowly turned in place, making sure he kept his opponent in front of him while his brother quickly circled around him, gradually closing the distance between them.

Without warning, several beams of light lanced out toward him but the column of water diffracted the beams away, leaving him unharmed. After a couple of minutes of more fruitless attempts at hitting him, Reaper came to a stop several yards in front of him, hovering over the water.

“I’m surprised to see you after our scalar kinetic weapon demonstration.”

“So that’s what you’re calling it, huh? Kinda dramatic though, isn’t it?”

“True, true. Based it off the research we recovered about how your powers work. Very smooth by the way, using the water to deflect the only weapons I carry that can hurt you.”

“You know how it is Hal. I don’t particularly lik—”

“MY NAME IS REAPER!” the cyborg screamed suddenly.

“HAL DIED THAT DAY YOU RIPPED MY BODY APART!”

Rick solidified the water in front of him for an instant, absorbing the salvo of mini-missiles the cyborg launched at him.

“Didja get that tantrum all outta your system? Or is there more? Just wondering is all.”

He watched as Reaper struggled to contain himself, but was surprised when the anger and rage suddenly melted off his brother’s face.

“Nice try, needling me like that. I almost fell for it. We both know I’m no match for you physically. Since we can’t remove you, I’m here to offer a warning instead. Stay away from us and don’t interfere. Otherwise, the next time we use that weapon, ground zero is going to be the Rapier building.”

Suddenly Rick felt a cold chill run down his spine.

“This is between us! Stop dragging innocent bystanders into it!”

“Oh, but that’s what I like to do. It’s the only way I know I can permanently hurt you.”

Rick watched as the other man started to turn away.

“Stay out of our way. This is our only warning, from ‘brother’ to ‘brother’.”

Rick knew his brother believed he was out of range of his aura, but Rick had never told the group the exact range of his powers, or how he could stretch his aura when needed. Reaching out, he snatched Reaper and flung him at the water, causing the cyborg to skip across the water like a stone. Before he could recover, Rick released his hold on the water around him, causing the column to explode outward. Leaping after Reaper, he felt the iceberg explode behind him as all the energy he’d redirected away rushed back into it.

Up ahead, he spotted his brother regain control of his flight, changing direction before rocketing off toward the city.

“Get back here! Let’s see how tough you are when you can’t use others as shields!”

Reaching down, he snatched a globule of water and solidified it, using his power to arc it overhead before slamming into the escaping cyborg back. The impact caused Reaper to lose altitude abruptly before slamming into the docks. Landing next to the impact crater, Rick used his power to amplify his voice.

“You got the upper hand the last two times we fought because I went easy on you. Let’s see what you’re made of now that the kid gloves are off!”

He felt the ground shift under him as Reaper blasted into the sky several feet away from him. He’d already activated his cloaking field, but at speed, Rick could easily sense the air turbulence he caused.

“Hey! What’s the hurry?” he yelled, launching a piece of broken dock at the retreating figure.

“Fightin’s not so fun when the shoe’s on the other foot, is it?”

Pulsing forward, he jumped up when he got directly under the cyborg, snagging him in his aura before slamming him into the ground again. He ignored the growing pressure behind his eyes, taunting the cyborg instead.

“Hey, you know what? You’re right! This IS fun!”

Blasting back into the air again, his brother screamed at him.

“I’M GOING TO KILL EVERYONE YOU CARE FOR! AND WHEN I’M DONE, WHEN YOU’RE A BROKEN MAN, I’M GOING TO CRUSH YOU INTO DUST! YOU HEAR ME!”

Rick sprung forward, forcing the other man to dodge before rocketing skyward in an effort to escape.

“Aw, come on. I thought you’d be enjoying this,” he yelled, uncapping the tube on his back, “We’re just getting started!”

Rick launched one of his spheres forward at hypersonic speeds, clipping the toes off one foot, causing the cyborg to tumble off balance again, slamming wildly into the side of a building and tearing a deep furrow in his wake. The cyborg’s form flickered into view, allowing Rick to see his grimacing face.

“Oh, that’s gotta sting a bit. Actually, do you even still have a sense of touch?”

Rick spun away from several wildly fired laser blasts. Recovering, he spotted Reaper speeding away again, trying to weave between building at high speed to try losing him.

Using his powers to amplify his voice again, he yelled after his opponent’s retreating form.

“Wait, come back. There’s more I want to show you!”

Pulsing again, he quickly caught up to Reaper retreating form, shadowing him from the ground. Bursting forward, he approached a building and launched himself upward before springing away when he drew level with the rapidly approaching figure.

Before Reaper could react, Rick held his staff vertically overhead, like a samurai about to chop downward. Tucking himself in a ball as he got nearer, he started spinning like a saw-blade with one tooth, ripping his right leg off his brother as he banked sideways to avoid getting split in half. Grabbing the now detached leg in his aura, he whirled it around to slam into the cyborg’s backside, causing him to tumble wildly toward the ground.

“Oh look! I’ve got you kicking your own ass now!”

Regaining control at the last moment, the cyborg rocketed forward only a few feet above the street. Dropping back down to ground level to pursue him, Rick realized they were starting to reach populated areas. Pulsing forward again to catch up on his fleeing target, Reaper suddenly spun over, a beam of light lancing out from his hands. The beam caught him just above the hip as he dodged, causing him to ricochet off the side of several buildings before suppressing the pain and regaining control of his movement. Cursing, he realized he was clenching his jaw, more from embarrassment from getting tagged than the actual pain it caused. Wincing, he launched himself forward again, closing the gap to his brother. 

Sonofabitch! What the hell is wrong with me. He’s somehow got me playing by his rules and now someone might get hurt because of it!

He felt the adrenaline surge through him with his sudden urge to catch up. Keeping his altitude, he bounced from building to building, pushing himself past the sound barrier, the pressure wave causing windows to shatter behind him. Catching sight of Reaper again, he pushed himself closer to hypersonic speed, hoping to redirect the fight back toward unpopulated areas. Wincing again in pain, he momentarily shifted his focus to accelerate the healing process around where he’d been hit. Glancing down, he noticed a fist sized hole through his left side, the edges blackened by the blast.

Looking back up again, he spotted Reaper was only moments away from being captured in his aura again. Before he could lock on, he watched in horror as several volleys of mini-missiles erupted from his opponent, streaking away toward the traffic in front of them.

Reaper spun over again and flipped him off before abruptly changing direction, leaving Rick with the choice of continuing pursuit or chasing after the missile volley.

Yeah, like there’s really a choice…

Ignoring his brother receding into the distance, he pulsed forward again, trying to snare as many of the projectiles in his field, but he suddenly realized his aura had shrunk more than he realized when he’d healed himself. Gritted his teeth, he watched them slam into the side of a twelve-story building that was just being erected. Only the girder framework was in place at this point, easily allowing the missiles to reach several support beams. He slammed into the ground where the missiles had destroyed the beams. Looking up, he watched the building swaying from the shockwave before slowly leaning in the direction of the destroyed supports.

Dropping his staff, he reached up and grabbed the end of one of the mangled beams, extending his field as far into the structure as possible. Using one of his orbiting spheres, he tapped on the mic control of his external headset.

“Guys,” he said through clenched teeth. “I could use some help here.”

 

Chapter 22

 

“Approaching target area. Be advised we need rescue crews in the area for any injuries and casualties. Will update shortly with damage report.”

Kaitlyn tapped her foot impatiently, willing the aircraft to go faster. The battle had easily outdistanced them as it moved inland. Jetlag was still en route to Rick’s last coordinates, but as of yet, they didn’t have any idea how bad the damage actually was. All they had to go by was Rick’s terse request for help before the channel went dead. Nothing had prepared her for what she witnessed when she arrived.

“Holy Jesus,” she whispered on final approach. She’d known he was powerful, but what she saw went way beyond anything she’d ever witnessed before.

“Team! Get as many people out of the here as you can! Go! Move!” she yelled, leaping out of the hatch before they’d even touched down. Bursting into flames, she took to the air and rushed toward where Rick was keeping the entire structure from falling on the people below.

“Newton!”

“Oh… Hey hot stuff… Nice to see you… I’d give you a hug but…” he said, grimacing as a hum vibrated through the structure.

“We’ll get you out of here! Just hold on!” she said turning away to find help.

“Kat… How hot… can you burn? Can you melt… steel?”

Kaitlyn spun back around, trying to figure out where he was going with this.

“Yes, I can melt metal, but I don’t see how that’s going to—”

“Get Glaizia and Thunderclap over here,” he said, grunting again.

“Hurry… I don’t know how much longer I’ll be… able to hold this.”

She jabbed her throat mic, nearly gagging herself accidentally.

“Thunderclap! Glaizia! On my position, now!”

“Now what?”

“When they get here… Start bracing the structure with the girders… over there,” he said, indicating the pile with his head.

She could feel her shoulders slump in frustration.

“I don’t know where to put them!”

“I’ll show you…”

“We’re here…” they said, trailing off as they realized what was happening.

“Quick, grab those girders and bring them over. Newton’s going to tell us where to put them.”

She glanced back and noticed sweat starting to pour down his face. She also noticed a slight tremor starting in his legs.

“Hurry! Move! Move!”

“Where do we need to put them?”

She watched as one of his orbs, then another, lifted off the ground. Flying through the air, they slammed into the underside of the horizontal girders, leaving dimples behind.

“Start there,” he whispered, his face scrunched in concentration.

“There! There!” she indicated as her team returned.

“Wedge them up under there.”

She gritted her teeth as the metal screeched from being forced in place.

“Now… weld them…”

Launching into the air, she focused the flames around her hands into blowtorch temperatures, slowly orbiting each girder. She watched the metal soften, then glow bright orange-white before flowing together. Satisfied, she moved on to the next one.

“Keep them coming,” she yelled, the echo of spheres impacting the underside of the more beams.

Slowly, they added more and more beams. Soon the sounds of the structure vibrating grew steadily quieter. Jamming the last one next to the stump of the beam Rick had been holding, he slid to the side slightly to allow her to weld it in place before slumping to the ground in exhaustion.

“Not one of my finer moments,” he mumbled, sucking in big gulps of air. The pain on his face was easy to read.

“What are you talking about! You held up a friggin’ building! I’d called that pretty damn impressive!”

“Yeah, but if I hadn’t been playing with Reaper, this wouldn’t have happened, would it?”

“There’s no way to answer that,” she said, gesturing around her.

“Regardless, it did happen. And you saved hundreds, if not thousands, of lives by what you did here. You didn’t have to catch a building. Nobody would have blamed you if you’d kept chasing him. Hell, I can’t even begin to think of anyone who actually could catch a falling building. So suck it up and put on your big boy pants. You can go catch that bastard when we’re done here.”

Nodding tiredly, he slowly stood back up.

“You’re right. A lot of people would have died if I wasn’t here. I just need to finish this so something like this doesn’t happen again.”

As he started to move toward her, Blitz came to a stop in front of her.

“Report.”

“All the civilians have been removed from the area. Our people are going to have a field day trying to cover this mess up.”

Glancing over toward Rick, he paused before speaking again.

“Dude, did you get bigger?”

 

Chapter 23

 

Rick rode in silence. Regardless of what Kaitlyn had said, he’d been careless. Instead of dealing with him appropriately, he’d put innocent people at risk by playing with his opponent. He had nobody to blame but himself. If he had just stuck to the plan and knocked him around a bit before letting him escape, that building wouldn’t have been damaged, putting all those lives in danger. Just one more mistake in judgment he had hanging over him now.

“Did you see that buzzsaw attack? That was friggin’ awesome.”

He glanced up, listening to Scattershot’s continued description of Rick’s fight.

“I just wish I’d seen the rest of it, but they got out of range.”

“Yeah, they’d gotten out of range of me as well,” responded Jetlag over the radio. “I’ve never seen anyone move that fast before. Even for me, it looked like watching a film in fast forward.”

Kaitlyn glance over at him before keying her mic.

“Okay everyone, let’s celebrate once we get back. We still need to figure out if the mission was successful.”

He nodded in thanks before returning to his brooding.

Good question. Were they able to track him? Did I cause enough damage, or was it just a matter of diverting resources to deal with me?

“Hey…”

Rick noticed Kaitlyn standing in front of him.

“Hey.”

She spun a nearby chair around before sitting down, facing him.

“You need to stop beating yourself up over this.”

She held up her hand before he could respond.

“Listen. Could you have done better? Sure. But you need to let it go. There’s been plenty of times I made a mistake in the field, a wrong choice that cost lives. It’s part of the job.”

“Yeah, but this isn’t my job. Hasn’t been for nearly twenty years. I got careless and cocky and it nearly ended in disaster. I’ve already got too much innocent blood on my hands. It’s one of the reason’s I got out of the game. It’s only by luck that there weren’t any fatalities today.”

She surprised him by jabbing him in the chest.

“Luck had nothing to do with it. Your talent, powers, and skill did that. I had no clue how to keep that building from collapsing. That was all you. Instead of panicking or freezing up, you took charge of the situation while holding up a friggin’ building. Even I froze up when I got there. You’re the only one who had the presence of mind to come up with a plan of action, preventing a tragedy.”

“But…”

“No! Reaper put them in danger, not you. You saved lives. Period.”

The stern look on her face melted into something softer.

“I’m just glad you’re on our side, After all this is over, I hope you’d consider sticking around,” she said, laying her hand on his leg before getting up.

“I’d be honored to have you on our team.”

He started to open his mouth, but she cut him off gently.

“Don’t give me an answer now. Just think about it.”

 

 

§§§§§§§§§§§§

 

 

“Did we find the base?”

Kaitlyn strode into the tac-center ahead of Rick and the rest of the team. She forced herself to control her breathing. If this mission was a failure, it would look badly on her. While everyone else gathered around the monitors, she noticed Rick hanging back.

“Somewhat,” the tech said, bringing her thoughts back to the matter at hand,  “We’re still compiling the data, but I think we did.”

“Explain.”

The technician spun around in his chair to face them.

“Well, once Reaper got away from Newton,” he started, but paused at the frown she gave him. Kaitlyn noticed Rick wince at the statement.

I gotta figure out a way to get him to stop blaming himself. He’s by far the most powerful being in our arsenal, even if it was only temporary. Him bashing himself didn’t serve any useful purpose right now.

Turning back to the tech, she waved her hand at him.

“Go on…”

“Well, we uh, lost track of him visually once he got a couple miles away,” he continued, spinning around and tapping some keys on his keyboard. Another display popped up in front of them. She noticed out of the corner of her eye Rick leaning forward slightly, an intense look on his face as the technician pointed out a few areas.

“I remembered reading about how someone overseas determined they could track stealth aircraft by how they interfered with cell phone towers. I believe the cyborg has enough metal to do something similar. What you’re seeing on the screen is a map of all the cell phone towers across the country and their coverage areas.”

He pointed at another spot on the screen.

“If you look here, you can see what looks like a pinching of the signals. Those deflections were generated when Reaper passed through areas before he cloaked.”

Tracing another part of the screen, he continued.

“This is what we were able to render after that.”

“What about this spot right here?” she asked, pointing to a spot where the cell coverage returned to normal.

“Well,” he started hesitantly, “we think that’s where he either went high enough to stop interfering with the cell phone towers, or that’s where he went to ground.”

“When will you know,” she asked, a tinge of irritation creeping into her voice.

“Uh… We’re not sure. That’s what we’re trying to calculate. We’re running the data through different algorithms, things like his velocity when he vanished to see if he was slowing down or not. We’re also trying to process the data from all across the country. If we pick up any similar readings further away, we know the spot he disappeared wasn’t his destination.”

The technician glanced nervously at his screen before continuing.

“We know he headed in a straight line east once he left the city and cloaked, so we’re pretty confident he kept heading in the same general direction. That is assuming he didn’t change direction after disappearing off our screen. There’s also the possibility he went overseas, but it’s unlikely since a polar orbit would have been faster. There’s also—” 

Kaitlyn held up her hand in annoyance.

“Enough with the geek-speak. How long?”

“We should hopefully be done with the calculations by morning, uh, Major.”

“Get it done faster! Everything else is lower priority as of right now. Let me know the second you have an answer. Understood?”

“Yes ma’am!”

She turning away, striding toward the exit.

Let’s just hope you get it done in time.
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Rick glanced around quickly before hurrying after Kaitlyn. 

“Hey, wait up.”

She glanced back at him but didn’t slow her pace. Quickening his pace, he jogged to catch up to her.

“What’s the plan?”

“At this point,” she replied, “we wait until the nerd battalion tell us where we need to go.”

“So, what? We all just gonna wait, hoping they don’t blow up the city?”

She stopped suddenly in front of him, forcing him to come up short. Spinning, he noticed the tightness around her eyes when she snapped at him.

“You got a better idea?”

“Yeah, let’s all head out and take a gander at where the signal disappeared. Maybe we’ll find something.”

“No.”

“No? Why the hell not?”

“Because!” she snapped, giving him a measured look before taking a deep breath.

“Listen, if we go out there and find nothing, we run a real risk of tipping our hand, giving away our only advantage. Right now, he doesn’t know we might have tracked him. If we start poking around an area he passed through while cloaked, they’ll suspect something. If they think we’re closing in, they might blast the city sooner, rather than later. That’s why we stay put.”

Rick paused, surprised at her insight.

“In the meantime, we have plenty of time now for you to tell me more about your powers,” she said, poking him in the chest for the second time today, “Starting with how, between the time we left this morning until we found you under that building, you managed to put on what looks to be a good sixty pounds of muscle.”

Rick stared at her, debating with himself for a moment before giving her a sharp nod.

“Fair enough, but on one condition. This goes no further than the two of us. Is that acceptable?”

She hesitated for a split-second before reaching out, shaking his hand.

“Deal.”

Rick nodded again before gesturing around the hallway.

“Is there someplace we can talk without being spied on?”

Kaitlyn smiled before leading him away. After walking down several corridors and down multiple levels, she finally stopped at a nondescript metal door. Placing her body between him and a keypad, she punched in a code, causing the door to slide sideways into the wall. Stepping inside, she waved him in.

“This room is shielded from all external communications, just one of several we have,” she said, walking through a short hallway before stepping through another door. Once inside, he sensed the hallway separating, followed by a hiss as the air was removed.

“Okay, short of being on the moon, this is as private as it gets. Power’s self-contained by a hand-sized fusion reactor located under the floor and the room is suspended by a cable connected to a beam that’s floating over a maglev track. Nothing, no sounds, no radio waves, not even flashing lights leave this area. So whenever you’re ready…”

Rick paced around the room, contemplating where to start. Outside of Maelstrom, nobody knew anything about his abilities. It was something he depended on to remain safe from attacks. If people knew how they worked, he’d be vulnerable, which was something he hadn’t had to worry about in a long, long time.

“I’m waiting,” she said, tapping her foot.

“Sorry, it’s just something I haven’t talked to anyone about since my Skywatch days. Even they weren’t fully aware of what I could do.”

“Understood, but I need to know what you’re really capable of. So far, you’ve demonstrated more powers and abilities than anyone I’ve ever heard of. I want to know why.”

He nodded, taking a deep breath while letting his shoulders slump in defeat.

“Actually, I don’t have multiple powers… I only have one, but a very powerful, very versatile one.”

“Hold on. That doesn’t make any sense… I’ve seen you freeze water, create a waterspout, overpower someone I’ve personally seen throwing tanks like it was nothing, and fly at supersonic speeds, just to name a few. How can that be the result of just one power?”

“Very simply,” he replied, pulling the stopper on his tube and letting his spheres start orbiting him again.

“I can control and manipulate most forms of potential and kinetic energy.”

 

Chapter 24

 

“Wait,” she said, a confused look on her face, “How can controlling energy allow you to do all that?”

Rick though for a second, trying to figure out how to explain what he could do. Plucking one of his orbs out of the air, he tried to explain.

“Okay, here’s an example. If I hold this metal ball out,” he said, holding a sphere at eye level, “It’s got potential energy. It’s potential because it can do work, but it hasn’t yet.”

“Gee… thanks for the physics lesson professor Rick.”

Chuckling, he continued.

“I wasn’t finished yet. If I let it go,” he said, dropping it, “that potential energy gets converted to kinetic energy.”

Before it hit the ground, he grabbed it with his aura and caused it to start orbiting him again.

“I can absorb and manipulate that energy through my aura to allow me to do everything you’ve seen me do. Super speed? I just push kinetic energy out behind me and absorb all the potential and kinetic energy generated by the pressure and friction in the air in front of me. Super strength? I’m pretty strong, but not that strong. With as bulked up as I am now, using strength alone, I can probably lift a car. But robbing someone of their kinetic energy when they try to hit me? Well, you can ask Thunderclap what that feels like.”

He watched as Kaitlyn’s eyes started getting rounder.

She’s starting to understand.

“Wait, what about flight? I’ve seen you fly several times…”

“Actually, you haven’t. Can I fly? After a fashion, but not what someone would consider true flight. It’s also very exhausting, especially the higher up I go. What you’ve seen me do is jump and push myself forward. Or ricochet off things to keep me in the air. For me to fly,” he said, using air quotes, “I actually have to jump into the air, convert the kinetic energy into potential energy so I don’t fall back down, then push myself forward. It takes a lot of energy and concentration. I can also latch on and leach energy off something that’s already flying, kinda like drafting.”

“So when you held that building up,” she asked, gesturing vaguely in the air.

“I sucked all the kinetic energy out of the building, freezing it into place. Same thing I did with the water out in the bay.”

“Okay…” she said, a thoughtful  look on her face. Looking back at him, she asked another question.

“What about lightning? Jetlag said it didn’t have much effect on you.”

Rick nodded before answering.

“Yeah, that’s a tricky one. When it’s traveling through open air, I can’t do much with it. But all electricity is is moving electrons. While it won’t really hurt me, it’s not something I particularly enjoy. Hurts like a bitch, actually. If I can channel it through something else, like my staff,” he said, gesturing over his shoulder, “I can slow the current down enough to either absorb it or redirect it.”

“What about lasers and stuff like that? Blitz said he though he hurt you with one of his blasts.”

“That’s one of my few weaknesses. Since there’s no actual mass associated with it,  I can’t feel it, nor can I defend against it. That’s why I was so hesitant to tell anyone about my abilities. One sniper with a laser rifle would be all it took.”

He watched as she first broke into a smile, then started chuckling.

“Now it makes sense…”

“What does,” he asked, cocking his head to the side.

“Your name… Newton. You were named after Newton’s laws of motion.”

Returning the smile, he laughed as well.

“Yeah, you probably though I should’ve been named toolbox or something similar, right?”

Breaking into laughing, she nodded.

“Yeah, something like that. Let’s get out of here and get some rest. We’ve got a big mission ahead of us.”

 

 

§§§§§§§§§§§§

 

 

The steady knocking eventually roused him from sleep. Groggy, he slowly got up, wincing when the automatic room lights clicked on. The sudden brilliance assaulted his eyes, forcing him to shield his eyes. Between being unexpectedly blinded and with someone incessantly pounding on the door, it took every bit of willpower to resist the urge to grind his teeth. Especially since the banging was continuing to get louder. To top it off, he still had a slight headache from yesterday’s fight. All in all, the day didn’t feel like it was starting off on the right foot.

“Give me a minute, will ya! Jeez…”

“Open up, damn it!”

The testiness he heard in Kaitlyn’s voice pushed him over the edge. Grabbing a coin off the nightstand with his power, he mentally launched it across the room, smacking the button to open the door hard enough to crack the military grade casing and embedding the disc in the surface far enough to stick.

“About damn time… I’ve been knocking for almost two minutes,” she snapped, stomping into the room. Without acknowledging him, or even glancing in his general direction, she strode across the carpeted surface, heading toward what he considered the only comfortable chair available in his quarters.

“Yeah, well, in the grand scheme of things, this is the first good sleep I’ve had in nearly a week. Getting knocked out doesn’t count.”

“Okay, fair enough,” he heard her mumble over her shoulder while she dragged the chair closer to where he was.

“What time is it, anyway?”

“Around oh-nine hundred.”

Rick nodded, starting a quick stretching routine designed to wake him up more fully while working out the kinks. In response, his joints popped and crackled in protest. A sudden intake of breath made him pause in alarm. He extended his senses out, searching for danger before glancing over to figure out what had startled Kaitlyn. He tried to figure out why she seemed to be concentrating on the door so intently. A split-second later, he realized her face turning a bright shade of crimson. It took him a moment to realize he’d been too distracted to put on any clothes. Embarrassed, he quickly yanked a sheet off the bed with his power, wrapping it around his waist before moving around the room again. Grabbing his clothes, he headed into the bathroom, leaving the door slightly cracked behind him.

“Did the techno-geeks find anything yet?” he yelled over the sound of the shower, trying to act like nothing out of the ordinary had happened.

He sensed her getting up and pacing around the room.

“Yeah, it looks like Reaper did, in fact, keep going. The technicians triangulated their down to an isolated spot in the mountains out east. Cell phone coverage is a bit spotty there, but between mixing in HAM radio broadcasts, radio stations, and a few other sources, they were able to pick him back up, narrowing it down to a five mile radius.”

“Five miles? That’s a hell of a search area.”

“True, but they’re still trying to narrow it down using a couple of satellites they’re retasking for that reason. We might even get lucky and pick them up on thermal imaging or something.”

Rick finished brushing his teeth before responding.

“Okay, so what’s the plan? Are we going to wait and see if they can narrow it down further? Or are you planning on us heading out before then, see if we can find it ourselves?”

“That’s actually why I came by. Final preparations are being made right now. We’ll be wheels up within the hour.”

“At least I’ll have some time to get some food before we leave then.”

“That’s probably a good idea. Once we head out, there won’t be much time for eating.”

Coming out of the bathroom, he finished getting dressed. Pausing at his shirt, he gave it one tentative sniff before launching it across the room, guiding it mentally toward the garbage. Adjusting his combat harness, he reached for his jacket, shaking it out before putting it on.

Finishing up, he watched her reach for the button to open the door before pausing, her fingers hanging motionless only a few inches away from where the coin was jutting out of it. Turning back toward him, she gestured toward it before crossing her arms in front of her. He wasn’t sure whether the look she cast him meant she was amused or angry. With a sheepish look, all he could manage was a half-hearted shrug.

“What? I’m not a morning person.”

Shaking her head, she pressed the button, waiting for the door to open before stepping out into the hallway without a word. A quick glance around the room confirmed he wasn’t forgetting anything. Satisfied, he quickly following along behind her, the though of food making his stomach growl loudly. Hopefully it would be better than some of the crap he’d had to choke down in the military. One could only hope.
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After getting directions to the cafeteria, Rick walked slowly toward the cafeteria. Lost in thought, it took him several minutes to notice something that caused him to start paying more attention to his surroundings. At first, he thought it was his imagination, but by the fifth incident, he realized people were giving him strange looks. At first, he just assumed it was because he wasn’t wearing a shirt under his jacket. It wasn’t until he passed a group of enhanced operatives, some wearing even less than him, reacted similarly. It made him start to feel self-conscious. After being in hiding for so long, the sudden attention was starting to make his skin crawl.

Turning into the cafeteria, he headed toward the chow line, grabbing a tray and silverware as he passed them. He started feeling an itchy sensation between his shoulder blades, like being in the crosshairs of the enemy. Turning around, noticed everyone’s eyes snap back to what they were doing when he’d first walked in. Looking at the person working behind the counter, he nodded toward the food spread out down the line.

“What’s good on the menu this morning?” he asked cheerfully, trying to ignore the uneasy tension he felt.

He noticed the other man’s eyes widen slightly before responding.

“It’s all made fresh this m-morning,” he stammered out, “Or if you’d like, we can make you anything you want.”

“Ooookay… How about a nice T-Bone, medium rare, with about five eggs, sunny side up, and a side of bacon?” he asked jokingly.

“It’ll be right up, sir. Please… take a seat and we’ll bring it right out to you,” he said.

Rick’s mind paused, unable to respond before the man spun around, yelling out orders before disappearing into the kitchen. Dumbfounded, he turned around, spotting several people staring at him again, reacting too slowly to avoid being caught in the act. Feeling his face getting hot from the inexplicable attention, he headed toward a relatively empty area at the far side of the room as far from anyone else that he could get, a table next to a window with a nice view of the outside. Moving through the cafeteria, he noticed people started gathering up their stuff and moving as he approached them, until there was a buffer zone several tables deep around the table he was heading toward. Sitting down, he noticed in passing that the window to the outside was heavily reinforced and fortified. He idly debated the merits of pushing the window outward and leaving if the attention got worse or turned into something more sinister.

Pretending to look out the window, he instead focused his attention on the reflection in the window, observing the rest of the room. He noticed everyone covertly staring at him while he pretended to admire the scenery. He’d been so intent on the stares that it took him several minutes before he noticed the hushed conversations taking place. What had initially been an uneasiness had started to become a raw nerve. Unconsciously, his aura started to expand, causing loose objects to start rocking slowly. He could feel his heart starting to hammer in his chest, like he used to experience when he went into battle before his powers erupted. He was on the verge of jumping up and demanding to know what was going on when he heard the cafeteria door open. Turning slowly, he noticed everyone studying the group that had just entered. Ducking to make it through the door, he watched as Thunderclap, Scattershot, and Kaitlyn entered the room. Kaitlyn scanned the room before spotting him. Whispering something to the other, she nodded at their response before making her way over to him. Feeling the tension in the room ratchet up a notch higher, he allowed his power to latch onto anything that could be used as a weapon, preparing himself for a fight. Everyone’s eyes followed her until she got close to him before they suddenly got intensely interested in their trays again.

“There you are,” she said as she sat across from him.

“Yeah, uh, here I am…,” he said, the tension thick in his voice.

She gave him a funny look before continuing.

“Final prep is underway,” she started, her eyes narrowing slightly when a nearby empty chair slid a couple inches closer.

“Anything you want or need before we head out?”

Noticing her teammates relaxed posture as they made their way through the food line, his apprehension dropped down a level. Beginning to feel unsure of himself, he rubbed the back of his neck absently before motioning for her to come closer.

Leaning forward, he glanced around the room again before he spoke.

“Do I have something really big hanging out of my nose or something?”

She jerked back quickly, causing everyone around her to tense up, before she burst out laughing.

“No! Why would you think that?”

Before he had a chance to respond, he saw the rest of the team heading their way. Grabbing an empty table with one hand, Thunderclap lifted it up and placed it closer before setting his tray down. Grabbing a chair he dragged it over before sitting down. Instead of eating though, Rick noticed several expression crossing the large man’s face before he stood back up abruptly. With a determined look, he abruptly stepped closer, standing directly in front of Rick. Clenching and unclenching his fists, he stood there a moment, the look on his face now wavering between determination and uncertainty. All the whispering that had sprung back up died off as the giant continued to stand motionless in front of him. Slowly rising to his feet, he stood cautiously, unsure of what was happening. Finally, the big man sighed, his shoulders relaxing as he nodded at Rick, extending his hand out to him.

“I wanted to apologize for attacking you unprovoked. It was unprofessional of me and unbecoming a warrior. You showed great restrain on your part, proving you’re a man of honor.”

Taken slightly aback, Rick tentatively reached out and shook the other man’s massive hand, his own completely disappearing from sight.

“Uh… No apology needed. You were only doing your job against an unknown threat. One who, if I’m to be honest, probably looked like the aggressor. I wouldn’t have expected less. I can’t say I wouldn’t have done the same thing if the situation was reversed.”

He watched a grin crack through the somber expression on the large man’s face.

“Spoken like a true warrior. I am heartened to have you fighting by our side in the upcoming battle.”

Apparently satisfied, he released Rick’s hand and returned to his seat. A collective sigh of relief nearly echoed around the room.

“What the hell is going on?” he whispered toward Kaitlynn after returning to his seat.

“Hmmm?”

“Why does everyone seem to be staring at me like I’m a sideshow freak?”

Kaitlyn glanced around before looking back at his concerned face.

Opening her mouth to reply, the cook he’d originally talked to hurried over to him, setting his meal down in front of him. The scent of the T-Bone caused his mouth to start watering. He watched as juices slowly leaked out of the hefty sized slab of meat that appeared to be cooked to perfection. Glancing back up, he noted the concerned look on the man’s face as he waited expectantly. He cast another confused glance at Kaitlyn before looking at the cook again, noticing a worried look starting to grow on his face.

“You might want to try a bite of your steak before it gets cold.”

Rick flinched slightly at Kaitlyn’s remark. Hesitantly, he cut a slice off the steak before sticking it in his mouth. The flavor caught him off guard as he started chewing the most tender, delicious piece of steak he’d ever had in his mouth. He involuntarily groaned in pleasure, closing his eyes to more fully focus on the flavor and texture. Warm juices slid down his throat before he finally swallowed. Opening his eyes, he glanced at the concerned look of the chef before responding.

“That,” he said, pointing to the steak, “is a small slice of heaven. It is, hands down, the best steak I’ve ever had the pleasure of eating.”

The cook’s reaction to his statement was like the clouds parting to let the sun shine down on him. A huge smile quickly grew on his face before he started backing away quickly, nodding excitedly before turning and heading back to the kitchen, pumping his fist slightly as he went. Rick looked back at Kaitlyn with a bewildered expression on his face, at a complete loss to explain anything that’d happened to him since he’d left his room. He felt a twinge of anger when he noticed she had a bemused expression on her face.

“Okay, screw this. I didn’t agree to work with you, only to be treated like a leper or rabid dog. Even that cook’s bizarre reaction makes no sense. If someone doesn’t explain it, and fast, I’m out of here.”

“Dude! You’re a friggin’ celebrity! Big dawg on campus!”

He glanced behind him as Scattershot sauntered over, setting some fruit down in front of Kaitlyn before walking over and sitting down opposite Thunderclap. It was an answer that didn’t seem to make any sense to Rick.

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“Everyone saw the video of you in action yesterday… They saw you tearing shit up like it was nothing…”

Rick glanced back at Kaitlyn in confusion.

“Video?”

She nodded, wiping some food off her lips with a napkin before responding.

“Yes. Video,” she said, reaching up and poking her eye with a finger. Pulling it away, Rick noticed a contact lens stuck to the tip.

“We all wear these. Besides having several functions, like low-light, thermo-graphic, and telescopic vision for those who don’t have it naturally, it also provides full stereoscopic recording capabilities. We realized a while back that, in the fog of battle, most people aren’t too good at memorizing visual details. In response, the tech gurus developed these so we’d have a video record of any missions we’re sent on so they could be analyzed later, either for intel, or more commonly, as a training tool. The resolution is high enough that we can read an address off an envelope from a mile away. On top of that, we normally deploy a few dozen micro-drones so we can get real time logistics of the battlefield when on missions.”

“So my fight against Reaper…?”

“Better than anything playing at the theater, mate. They’ve already done three replays of it in the command center last night alone. Would have been more but HellKat here had them shut it down so everyone would get some rest for the big day today.”

He looked back at Kaitlyn, who gestured at his plate.

“You may want to finish that before we take off. Otherwise, you might break the cook’s feelings.”

Still uncomfortable with the situation, he nodded. He doubted he’d ever get used to so much attention after spending the better part of twenty years doing everything he could to avoid being noticed. Regardless, Kaitlyn was right about one thing. Who knew if he’d get the chance to eat something this good again in the foreseeable future.

 

Chapter 25

 

Rick stared out the window, examining the clouds. In spite of the roar of the engines, he couldn’t help but slowly allow the peaceful view to relax him. They had been flying for the better part of three hours, using cloaking technology and subsonic speeds, to look like a private jet rather than a military jumpjet. The hope was, by pretending to be a private aircraft, they’d be able to get close enough to do a quick visual search as they flew over the area. There was also the hope that his abilities might be able to sniff them out where their passive means might fail. The sudden crackling of his earpiece broke into his reverie.

“We’ll be approaching the target area in T-Minus seven minutes. I repeat, seven minutes. Stay alert people. We’ll only get one pass at this, so let’s make it count.”

Nodding, he started to drop into a meditative state. He’d never tried pushing his senses that far out, had never actually considered even trying it really, so he wanted to quiet his mind as much as possible so he could focus on detecting any minute differences.

“Approaching the start of the target area in 3… 2… 1… mark!”

Almost in a dream-like state, his awareness dropped downward, trying to notice anything indicative of where the base might be located. A tiny ripple of excitement echoed across his consciousness as he started to ‘feel’ the peaks and valleys below him, gliding across the surface like a cross-country skier might experience. Three minutes into the target area, he sensed something that felt out of place. Focusing his awareness on the anomaly, he vaguely felt four small pinpricks detach from the location and began rapidly approaching. With sudden alarm, he realized what they were, snapping him out of his meditative state.

“Evasive maneuvers! Now!” he yelled at the pilot.

“Why? We don’t—”

“Don’t argue! Do it!” Kaitlyn yelled, staring at Rick intently.

Banking hard to the left, alarms started blaring loudly through the cabin.

Staring out the window, Rick saw exhaust contrails appear without warning, almost like magic. Kaitlyn had either seen them as well, or had sensed the heat signature.

“Cloaked missiles! Deploy countermeasures!”

“Where are they?” the pilot yelled, “I don’t see them on radar at all!”

Rick dropped back into his meditative state, stretching his awareness out behind them.

There!

Almost in a monotone, he started yelling out directions.

“Four missiles, on your six! Approaching rapidly. Five seconds out!”

He felt the aircraft vibrate and rock slightly as the pilot deployed flares and chaff. The sudden interference from the countermeasures fanning out caused him to be mentally blinded for a few seconds. He sensed three of the missiles impact the debris their aircraft had dropped, leaving one missile left. The projectile suddenly became significantly more visible to his senses just as he heard their pilot yelling.

“The missile dropped it’s cloaking field. I can’t dodge it!”

Without thinking, Rick extended his aura out, simultaneously deflecting the missile to the left while yanking the plane to the right. In the back of his mind, he felt everyone get yanked to the left as the missile narrowly missed their craft.

He heard Kaitlyn’s voice crackle across the headset.

“Good job!”

“That wasn’t me ma’am! I don’t know how we dodged it! It was like a giant hand yanked us out of the way!”

He sensed everyone turn their heads toward him, staring. He nodded slightly, keeping his eyes closed to maintain his concentration. Sweat started beading up on his forehead from intense effort he was exerting while trying the ignore the familiar pressure developing behind his eyes.

“They’ve locked on to us! Multiple signals inbound! Taking evasive maneuvers!”

Rick dropped his awareness back down while the pilot started violently jinking from side to side in an effort to throw off the target lock while deploying more chaff and flares.

“I can’t shake ‘em, there’s too many. Brace for impact!”

Reaching out, he tried to swat them away. He managed to cause a few to run into each other, but there were still too many left and not enough time to deal with them. Switching tactics, he tried absorbing the energy from multiple impacts, but was overwhelmed. He felt one wing fracture and fall away while managing to deflect several others away, causing them to detonate close enough to rattle the fuselage. The final one hit before he could shift his field, blasting a large hole through the tail of the jet. He managed to absorb the fireball before it had a chance to roll through the cabin, leaving him gasping for breath from the effort. The aircraft started cartwheeling through the air as the pilot’s voice crackled across the headset, the centrifugal force starting to pin everyone in their seats.

“I’ve lost all attitude control. We’re going down!”

Spiraling toward the ground, he heard Kaitlyn’s voice ring out.

“Fliers, grab a passenger and bail out! Move!”

He sensed several of his teammates struggling against the slowly mounting G-forces, trying to get out of their seats. He also heard the start of panic in someone’s voice yelling out.

“I can’t move! I need help.”

Digging deep, he pushed himself beyond the throbbing spike of pain in his skull. Gradually, but with growing speed, Rick started nullifying the kinetic energy throughout the aircraft while momentarily stopping the death spiral of the jet, stabilizing it as it plummeted toward the surface.

“Go!” he yelled through gritted teeth. “I can’t hold it for long!”

“MOVE! Thunderclap! Take Glaizia. Jetlag, grab Scattershot! Blitz, can you stand up to my fire aura?”

“No!”

Everyone started yelling, trying to figure out what to do.

“You can’t use your fire!” he yelled as the strain mounted. “They’ll know at least some of us survived.”

He paused to suck in a deep breath.

“Everyone! Move to the back of the jet. We only have one shot at this!”

Everyone hesitated for a split-second before Kaitlyn’s voice rang out again.

“You heard the man! Move! Move!”

Rick squeezed his eyes shut, focusing on everyone’s movement. Slowly, he reached down, undoing his harness. He fought against his instincts to escape while his senses screaming at him about the rapidly approaching surface.

“We’re all here!” he heard distantly.

When he judged they were only a few thousand feet above the ground, he released his hold over the aircraft, blurring into motion as he pulsed to the back where everyone had gathered. Snatching everyone up as he blurred past, he mentally shoved the remains of the tail section, causing it to break off and tumble away behind them. Yanking everyone out, he pulled them into a tight cluster as the ground rushed up to greet them. He heard a far off scream just before impact, their momentum hurtling them through the canopy of trees directly behind the disintegrating aircraft.

We’re not going to make it…

He suddenly felt a surge of energy just before heat washed over his aura when they momentarily flew through the fireball of the exploding jet. Moving past, the sailing to safety nearly a quarter mile beyond the impact site. They bounced several times, rapidly slowing down as they smashed through trees and underbrush. Before they’d completely stopped, the weird surge of energy vanished, causing his field to fail. He hit the ground and tumbled several feet before coming to a stop. Forcing himself to rise on shaky legs, he staggered forward.

“Is everyone oka—” 

Before he could finish his question, he suddenly heard roaring in his ears before blackness rushed up to greet him. Before it fully claimed him, a half-formed thought echoing through his fading consciousness.

I’m getting… really tired of passing… ou—</p>
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Kaitlyn rushed over as Rick collapsed.

“Scattershot, help me! Thunderclap, Glaizia, set up a perimeter.”

She watched the two giants stumble off, still slightly disoriented from their abrupt landing. Shifting her attention, she spotted Scattershot finish making the pilot comfortable before jogging over.

“I’m having a hard time finding his pulse! What do your senses tell you?”

Scattershot kneeled down before closing his eyes, laying his hand on Rick’s chest. After a couple minutes, he opened his eyes and looked at her.

“As best I can tell, superdude here is just unconscious. Even though it’s faint and greatly slowed, his breathing and heart rate are both strong and even. I think he just blew his wad keeping us all from becoming a permanent grease-stain across the landscape.”

“Do you think it’s safe to move him?” she asked.

“It’s hard to tell, but I believe so. The better question is, do we really have much choice boss lady?”

She nodded before looking around.

“Is everyone else okay?”

“Except for a bad scalp wound on the pilot, everyone else somehow only suffered minor scrapes and bruises.

“Okay everybody, listen up. Grab what you can. We move out in five.”

She waved Glaizia over.

“Can you carry him until he comes to?”

“Yes ma’am.”

Kaitlyn watched her kneel down before gently scooping the unconscious man up in her arms like a child before standing back up.

“If it’s not vital to the mission or survival, leave it behind. Newton did his best to hide our survival but I highly doubt they’ll skip sending out people to investigate the crash. So anything we leave behind, throw in the fire. Thunderclap, I want you on point, followed by Blitz. Glaizia, you stay in the center. I’ll follow up behind. Scattershot, you bring up the rear.”

She watched as everyone nodded. Turning her gaze on Jetlag, she continued.

“Jetlag, I want you flying reconnaissance. Do not, under any circumstance, go above the tree line. Hopefully, they don’t have sensors at ground level, but I wouldn’t count on it. Regardless, I want to head slightly south of where those missiles launched from, at least for a few miles before we make our approach. Maybe we get lucky and throw them off for a little. Or at least bypass any search teams that head straight here.”

Looking around one last time, she swung her hand in a circle over her head.

“Move out!”

 

Chapter 26

 

The slow rocking sensation gradually brought him back to consciousness. In a sudden panic, he lashed out, freezing everyone’s movement before opening his eyes. Struggling to make sense of his surroundings through his blinding headache, he finally realized he was being carried.

“I see someone’s awake again,” he heard someone say from what sounded like clenched teeth. Looking up, he saw Glaizia looking down at him with her eyes, her head locked in place facing forward. Exhaling a sigh of relief, he relaxed his aura, allowing everyone to move again. After Glaizia gently set him down, he looked at everyone before responding.

“Whoops… Uh, sorry about that ya’ll,” he said, wincing from the bright afternoon light shining through the trees. He turned back toward Glaizia, smiling up at her.

“Thank you ma’am for carrying me. Hope I wasn’t too much of a burden.”

She nodded at him, smiling hesitantly.

“You were not a burden. Thank you for keeping us all alive.”

Kaitlyn’s voice caught his attention.

“Are you doing good enough to walk?”

He ran his fingers through his shaggy hair, mentally giving himself the once-over. Other than the rapidly receding migraine, he felt fine.

“Besides having another headache from overextending myself again, I’m okay. I swear, when we get back, I really need to work on staying conscious after pushing myself. It’s getting really annoying coming to in strange locations.”

“Well, if it’s any consolation, nobody was seriously hurt in the landing, so you held off fainting until everyone was, for the most part, safe,” she said with a crooked smile on her face.

“Gee, thanks. I just love being referred to as the guy who faints at a convenient time…” he said, giving a pained expression before cracking a slight smile.

Kaitlyn started to reply when they heard a slight cracking noise coming from over the hill further up ahead.

“Hide,” she hissed before diving into some ground cover. Rick reacted by jumping straight up, grabbing ahold of some upper branches of a nearby tree. He watched as Thunderclap and Glaizia frantically searched around them for suitable places to hide. Rick stretched out his awareness, sensing a small squad of people rapidly approaching. Dropping back down, he pulsed over to their location, grabbing both in his field and snatching them off the ground moments before he sensed the squad cresting the hill. All he could make out was shimmering outlines of people as they started getting closer. His headache was making it difficult to focus, causing him to struggle to maintain his position above the surface. Despite his best effort, his pain and exhaustion slowly caused them to start drifting downward. Realizing their predicament, Glaizia created an ice platform between several trees, allowing them to come to a stop before they’d dropped more than a couple feet.

“I don’t see why we’re way the hell over here looking for someone when the crash was almost two miles away in the opposite direction. If they’re trying to find us, why would they come this way?”

“Dude, shut up. Who gives two shits why? Reaper’s paranoid that this Newton guy’s coming for him, so does it really have to make sense? He’s got us all over the side of this mountain looking for anything suspicious.”

“I’m just sayin’…”

“Hey, shut the fuck up you two! How the hell are we going to sneak up on anyone with you flapping your piehole!”

After a few more mumbles, the first guy got quiet again, panning his weapon from side-to-side through what Rick assumed was his assigned sector of fire. Getting closer, Rick realized the squad was going to get dangerously close to where Kaitlyn lying prone in some knee-high clump of plants. He heard a click coming through his earpiece, followed in rapid succession by several other clicks.

Damn, I’m pretty rusty on my Morse code.

As the pattern of clicking continued, he noticed Thunderclap and Glaizia tense up.

Okay, here we go…

With the way the squad was spread out, it wasn’t until the third one was passing before he heard the guard let out a startled, “What the f—”

Kaitlyn exploded upward, knocking him off balance when she yanked her arm out from under his boot. Preparing to drop down, the fight was suddenly over as Blitz careened through them in a blur, knocking them unconscious.

Well that’s one way to do it.

Gently carrying everyone back to the ground, he trotted over as Blitz and Kaitlyn quickly secured the squad.

“That actually went better than expected.”

“We got lucky. The question is, where the hell is Jetlag?”

A few seconds later, Jetlag showed up, weaving through the trees from a slightly different direction.

“Oh shit, I’m sorry!”

“Where the hell were you? We almost got caught with our pants down. If it wasn’t for Newton’s quick thinking, we could have been ambushed, or at the very least, caught in a serious firefight!” Kaitlyn snapped.

“Hey, cut her some slack,” Rick said as he placed his hand on her shoulder, “We got the jump on them. That’s all that matters.”

He watched the anger slowly melt off her face a few seconds later.

“Yeah, you’re right. Sorry about that Jetlag.”

“No problem Major. I won’t let it happen again.”

“Actually, since they’re sending their people out with cloaking fields, there’s not much sense sending you ahead again. Newton’s right. Unless you know where to look, you won’t spot these guys. It does give me an idea though. See if you can identify the cloaking field emitters. Maybe we can use them to our advantage.”
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A small groan caught their attention. Looking over, Kaitlyn noticed the leader of the group was slowly regaining consciousness. She quickly strode over to him as he started squirming. Squatting down, she grabbed the man under his chin, forcing him to look her in the eye.

“Morning sunshine. You know the drill. You already know what we’re here for, so tell us what we want to save yourself some pain.”

“Fuck off!”

She made a clucking sound with her tongue before responding.

“Well, that wasn’t terribly original. You really need to work on that whole ‘I’ve been captured’ response. I would have expected something better.”

She waved Thunderclap and Glaizia over before looking back at her captive.

“This should be a real eye opener for you,” she said as the two giants came to a stop beside them.

“Thunderclap, would you be so kind as to hold this man up in air for me?”

“My pleasure ma’am,” he said, casually lifting the man up and pinned him to a tree a few feet off the ground.

“You know, I’m feeling a bit generous today, so I’ll give you a choice, you can either A, enjoy my rendition of chestnuts roasting over an open fire,” she said, her hand bursting into flames, “Or you can develop a serious case of snowballs,” she continued, gesturing toward Glaizia, who generated a large globe of ice in her hand.

“As I was saying, I leave it up to you, deep fried nuggets or crystal balls. I’ll give you about five seconds to make your choice.”

She watched the man started frantically thrashing in Thunderclap’s hands, trying to get away.

“Five… Four… Three…” she said, slowly starting her countdown. She let a stray flame flicker off her hand and drift through the air before landing on the dangling man’s pant leg, causing it to start smoldering.

“Oops. My bad, sometimes my flames get away from me. Two seconds by the way,” she stated, causing the temperature of her hand to increase. The flame slowly shifted from a reddish-orange flame to a deep blue color. She mentally projected a wave of heat toward the man’s face as she approached.

“Oh look, time’s up. Since you haven’t provided a preference, I guess it’s going to be trouser snake flambé,” she said, reaching out toward the man’s groin.

“Stop, damn it. You’re crazier than he is.”

She paused for a moment, allowing a crazed expression to cross her face.

“You say that like it’s a bad thing. So, shall we get to cooking, or do you think you can find it within yourself to point me in the right direction?”

While she talked, she slowly brought her hand closer to the suspended man again, causing the front of his pants to start smoking.

“Fine! Fine!” he yelled, his voice rising in panic.

She let out a disappointed sigh before snapping her hand closed, extinguishing the flame.

“Ok big boy, where’s it located?”

It’s about ten klicks northeast of here.”

“See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” she asked before nodding to Thunderclap.

Letting the man go, the man dropped roughly to the ground, ending up in a crumpled heap. Panting hard, the man squirmed into a seated position, his eyes wide with terror.

“You’re going to let me live, right?” he asked with wide eyes.

“Did you really think I was going to torture you? Who do you think we are, your boss?” she asked before spinning around and walking away.

Crossing to the other side of camp, she nodded to the pilot sat, leaning up against a tree.

“Do we have anything we can use to knock them out for a couple of hours? Something that’ll keep them out of our hair until we reach the base?”

“All we have are mild sedatives. Just something to keep patients calm until they can get to medical personnel.”

“That’s better than nothing. Go ahead and give them all a few doses if possible. If we move quickly enough, it may suffice.”

While the pilot prepared the injections, she waved everyone over.

“We’re just over six miles from the base. Strip everyone of their radios and anything else that’s useful. As soon as the pilot’s done giving them the shot, we head out. Speed over stealth is the name of the game now. We don’t know when this group needs to check in next, so it’s possible we’ll be walking into a trap. Let’s get started.”

She headed back over to the squad-leader. She noticed he gave her a dirty look when she grabbed his earpiece and radio.

“You won’t be needing this anytime soon. Hopefully you won’t be eaten by a bear after we leave.”

Standing back up straight, she looked around the area one last time.

“Okay everyone.  Let’s move.”

 

Chapter 27

 

“Okay, let’s review the plan one more time.”

Kaitlyn glanced around to make sure everyone was paying attention.

“Once we get inside, we split up into three teams. One team needs to locate the controls for their weapons system. Another needs to find the power for the base. Either one of those objectives can neutralize the threat if we can destroy them. The third objective is one of opportunity. Any intel you can grab will get us that much closer to eliminating the threat Maelstrom poses to the world.

“Just remember, if any of you spot Reaper, do not engage under any circumstance. Radio the rest of us immediately and we’ll try to converge on your location. Keep in mind, this is an opponent that’s given Newton here a run for his money more than once, so don’t try to be a hero. There’s too much riding on this.”

“That’s all great and everything, but we actually have to get in first. Any thoughts on how to do that?” Blitz asked, waving to the front of the base in the distance, “I mean, I know Jetlag and I can get there fast enough, and obviously Newton can, but then what? How do we neutralize them fast enough so they can’t raise the alarm?”

Kaitlyn stared at the front of the installation again. A massive front door that she assumed was for large vehicles was the major feature, while a smaller door stood to the side, which was most likely for letting troops in and out. There were also several soldiers standing outside, presumably to guard against attack since it’d be very unlikely that someone would stumble across this place on accident.

“We’ve got two options. Either we wait for a shift change, which we have no idea when it’ll happen, or we rush the front door and hope one of use can get inside before they can sound the alarm.”

“Oh, so piece o’ cake then, eh?” quipped Scattershot.

Kaitlyn gave him a dirty look before she noticed Rick staring intently at the door, an unreadable mask frozen on his face.

“You got something?”

He held up his hand, intent on their target. Without warning, he whispered, “get ready.”

Glancing back at the door, she noticed movement. Tensing up, she turned to the rest of the team to make sure they were ready. Looking back, she spotted the door starting to open.

“Hang on…”

Kaitlyn gave Rick a questioning glance. Suddenly, everything blurred. A split-second later, they were in the midst of the combatants. Readjusting quickly, she swung at the closest soldier, flowing through a combination she’d practiced hundreds of times in the gym. Her opponent didn’t even register her presence before collapsing to the ground unconscious. Looking back up, she noticed Rick ripping the door off its hinges before disappearing inside, followed a moment later by Blitz and Jetlag blurring through.

“DUCK!”

Responding instantly, she dropped to the ground. The crack of multiple projectiles whizzing past overhead causing her to look behind her. Two of the guards stood frozen for a moment before slowly sinking down. She noticed several holes punched through them starting to leak bodily fluids in a slowly spreading puddle. Getting back to her feet, she looked back toward Scattershot and nodded. Her eyes widened slightly before she snapped her hand forward, throwing a fireball at him. Without hesitation, he flipped into the air, completing several revolutions before landing softly several feet away. The soldier that’d been trying to sneak up behind him instantly becoming a flaming pyre, happening before the enemy could react.  As Scattershot landed, he extended his hands and launched several projectiles, killing the soldier before he had a chance to scream out in pain.

“Thanks boss!”

Spinning around to look for more threats, she watched Thunderclap turn the last two into a mist with a quick swing from his massive mace.

“Let’s get in there, now!”

They all charged forward, unsure what they were going to find. Reaching the door, they almost attacked Blitz when he slowly appeared, a blank look on his face.

“Report.”

Looking up in a daze, he struggled to form words.

“Yeah, uh… Newton’s pretty effective when he needs to be,” was all he said before staggering out the door, suddenly blurring toward a nearby tree and retching behind it. Stepping inside, she immediately understood what he meant. She spotted Jetlag standing stunned in the center of the first room they entered. In the time it had taken them to subdue six men, Rick had eliminated somewhere north of that number. She wasn’t sure of the exact count since all that remained was chunks stuck to the walls and a fine pink mist slowly settling to the ground. A bomb going off wouldn’t have caused this much devastation. In all her years of combat, she’d never seen such overwhelming force unleashed in such a short period of time. Slowly walking toward the next room, she noticed more of the same.

His brother’s name might be Reaper, but from what I’m seeing, it wouldn’t do justice to what Rick was capable of.

His sudden appearance in front of her caused her yelp, accidentally lobbing a fireball at him. Casually reaching out, he caught it in his hand and absently closed it, extinguishing the fireball with a slight whump.

“I’ve secured the surrounding hallways and rooms,” he said, a blank expression on his face, “I kinda left a mess, so we don’t have much time before someone sounds the alarm. We should probably get moving.”

Turning back around, he unslung his staff with one hand while uncapping his tube with the other. She watched in fascination as the metal spheres took up a random orbit around him with a slight whistling noise.

We are extremely lucky he didn’t consider our team a threat when we engaged with him. If he had, we’d only be greasy smears.

Turning back around, she nodded at her team.

“You all know your assignments. We’ll only get one shot at this. Let’s go.”
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He watched the others split up and take off down the hallway in the different directions. A moment later, he headed off down the hall with Kaitlyn and Scattershot following close behind him.

“So uh, mate? What exactly did you, uh, do back there? That was some, eh, some impressive work. Ain’t seen nothin’ like it before.”

He turned, looking back over his shoulder while struggling to keep his feelings compartmentalized. It’d been a long time since he’d had to kill someone and he wasn’t exactly happy about it. Keeping his voice neutral, he replied.

“Being accelerated to nearly the speed of sound before hitting a wall tends to have that effect.”

He sensed movement approaching from around the corner in front of them. Before anyone had a chance to respond, several of his spheres lanced forward, punching holes through the chest of several people before streaking back and resuming their orbit around him. All before the bodies hit the floor. In a distant corner of his mind, he could feel himself screaming as the body count continued to rise. Picking up the pace, he hurried forward.

“The longer this takes, the more people I’ll be forced to kill, so let’s get hustlin’.”

“Dude, I feel like we’re playing Doom on god mode,” he heard Scattershot mumble. Spinning around, he blurred into motion, snatching the smaller man up in the air.

“Is this a game to you? Do you LIKE hurting and killing people? ‘Cuz I sure as hell don’t. I went into hiding for a long time because I was sick of it!”

He struggled to keep from shouting as the emotions he was trying to bottle up threatened to explode out of him. The sudden pressure of Kaitlyn’s hand on his arm made him pause. The barely contained rage flashed across his face as his glared at her.

“Easy Newton,” she said softly. “Nobody thinks this is a game. Scattershot just has a macabre way of dealing with the stress of combat. That’s all. So if you could put him down please…?”

It took a few seconds for him to process what she was saying. Comprehension forced him to notice the terrified look on Scattershot’s face. Gently, he lowered the smaller man down.

“Sorry,” he whispered, unable to meet the stare of either teammate, instead turning away and heading further into the base. He felt her shake her head slowly, probably to tell Scattershot to leave it alone. He lowered his chin to his chest, his cheeks burning fiercely as he replayed his overreaction to Scattershot’s remark in his mind.

Is this what I’ve become? So powerful that I don’t consider someone else’s feelings? Maybe I should disappear again after this. It’d probably be safer for everyone.

“You know, you’re probably going to have to pay a cleaning bill when we get back…”

Her sudden voice beside him forced him to look toward her while still trying to avoid the look of judgment he knew she was giving him.

“Come again?”

“A cleaning bill. You probably just scared the shit out of him. You know that, right?”

He looked down at his feet. He could feel his throat swelling, making it hard to reply.

“Yeah, I know. I overreacted. I’m sorry for that. It’s been a long time since I’ve really been in combat. Plus, in my later missions, I worked alone. I never wanted to come back to this. I was slowly turning into a monster.”

“Well just remember,” she said, placing her hand gently on his arm again, “we’re all teammates. We’re not enemies.”

“I know, it’s just that—”

“Hi Newton, I know you’re here, somewhere. You tripped the sensors the second you entered the base. I have a great idea now that you’re here. How about we play a game!”

 

Chapter 28

 

“Sonofa… He knows we’re here!”

Rick raged internally. Again he got outmaneuvered by Reaper. The only question left was, did Reaper’s plan include the rest of the team.

“Tell you what Newton, it takes about twenty minutes or so to charge up our weapon enough to use, so you’ve got that long to try and stop me. If you don’t, your precious city is going to become a smoking crater. Ta ta!”

“Now what, mate?”

His glare unconsciously caused his teammates to take a step away from him. Shadows started forming behind them as the glow from his eyes intensified keeping pace with his anger.

“You two, stay on mission. I’m going to find my asshole brother and put a stop to this.”

Before they had a chance to respond, he pulsed away, breaking the sound-barrier in the process. At the same time, he started rapidly spinning his metal orbs in a tighter orbit around him, in effect turning him into a supersonic meat grinder. Moving at speed, he only distantly registered everything in front of him disintegrating as he searched for Reaper.

Where the hell are you, you bastard?

A though occurred to him, causing him to stop.

Hang on a second. He knows me, knows how I’ll react. I’m playing right into his hands again. If I go raging at him, I’ll be at a disadvantage. I need to think this through.

Glancing down at his wrist, he set a timer so he knew how much time remained. Satisfied, he dropped into a seated position. Relaxing his mind, he stretched his senses out, forcing his perceptions to penetrate through rock and metal, searching for where his brother might be waiting for him. As his awareness expanded, he started noticing something odd happening. He could feel a slight tug of kinetic energy drifting past him, similar to what he’d felt from the rupture near his old job. Focusing his attention more on the sensation, he slowly got to his feet and started moving with the flow of kinetic energy, allowing it to pull him along in its current, drifting down the hall.

So now I know the where, so the next question is, why is all the kinetic energy moving that way in the first place? Did they create another rupture? This feels different somehow. I need to be careful.

Opening his eyes, he allowed his senses to direct his movement, accelerating himself deeper into the base.
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“Sir! We’re detecting the same energy field that appeared during HellKat’s fight with Newton forming above the Rapier building!”

The Colonel nodded, studying the display in front of him.

“Any estimation of how much time we have before they activate it?”

“No sir… The energy levels have already surpassed what was detected at the first site. Based off our calculations, it would completely wipe out the building at this point.”

“Do we have a visual?” he asked, looking toward the technician.

“Switching the feed to the main screen.”

The feed changed on the main screen, showing the top of the Rapier building in real time. As he watched, the Colonel noticed a slight wavering in the air above the building, like heat radiating off hot asphalt. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, the bubble of shimmering air slowly grew in size.

“How fast is its rate of growth?”

“Current projections indicate its growing in diameter at approximately two feet per minute.”

“Heaven help us if they don’t stop it in time,” he said, realizing the mass of wavering air was already almost twenty feet across.

“They’re our only hope now.”
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Kaitlyn brought her mouth closer to Scattershot’s ear.

“I count two guards by the door. With the way they’re guarding it, I’m suspecting it’s something important.”

Scattershot nodded in understanding, adjusting his position.

“On the count of three,” she whispered, holding three fingers up. As she dropped the last finger, they silently sprinted around the corner. Scattershot launched two projectiles, taking out the guards as she thrust both hands forward, projecting plumes of blue flames at the door. It rapidly melted into a pile of slag, creating an opening as they ran toward it. She dove through the doorway, absorbing the radiant heat that washed over her. Tumbling across the floor, she reached the other side before springing back to her feet. Spinning rapidly in place, arms outstretched, she searched for threats before slowly lowering them back to her sides.

“CLEAR!”

Kaitlyn echoed back the all-clear sign, then slowly looked around, trying to make sense of what she was seeing.

“There’s nothing here… Why would they guard a room when there’s nothing important to guard?”

“Not sure boss lady. Maybe we’re overlooking something?”

She watched him wander around while she continued her own search.

What are we missing here?

A sudden jolt of electricity rippled through her body, launching her across the room like a rag doll. Bouncing off a wall, she fell to the ground, convulsing uncontrollably. From her crumpled position on the floor, she could partially see Scattershot wildly firing projectiles at a figure slowly walking toward him. She could hear the projectiles ricocheting off the stranger, scattering around the room ineffectively as the stranger continued approaching. Without warning, the stranger darted forward, backhanding Scattershot with a sickening crunch, launching the smaller man across the room to hit the far wall with a loud thump before falling to the ground in a heap.

The stranger turned toward her, finally moving into her field of view. Light glistened off the metallic body as he came closer, his cybernetic eye glowing brightly. Crouching down in front of her, he smiled broadly.

“Boy, you sure are being a brazen hussy, forcing your way into my, shall we say, bedroom. I do want to thank you though, for bringing Newton to me. I’m not sure if he would’ve come on his own, even with the threat of destroying the city he’s been living in. Now my plan of showing him who’s better is finally coming to fruition. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

“Reaper,” she whispered through the spasms, struggling to push herself up. Regardless of her determination, her muscles refused to respond to her mental commands. As a last resort, she forced her body to flare up. If she was going to die here, she was going to take him out with her.

“Uh, uh! Naughty, naughty. We can’t have that now. How will I ever get Newton to do what I want if you kill yourself,” he said, casually reaching through her flame aura, his hand slowly beginning to glow a dull red.

The last thing she remembered was another blast of electricity arcing through her body before she blacked out.

 

Chapter 29

 

Rick slowly approached the door in front of him. As far as he could detect, all the kinetic energy was flowing into this one room. Not sure what to expect, he spent a few minutes examining the area with his awareness.

Whatever’s going on in there, I can’t get a read on it. There’s too much interference. If I go in there, I’m going in blind.

Allowing the kinetic energy that was flowing past to flow through him, he topped off his reserves before pressing against the door. He was slightly startled to find the door opened effortlessly. Hesitantly, he slipped inside, hugging the wall. Working his way deeper into the room, he noticed the wall looked like a natural formation, rather than something they’d dug out. Looking around, he noticed he couldn’t see the far wall through the darkness beyond. As best he could sense, it was nearly a mile across, but the swell of energy at the center of the room made it difficult to determine. Glancing up, he could see a tiny trickle of light coming from the open sky in the distance above him. Squinting, he thought he could make out some type of screen or netting covering the opening. Whatever it was, it reduced the amount of light able to reach them so far underground.

I wonder why Stormwatch couldn’t see the exhaust heat drifting out of that massive opening.

“Oh! There you are!”

The voice echoed around the cavern. He tried locating the source, but his senses were still blinded by the energy swirling around the room.

“Where are you, you bastard!” he yelled, using his powers to amplify his voice. He again felt some of his energy being drawn away by whatever was pulling the kinetic energy into the room. Without warning, the room was suddenly bathed in bright light, blinding him momentarily. Squinting, he could barely make out Reaper standing on some sort of massive spire in the center of the cavern. Something about the shape of it tickled a memory of something he’d seen a long time ago. He tried to figure out why it seemed familiar while approaching cautiously, his nerves on edge waiting for a trap to be sprung.

“Aww, come on, don’t be shy. Step right up and be part of the future!”

Getting nearer, he examined the spire more closely. It rose up several hundred feet into the air, terminating in a big bulbous shape, almost like a water tower but with a flat base. Looking at the half-bulb, it felt like he was staring into an abyss with his extended senses. What he originally thought was a buildup of energy turned out to be the exact opposite. In his mind’s eye, it looked like a big drain, with energy swirling into it and vanishing just as it passed the outer shell.

“So what do you think? Impressive, isn’t it?”

He heard Reaper’s voice echo again from all around him, but his attention was still locked on the void he sensed above. He was almost becoming physically ill in its presence, but realized he had little choice but to continue approaching. Glancing at his wrist, he noticed he only had a few minutes left to stop this madness, assuming Reaper had been honest with him. He realized he couldn’t trust him, but in this situation, he suspected Reaper wanted him to know how close he was to failing.

Coming to a decision, he relaxed, allowing the energy to buoy him upward like driftwood flowing down a stream. The closer he got, the more he had to concentrate on rising in a slow, controlled pace. Struggling for control of his powers the closer he got, he tried returning his combat spheres to their case. The energy around him was becoming so overwhelming, it took several tries to be successful. He felt like he was actually getting drunk off the swell of energy enveloping him.

“You’re almost there! Hurry up! I’ve got another surprise for you!”

Gritting his teeth, Rick allowed himself to ascend faster. Above him, he spotted a platform about ten yards beneath where the spire flared outward. This close to the top, it suddenly hit him why it felt familiar. Unless he was mistaken, this structure strongly resembled Wardenclyffe with only a few slight changes. The only reason he recognized it was because Hal used to keep a working model on his desk when they were growing up together. Touching down gently, he had to maintain focus to keep from lifting off the platform and drifting higher.

“So what do you think? Impressive, isn’t it?”

Rick’s head snapped to the left at the sound of the voice, spotting Reaper standing on a catwalk that ran toward the far side of the cavern wall. He tried to pulse over to him, but it felt like he was pushing through water as he moved toward the cyborg.

“Kinda hard to move here, isn’t it? A side-effect of the kinetic accumulator. Wreaks havoc with my inertial dampeners. It always feels like I’m falling toward the thing when it’s running while I’m up here. Gets annoying after a while unless I shut them off.”

Rick struggled to move forward faster, but every time he exerted more energy, he felt more drag pulling against him. Pausing to get collect himself, he involuntarily started sliding backward toward the tower. He holstered his staff before grabbing both railings. He physically pulled himself forward in an effort to get closer to Reaper, slowly bending the metal against the resistance generated by the kinetic energy flowing past him.

“Why are you doing this?” he asked. His arms began to shake from the effort of just holding him in place now, the effort of moving closer now too much for him to move against.

“Oh, because I can. And to prove, once and for all, that I’m better than you, stronger than you, smarter than you.”

Rick slid backward again when the current increased without warning. It was beginning to take more and more effort just to remain stationary. The pressure from the energy flowing past continued to mount, almost like trying to move against the force of a rapidly flowing stream. A disturbing realization slowly dawned on him. Part of his problem was, kinetic energy was bleeding off him, weakening him the longer he stood there. The more he fought against it with his powers, the faster the energy was drawn from him. He could already feel his clothes fitting looser than they had when he entered the cavern. He was so focused on his struggle and ignoring the growing pressure behind his eyes that it  actually took him a moment to realize what his brother had said.

“Wait… What?”

“Oh come off it. You heard me. You’ve always thought you were better than me. Even after I got my upgrades, you just had to show me up. Now who’s laughing?”

“I’ve never thought I was better than you. I always looked up to you. The stuff you could do with technology? I’d never be able to do what you did.”

“Now you’re patronizing me. You’re just saying that because I’ve finally beat you and you can’t stand it.”

Rick slid backward another foot. What he’d experienced before at the last place this weapon was used felt like a mild breeze compared to the raging torrent of power rushing past him toward the tower. If he stayed there much longer, he’d be too weak to do anything.

I still have no idea how to beat him, let alone how to shut this thing down.

“Ok, fine. You beat me. Whatever makes you feel better about yourself. Does it make you feel like more of a man?” he asked, feeling anger slowly bubbling to the surface.

“Wait, can you feel like more of a man, being mostly metal these days?”

“SHUT UP! I won’t have you mocking me, not in my moment of triumph!”

Rick noticed the rage etched across Reaper’s face.

Is that how I looked earlier? Is that what I’m going to become?

“Have you ever thought about getting therapy for your anger issues?”

“I won’t have you mocking me,” his brother screamed again

“Fine, whatever. So you beat me, so what? If that’s all you wanted to hear, then why bother destroying the city?” Rick asked, stalling for time.

“You don’t get it, do you? Eighteen years ago, you took everything from me. My base, most of my body, even a lot of my comrade-in-arms. I had to explain to my superiors how you destroyed everything and left. They didn’t care that I was still there. They only cared that you’d left. It wasn’t until I told them I could duplicate your powers that they kept me around. Now you get to witness the fruits of that labor. Now the city you call home will get to witness it as well. Let’s see how YOU react to losing everything!”

Reaper paused, a smile spreading across his face.

“In fact, there’s something else I want you to experience losing.”

Rick watched the cyborg turn, gesturing toward the darkness beyond. At first, all he could hear were the sounds of a struggle. After nearly a minute, he saw two guards dragging a person forward, someone who was fighting them. Getting closer, he realized they were dragging Kaitlyn, her hands bound with metallic bands. When they finally reached them, he had to bite back his acidic response.

“Let her go, or so help me…”

“Oh, how cliché… You can’t even move right now, let alone fight me.”

Rick redoubled his effort to reach Reaper, but he only managed to slide further away. Frustration at being able to do nothing started gnawing at him.

What the hell can I do? Every time I try to get closer, I only get dragged further away. There’s got to be something I can do.

“Guess what time it is little brother? In less than five minutes, your city and everyone you know gets to go boom!”
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How can I fight against this current? What’d he call it? His kinetic accumulator? I feel like I’m circling the drain, just waiting to be sucked in.

The image his thoughts conjured up caused him to feel like he was overlooking something. Something to do with how Tesla’s equipment functioned. Turning it over in his head, a memory of when they were kids rose unbidden into his mind.

“Whatcha making Hal…?”

“A Tesla coil.”

“Why?”

“‘Cuz it’s cool. When I’m done, this thing’s going to shoot purple lightning bolts. I’m trying to learn how Tesla’s stuff worked.”

“Does it do anything beside shooting lightning bolts?” he remembered asking.

“Yeah. When it’s tuned correctly, it’s supposed ta allow wireless transmission of power through the ground and air. He said all it’d take to pull electricity out of the air is a receiving rod stuck in the ground. Just think, no more power lines!”

Rick remembered how excited his brother was about the concept, but he also remembered something else equally important. It worked by resonating the power to a high frequency.

The solution suddenly jumped out at him.

That’s it! I have to find the right resonance to match the frequency of the accumulator!

Rick closed his eyes in concentration, the headache from using his powers reaching an almost unbearable level. Sinking deeply into a trance, he focused on the tower behind him, searching for the frequency it was operating at.

“Awww, saying a prayer for all the people ya’ll getting ready to fail?”

Rick ignored Reaper’s insults. At the very edge of his awareness, he began to sense something, something that he could only describe as a high-pitched hum. Focusing all his attention on it, he allowed the vibration to expand, filling his entire awareness. He felt himself slide backward several more feet, but he ignored it. The resonations seemed to fill his entire being, reaching deep into his very being and causing his aura to match the frequency of the tower. As the harmonics intensified, the catwalk started humming almost inaudibly. He also noticed the drain on his energy slowly tapering off. Glancing toward Reaper, the cyborg’s expression told Rick he realized something was changing, but couldn’t determine what it was exactly.

“What are you doing?” he said, worry spreading across his face.

Something suddenly clicked in his mind, like a balloon bursting. His headache, and the pressure associated with it, simply vanished without a trace. Without warning, an invisible bolt of kinetic lightning lashed out from the tower, engulfing his aura and regenerating it. Overwhelming energy washed through him, like nothing he’d ever experienced before.

The invisible flash of it forced him to close his eyes instinctively. Somehow, his awareness now reached into the core of the machine, allowing him to realize the tower was pumping the gathering energy to another location. A moment later, he realized he could sense the roof of the Rapier building. The bizarre affect reminded him of looking through a paper towel roll when he was a kid, pretending it was a telescope.

Another bolt of kinetic energy lashed into him from the tower, his hair becoming a softly waving nimbus around his head. The excess energy didn’t bleed off of him like it normally would. Instead, it swirled around him like a slowly growing energy cyclone, gathering speed as it continued to expand around him. The larger his aura got, the faster kinetic bolts crashed into him. Even the flow of kinetic energy that was originally flowing toward the tower was now staring getting pulled into his kinetic cyclone instead. From what sounded like a long distance away, he heard an angry scream.

“NO!” 

Opening his eyes, he saw the air faintly shimmering around him. Taking a step forward, he nearly stumbled from the complete lack of resistance. Taking another step, he slowly began moving toward the cyborg’s group was still standing on the catwalk.

“This can’t be happening again! You’re not supposed to be able to win this time!”

Rick noticed his aura starting to glow from all the energy it was absorbing, something he’d never seen before. He was drawing in so much energy, it was starting to become uncomfortable. Looking back toward his Reaper, he saw the rage and fear slowly expanding across his brother’s face as he took another step. Grabbing Kaitlyn, he picked her up and dangled her over the edge of the walkway.

“Stop what you’re doing! Now! Or I’ll drop her. I mean it!”

Rick paused for a second. Mentally, he uncapped his tube but kept them hidden inside.

He took another step forward.

“So what? I just met her a day or two ago, and most of that time was spent fighting. I barely know her. You picked the wrong bargaining chip…”

Screaming in rage, Reaper flung her out into space. In one smooth motion, Rick yanked his staff off his back, throwing it toward Kaitlyn while whipping his spheres around and launching them at Reaper so fast, it distorted the light passing though air in their wake. The impacts blew several holes through Reaper, launching him backward in a shower of sparks. At the same time, he mentally directed his staff outward, snaking between her wrists and arresting her fall. Pulling her back to safety, he positioned her behind him.

“Can you use your powers?”

“No! These restraints are acting like power nullifiers!”

Damn it. If it’s not one thing, it’s another.

“Hold your hands out so I can break them off you.”

“No! Don’t We need to keep them intact. We don’t have anything like this, at least this compact.”

Spinning around, he gave her an incredulous look.

“Are you serious! You’d rather remain powerless until we can remove them without breaking ‘em too much?”

“Just think of how much better it’d be to restrain powered individuals instead of killing them!”

“You’re insane! Fine! Hold your hands out!”

Reaching forward, he wrapped his fingers around one of the cuffs. He felt his fingers going numb, but he ignored it. Flexing, he tried to force the restraint open. Without warning, he felt a blinding flash of pain erupt from his chest as Kaitlyn screamed. He saw a small trail of smoke waft off the top of her shoulder, revealing a small section where her skin and muscle had become charred without warning. Weakness flowed over him, dropping him to his knees. Looking down, he saw smoke curling up from his chest where his heart should be, rather than a fist sized hole. Struggling to turn around, he saw Reaper approaching, his hand outstretched.

He shot my heart out with that hand laser…

His thoughts became slugging, his brain slowly dying from lack of oxygen. His vision started to darken around the edges as he looked back at Kaitlyn, a look of horror spreading across her face.

They’re all going to die, and it’s my fault.

Something clicked in his mind again as another kinetic bolt struck him.

No, it ends here!

Focusing on his chest, he pushed his healing process into action. The power surge was so powerful, glowing purplish arcs of kinetic energy burst forth from his chest and rippled across the catwalk. An instant later, his regenerated heart pulsed powerfully, his mind suddenly becoming clear again. Energy arced and shimmer across his body as his power surged to new levels. Without warning, he became aware of sources of energy he’d never noticed before. He could feel the molecules moving through the air from static electricity buildup, even the flow of blood through Kaitlyn at a degree of subtlety he’d never experienced before. It was like being blind all your life and suddenly developing perfect vision.

Another blast hit him in the spine, pitching him forward. His hand grazed the wound on Kaitlyn’s shoulder, automatically healing it even as his subconscious instantly repaired the damage to his body. Following the ionization trail the blast had created back to Reaper’s hand. Standing up slowly, he turned toward his brother. In awe, he realized he could even feel the electricity flowing through the cyborg’s body.

“This ends now big brother. You’ve hurt enough people. I can’t let you hurt anyone else.”

“You can’t stop me! I’ll kill you!”

Reaper stretched his hand forward again, the energy building up rapidly. Rick mentally followed the energy buildup back to the energy bank that was powering the beam weapon. He forced the energy flow to reverse itself, overcharging the energy bank and causing it to explode.

Reaper’s body slowly crumpled on the catwalk.

“What did you… how…?” 

“I always looked up to you Hal. Your ability with technology was something I envied. And what did you do with that gift? You injured and killed a whole bunch of innocent people. And for what? Because you though I was mocking you? I loved you! I knew I’d never be as smart as you, so I did what I could. I protect you from bullies who didn’t understand your gift.”

He felt Reaper attempting to charge up other weapons, but he redirected the power away, causing other power cells to rupture instead.

“I don’t know if you have any more bodies to jump into, so if you don’t, then I guess this is good bye. I love you big brother. Hopefully, you’ll find the peace you’ve been searching for.”

 

Chapter 30

 

Rick approached Reaper, his eyes glowing brightly in the dim light. He sensed the cyborg trying to arm what he assumed was his self-destruct mechanism, but he rerouted the power away again. Reaching out, he mentally froze movement around the explosives while increasing the vibrations around the frozen area. The combination of vibrations against an immovable section caused the metal to shear away, allowing Rick to pull the explosives out with minimal damage.

“I’m going to need this more than you.”

Thrashing weakly, Reaper glared at him.

“This isn’t over,” he said before the light behind his eyes went dim, then out.

Rick expanded his senses to see if another Reaper body was nearby. His awareness shot outward well beyond what he expected, allowing him to feel the entire complex. His discernment had become so sharp, he could actually recognize the rest of the team, another thing he’d never experienced before. Sensing no threats nearby, he turned back to check on Kaitlyn. His awareness enveloped her, allowing him to determine her level of stress by gauging her heart rate and other telltale biometrics. Satisfied, he nodded to her.

“Hold your hands out.”

“What about Reaper?”

“He’s gone… Whether it’s permanent or not this time is anyone’s guess, but he’s not a threat right now.”

Nodding, Kaitlyn held her hands out in front of her. He reached out to try breaking them again but realized he could sense the power flowing through them. With a mental nudge, he forced the electricity to stop. With a slight click, the bands popped open before falling off, bouncing a few times on the catwalk.

“How…?”

He gestured at the tower behind her

“Guess that thing just gave me enough XP to let me gain a level.”

She stared at him with a blank expression before a smile twitched at the corner of her mouth.

“Really? You’re cracking a joke here?”

Smiling back, he just shrugged.

“Can you use your powers now?”

He watched her face scrunch up in concentration. After a few seconds, he saw flames flicker around her body before vanishing.

“Not yet, apparently. It almost feels like the pins and needles when your leg goes to sleep, only in the back of my mind instead.”

“Think you can fly?”

She shook her head.

“I don’t think so, at least not safely, why?”

Holding up the explosive chest-plate, he gestured toward the tower again.

“I’m going to try and power this thing down, then I’m going to use this to destroy it. Just needed to know if you can get down under your own power is all.”

“If you can give me a few minutes, I should be able to do it.”

“Okay, I think we have tha—”

The power unexpectedly flickered before going out. A few seconds later, emergency lights kicked on. Looking back at the tower, he noticed the energy flow ripple strangely. Almost like a spinning top that’s wobbling before falling over.

“I, uh, don’t think we have few minutes. I think the field around that thing is starting to destabilize. Whether that means it’ll dissipate or explode is a really good question.”

“Then let’s get the hell out of here!”

Rick looked back up at the tower, noticing more instability developing in the field.

“I can’t. I can’t explain it, but I know this thing was charging up over the Rapier building. If I don’t figure out a way to pull that energy back, it’ll destroy part of downtown and kill a bunch of people. I can’t allow that to happen, not when I might be able to do something about it. Get you and your team out of here!”

“If you’re staying, then I’m staying. Simple as that. We’ll figure this out.”

“No, we won’t,” he said, raising his arm toward her.

“There’s nothing you can do to help me. If you stay, you’ll die.”

Sending out a tendril, he lifted her off the platform before encasing her in a kinetic bubble.

“When you get to the floor, you’ll bounce a little. Once the bubble pops, get out of here. Hopefully I’ll get the chance to see you all again.”

Before she could say anything he dropped her toward the ground below.

“I hope I can keep this from blowing to bits long enough for them to get out of here,” he mumbled to himself. Expanding his aura outward, sparks began arcing between him and the field surrounding the tower.

“Here goes nothing…”
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“No!”

Before she realized what he was doing, she was already plummeting away from the catwalk. Looking down, she could barely make out the murky floor rushing up toward her.

“Come on! COME ON!”

Flames started so flicker across her body in patchy waves, only to gutter back out.

“DAMN IT!”

She braced for impact, the floor filling her entire vision.

“OH SHIT!”

She slammed into the ground explosively, creating a small crater and blasting debris skyward, creating a dusty halo around her impact site. Bouncing upward in a shallow arc, she barely had time to realize she hadn’t even felt the impact before touching down again. This time, she only rebounded around a foot off the ground before her ears popped. Unexpectedly, she dropped the remaining foot to the ground, landing awkwardly and slightly twisting her ankle.

“Newton!”

Her voice echoed around the chamber, but got no response.

Come on damn it!

She tried to flare up again. This time, she was able to maintain her flame aura long enough to rise a few inches off the floor before it rippled again before going out with a whump.

“Damn it! Rick! Answer me!” 

All she heard in response was her voice bouncing around the area back at her. She stared upward, trying to figure out what to do. A dull ache in her jaw forced her to realize she was gritting her teeth. Forcing herself to relax, she looked around, trying to plan her next step. In the distance, she spotted a door that had an emergency light glowing over it. 

Great, not only does he pull the doomed hero card, but I have absolutely no idea how to get out of here.

Breaking into a jog, she noticed something bouncing off her leg. Reaching down, she felt the restraint fastened to her belt.

When the hell did he do this? Never mind, I just need to get out of here so his sacrifice won’t be in vain.

She replayed the past few minutes through her mind as she jogged toward what she hoped was a way out.

How did everything get so screwed up?

 

 

§§§§§§§§§§§§

 

 

In a small corner of his consciousness, he tracked Kaitlyn’s path toward the door. Another ripple, followed by a surge in the field, brought his full attention back to the problem at hand. Floating upward, his aura started merging with the energy bubble surrounding the emitter. Tentatively,  reached his hands out, encountering a phantom resistance where the energy field stood. It almost reminded him of trying to mold C4, but he only felt it through the aura surrounding his hands, not his actual fingers. Another fluctuation shimmered across the field. Reaching him, it smoothed out slightly after sliding past his fingers.

Maybe I can stabilize, or at least slow down its degradation, by shaping it.

Expanding his aura further, he sensed the field smoothing out slowly. Extending his senses through the core again, he realized with horror that what he was doing on this side was causing the cloud of energy on the other end to start rippling more violently. Quickly shrinking his field back down, he noticed that the field on the other end synchronize with the fluctuations on this side again.

Well that was almost a disaster…

He tried ignoring the slowly increasing instability of the field. Instead he studied it, trying to figure out a solution. With a sudden realization, he noticed the field at the far end was echoing the fluctuations on his side, but almost in a mirror-like fashion. He felt an idea forming in the back of his mind. With sudden insight, he realized what he was seeing.

I might be a bit rusty on the specifics, but this seems similar to what I remember from high school physics about quantum entanglement. Something about quantum energy teleportation. Maybe this works by severing the connection somehow.

He shook his head in annoyance.

 Great, now I’m giving myself a science lesson. Wish I’d tell myself how to fix it now.

<Pull it back to yourself and discharge it>

The sudden thought almost broke his concentration.

What?

After a few seconds pause, he shook his head again.

Great, the stress of channeling all this energy is making me hallucinate. Either way, I’ve run out of ideas, so the hallucination’s suggestion it is.

Placing his hand against the field again, he tried to act as a conduit for the energy. Feeling it ripple across his aura, he launched a bolt of kinetic energy at the catwalk. He felt a shockwave ripple across the field. On the other side, he sensed an ominous ripple arc through the energy cloud.

Great job imagination. Looks like I actually made it worse. Great plan that was.

He tried pumping some energy into the field. He watched as both sides seem to stabilize, but the one over the Rapier building seemed to grow slightly larger.

Damn it. I stabilized it slightly, but at the cost of making it worse.

<Pull it back to yourself and discharge it>

The alien thought echoed through his mind again. It suddenly dawned on him that it sounded different than his own thoughts, almost feminine.

Hello? I already tried that.

The thought returned a third time. This time, it was noticeably weaker.

<Pull… back… yourself>

He stretched his hand up to touch the field again, preparing to try draining the energy again but paused.

Draw the energy to me… What does that mean… Wait!

With sudden understanding, he realized what the thought was telling him. Tentatively, he stretched his aura toward the core of the collector.

“FUC—”

He tried to scream, but sudden agony cut it short. Without warning, he felt his aura get yanked through the rift that connected the tower to the Rapier building. The sudden pull felt like being ripped apart. In the back of his mind, he realized he’d been yanked physically toward the outer shell. He’d instinctively raised his hands to absorb the impact, causing them to form deep impressions into the metal cladding separating him from the core. Burning pain arced though him as the kinetic energy he’d absorbed began getting pulled forcefully out of him. His mind narrowed down, focusing on the fragile thread of sensation that connected his aura between here and the other side. Adjusting the frequency he was resonating at, he managed to stop the leakage again. His awareness came back into sharp focus when realization that he could actually feel the energy coalescing at the other end, not just sense it, washed over him. It was like the difference between the difference in sensation between fog and water. Gingerly, he tried pulling at it. The field contracted a fraction while the field on his side rippled erratically.

Okay, that actually works, but the field on this side becomes more unstable. How far can I push it before it explodes in my face? Guess there’s only one way to find out…

Taking a deep breath, he gently pulled again.

 

Chapter 31

 

Kaitlyn paused briefly when the door opened, taken aback by the amount of carnage greeting her the entire length of the hallway. Breaking into a slow jog, she started heading down the hallway.

Guess I won’t have much trouble finding my way out of here after all. Who needs breadcrumbs when you have someone like Rick.

Gingerly stepping over a lump that looked suspiciously like a semi hit it doing ninety, she considered again how powerful Rick actually was. The fact that having a fist-sized hole blown through his chest appeared to only be a minor inconvenience, he actually healed himself nearly instantly. He’d healed her shoulder as well, feeling almost like an afterthought on his part. If that’d been his only powers, he would have been welcome on any tac-team Stormwatch had.

People with self-regeneration abilities were pretty common. Something to do with ancillary powers and stuff. Healers, on the other hand, were pretty rare as far as powers were concerned. Healers that could heal people quickly? Even rarer. With everything Rick could bring to the table, he was easily more powerful than any stand-alone strike team they could deploy.

Does he even have an upper limit to what he can do?

Slipping on a greasy spot on the floor, she grimaced.

I should probably get out of here first before thinking of all the wonders having Rick on board with us.

She concentrated again, calling her power to her. Slowly at first, the flames rippled across her form before becoming a steady blaze. A few seconds later, she slowly drifted off the floor, hovering several inches off the surface. Waiting a few more seconds, and only experiencing a few minor fluctuations in her power, she breathed a sigh of relief.

Feels like my powers are finally stabilizing enough to risk it. Time to pick up the pace.

Expanding her flames outward, she roared down the hall, slowly picking up speed. She traveled for several minutes before the base shook slightly, the emergency lights flickering several times before going back to normal. An alarm klaxon started sounding off in the distance.

That’s probably not a good sign.

Rocketed down the hall, she continued following the trail of broken bodies strewn about the corridors. She tried to ignore the sickly sweet smell of charring meat every time she paused to peek around corners before moving on again, her passage leaving the walls blackened and smoldering.

Kaitlyn slowly noticed the body count was slowly decreasing the further away she traveled from the cavern. Passing another side corridor, she came to an abrupt stop before drifting back. She recognized one of the hallway her and Scattershot had traveled down after Rick took off. Making a quick decision, she changed direction and flew down the hall to where they’d been ambushed.

Retracing her steps, she finally came to the hall just before the room. Touching down, she peeked around the corner before walking the final distance. Approaching the room, she heard movement. Readying a fireball, she poked her head around the doorframe.

“Scattershot!”

She hurried into the room heading toward her teammate slumped on the floor, with several new bodies lying around him. She quickly froze when he raised his left hand toward her reflexively. A look of recognition slowly passed across his battered face before his arm dropped in exhaustion. 

“May-ja?” he managed to ask, badly slurring the word.

Dropping down in front of him, she noticed the entire left side of his face was swelling along with his jaw hanging loosely at an odd angle.

“Are you okay? Can you stand?”

“Ma ja ith bokin… an ma tholdr’s dithloctid…” he mumbled, gesturing to his face and shoulder.

“Do you want me to try and pop in back into place?”

His paused for a moment before nodding tentatively. Sitting down on the floor next to him, she gently probed his shoulder, wincing at his pained groans, before putting her foot under his armpit and bracing his hand under her arm.

“This is going to hurt. There’s no way to do it gently.”

She watched him squint his eyes tight as she tensed herself. With a quick movement, she pulled on his arm while guiding the joint back into its socket. Scattershot yelped in pain, quickly becoming a low moan. Tearing a pant leg off her uniform, she tore it into strips. Tucking his right arm into his shirt, she bound his arm in place with the strips she’d created. Moving slowly, she got him to his feet before she slung his arm over her shoulder, guiding them toward the exit. They’d walked for several minutes before Kaitlyn thought to check if Scattershot’s comms were working since Reaper had somehow disabled hers. She took his earpiece out before tapping the pairing button, causing her mic to link up with Scattershot’s headset.

“Glaizia, Jetlag. Do you copy?”

“Jetlag here. We copy. Under fire. Could use some backup.”

“Copy. Unable to assist. Scattershot’s badly injured. We’re heading for the exit. Withdraw if possible. The base is likely to be dust shortly.”

Thunderclap’s voice suddenly interrupted.

“’Lag, what’s your twenty?”

There was a slight pause, with gunfire echoing in the background, before Jetlag responded.

“I just pinned our location in the GPS.”

“Roger. Blitz is inbound. ‘Kat, what’s your position?”

Kaitlyn leaned Scattershot up against the wall before hitting the homing beacon. Tapping her mic, she responded.

“Beacon is lit.”

“Understood. Inbound to your location. ETA five minutes.”

“Copy, five minutes inbound. Confirmed. Out.”

“Out.”

 

 

§§§§§§§§§§§§

 

 

Kaitlyn shifted position, trying to make it easier to carry Scattershot. Between his awkward weight and her injured ankle, she was having serious doubts about getting out of the base in time.

She was so focused on just putting one foot in front of the other, it took her a minute to notice the sound approaching in the distance. She couldn’t it, but it sounded vaguely familiar. A moment later, the sound of electricity arcing fully reached her ears nearly a minute before Thunderclap arrived. She wasn’t sure of the mechanics behind it, or how it allowed him fly. All she knew was, sometimes lightning arced off it, other times it was silent. Drifting into sight, he softly touched down a moment before the energy discharge stopped. Striding over, he set his mace down.

“Looks like he took quite the thrashing. What happened?”

“Reaper ambushed us. It happened so fast, we didn’t even have time to respond. He abducted me and nearly killed him. Honestly, I wasn’t even sure Scattershot was still alive, but I refuse to leave anyone behind if I can help it.”

“You ran into Reaper?” he asked, looking around warily.

“Yes, but he’s been neutralized for now.”

“And Newton?”

“Right now, he’s the only thing keeping this place from being leveled. He forced me away so I could get everyone out of here.”

“A noble warrior indeed. So what now?”

“Now, we get everyone out of here and hope Newton can make it out before this place gets reduced to rubble. From what I saw before I was forced to leave, the amount of energy concentrated here will make the explosion look like a firecracker going off compared to a nuke.”

She watched his eyes widen slightly before he squatted down, gingerly lifting Scattershot and cradling him in one arm. Holding his hand out, his mace shot up from the ground and settled into his outstretched hand with a meaty thunk.

“Can you fly okay while carrying him?”

He nodded, slowly lifting into the air. She spotted small arcs of electricity playing across the surface of his mace.

“Lead the way, major.”

She burst into flames before lifting into the air as well.

“Let’s get the hell out of her!” she said, rocketing away.

 

 

§§§§§§§§§§§§

 

 

Kaitlyn hurled another fireball, setting several soldiers on fire. The explosions caused by Thunderclap and Blitz destroying the power station seemed to have caused a general evacuation alert. Ducking back around the corner, she glanced back at Thunderclap.

“We don’t have time for this. Not counting the ones I just cooked,  I counted at least thirty to forty armed soldiers blocking our exit.”

Leaning Scattershot against a wall, he strode past Kaitlyn.

“Leave it to me.”

He started rapidly twirling his mace in a broad circle, lightning crackling in a halo around it. Suddenly, he leapt forward, diving out of cover while launching his weapon down the hallway. Thunder echoed down the corridor, followed by a massive explosion. Tumbling forward, he sprung back to his feet, casually catching the handle on its return flight.

“Quickly, before more show up,” he said, before taking off at a slow jog.

She hooked Scattershot’s arm around her neck again, helping him to move toward the exit as quickly as he could manage. She heard movement behind her, but before she could react, an arc of electricity shot by her, making her hair stand on end for a few seconds. A abruptly silenced scream let her know the bolt had found its mark.

Cautiously moving through the rooms next to the guard station, they made their way outside. They continued for a couple hundred yards before Kaitlyn tapped her mic again.

“Glaizia, Status?”

“Making our way to the entrance. We’re under heavy fire but making headway. ETA’s probably another ten minutes.”

“You don’t have that much time. Don’t be gentle. Plow through them as fast as possible.”

She heard an unearthly roar come thorough the mic followed by screams.

“Talk to me! What was that?”

In a much lower tone of voice, Glaizia responded.

“On our way.”

In the distance, heard loud booms that shook the earth, coming from inside the base. She glanced at Thunderclap, but he only shrugged his shoulders. Looking back , she noticed part of the mountainside start to glitter in the sunlight several hundred yards away from the entrance. Before she could make sense of it, the side of the mountain ruptured outward in a hail of rock and ice. Striding out from the new opening was the icy form of Glaizia, followed by Jetlag and Blitz.  As she emerged, Kaitlyn realized Glaizia was missing her right arm. The giant woman staggered a few steps before regaining her balance. Glaizia cast her hand forward while Jetlag got behind her and start pushing, causing the two of them to rocket forward. Getting closer, she realized the giant woman was creating an icy trail in front of them, allowing Jetlag to push her forward like an ice-skater while Blitz provided cover fire.

Approaching Kaitlyn’s position, Glaizia lost her balance again and tumbled forward, barely catching herself on her remaining arm before landing in a heap in front of them. In surprise, Thunderclap rushed to her aid, lifting her in his arms like she was weightless, then carrying her the rest of the way over. Kaitlyn could see the skin in contact with Glaizia’s form slowly turning blue-white while he carried her. Setting her down gently against a tree, he looked back up at Kaitlyn, worry etched across his craggy face.

“Her arm…” he said, trailing off.

“It’ll… be okay…”

They all looked at Glaizia, who appeared to be struggling to keep her eyes open.

“I just need… some water… to reform it. As long as I don’t… turn back into flesh before that, I’ll be fine…”

Kaitlyn spun around, facing Jetlag and Blitz.

“I’m not going to order you to do this, and I don’t know how long she can maintain that form, but you heard her. Without water, at the very least, she’ll be crippled. At worst, she’ll bleed out.”

She waved back in the direction of the base.

“There’s gotta be water somewhere in that base and we need as much as possible. You two are the only ones fast enough to have a chance to escape if that place blows. Are you up for it?”

They both nodded before vanishing with loud pops. Seconds later, they started arriving with buckets and other containers full of water. Within the space of a couple minutes, they’d returned with enough water to create a small swimming pool.

“That should be enough,” Glaizia whispered, sticking her hand in the first container and drawing the water up into her. Before Kaitlyn’s eyes, she noticed the ragged stump start to grow longer. Blitz’s voice caused her to turn.

“What now ma’am?”

“Now we wait and hope Newton makes it out alive.”

 

Chapter 32

 

Rick was exhausted. The energy from the tower throbbed again, pulsing outward against the field Rick was maintaining around it, but only barely. Sweat poured down his face as he concentrated on smoothing the ripples again.

After he’d gotten the flow reversed, it had started coming through in a rush, almost like a siphon pulling water from a reservoir. Instead of being a struggle to draw it back, he now fought to choke the rush down before it overwhelmed him.

He’d lost track of time, struggling to react quickly enough to thousands of variables every second keep them from causing a catastrophic chain reaction, one that ended in an explosion. Each adjustment held the potential to destabilize the field, but he pushed on, hoping to buy the team just a few more seconds.

How much more is there? I can’t keep this up much longer.

In a corner of his mind, his senses suddenly shot back through the rift, allowing him to more clearly see the other side compared to the last time he’d checked. With a quick scan, he determined the amount remaining was less than the amount released at his workplace.

Well, at least the city will survive. Might only lose a few floors off the top now.

Unexpectedly, another bolt of kinetic lightning lashed out in a momentary gap in his containment field, striking his already saturated aura. The air around him ignited in a fiery globe around him from the sudden influx of energy into his aura, instantly turning the platform he’d been standing on to drip away as molten slag. Catching himself, he suddenly had to split his concentration between maintaining his position and the field around the tower. His momentary lapse caused a large ripple to start oscillating through the field while a sudden inrush of the remaining energy from the other side pushed him further away from the tower.

Something dribbled from his nose while he fought to regain control of the field. Reaching up, he wiped it away before looking at it. A shiny trail of red fluid coated the back of his hand.

Blood.

Expanding his awareness outward, searching for the rest of the team. A split-second later, he sensed they were located safely outside.

Good, at least they’re outside. Gives them a slight chance of surviving this. Me… not so much.

The sudden flood of regret for all the things he hadn’t done washed over him unexpectedly. All the times he chose the safety of remaining hidden instead of really living his life caused his heart to ache. Realizing he might be experiencing last moments of his life, he could only wonder how his life might have been different if he’d made different choices.

I wish I’d had the chance to take Tim up on seeing that warehouse skate-park he talked about building with his friends. It might have been fun showing them what the old man could do. At least they’ll have the chance to build it.

He felt more blood now flowing freely out of both nostrils as his control, fractures slowly forming across the field he was maintaining.

Not much longer now.

In his mind, he slowly sensed a growing presence at the edges of his conscious awareness. It took him a moment to realize it was the source of the alien thoughts he’d heard earlier. While he didn’t hear any words, he suddenly got an image in his mind of a sphere transforming into a vertical column. Through the haze of exhaustion, it took him several seconds to understand what it meant.

That might work, not that there’s a lot of other options. Only going to get one shot though.

Glancing up, he prepared himself for one last ditch effort.
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A brilliant column of light lanced out of the top of the mountain base, blinding everyone. A split-second later, the first shockwave hit, blasting them violently backward. The pressure waves erupting from the mountain ripped the tops off the trees that didn’t topple over entirely. A few seconds later, they were tossed up into the air as the ground rippled up like the surface of a stormy sea before slamming them back down.

“QUICK! GET EVERYONE IN THE AIR! NOW!” Kaitlyn screamed. The ground at the base of the mountain started rupturing from the strain of it rippling up and down violently. Her legs burst into flames as she frantically threw Scattershot over her shoulder in a fireman’s carry and prepared to jump skyward, but the ground underneath them split open, revealing a rapidly forming chasm dropping away beneath them. They dropped several feet before she could regain control, rocketing out of the chasm and into the air overhead. She saw Jetlag snatching Blitz off the ground before the ground fractured under them, but watched in horror as Thunderclap and the unconscious form of Glaizia tumbled into the crevice.

“NO!”

The ground rippled again, the ragged gap reversing direction and slowly closing beneath them instead. With the sound of a thunderclap, Thunderclap rocketed out of the rupture seconds before the ground slammed shut, Glaizia cradled in his arm protectively. Catching her breath, she looked back up toward the opening of the mountain where the light had come from. Fully a third of the mountaintop had vanished from the explosion. A moment later, magma shot into the air out of the gaping hole.

“Everyone, we need to get away from here, now! Whatever happened in there, it just created a new volcano. This place is going to become a lake of molten rock really quickly.”

“What about Newton!” Jetlag yelled over the rising roaring sound coming from baby volcano.

“There’s nothing we can do for him now! If he didn’t make it out of there, he’s gone!”

Casting one last glance toward the newly formed caldera before spinning around, flying away from the devastated base.
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Rick focused on what he needed to do. Taking a deep breath,  he mentally grabbed his energy globe, pouring even more energy into it. Changing its shape to match the column shape he had in his mind. He extended it downward into the floor while reshaping the top into a reinforced cap.

Pulsing himself upward, he broke the sound barrier in the process. His ears popped and started bleeding as the pressure explosively released, the result of the energy rupturing downward along the path of least resistance. 

He could feel his containment field below him weakening at a pace that was increasing. Redoubling his efforts, he strained to go faster, putting as much distance between himself and the tower as possible. Looking down, he watched the floor of the cavern turn white-hot before vaporizing, almost falling in on itself as the energy wave burrowed into the bedrock, thrusting deeper and deeper into the subterranean levels. His enhanced senses felt the progression beneath the cavern floor surging deeper.

Time became more and more distorted, an aftereffect from struggling to contain and direct the energy-wave’s passage deeper into the bedrock. His powers surged again, his awareness accelerating downward. Leaping ahead of the beam, he sensed movement he couldn’t immediately identify nearly twenty five miles down. In shock, he realized what he was sensing was a pocket of magma slowly roiling around deep under the surface. His mind raced ahead, coming to the conclusion that the energy beam would reach it before he’d cleared the top of the cavern.

This is probably going to hurt…

Drawing his energy back in, he pulsed himself upward with everything he had, breaking the hypersonic barrier before reinforcing the protective field around him.

Almost there. Just a few more feet.

The cap on the containment field shattered, allowing the energy blast to surge upward, enveloping him just as he reached the outside. The world went white, the force slamming into him harder than the previous energy detonation while the temperature shot past anything he’d ever attempted to absorb before. He didn’t even have time to scream before the world disappeared.

 

Chapter 33

 

Rick felt himself drifting weightlessly. Opening his eyes, he looked around and found himself in a white nothingness.

“What the…? Where am I?”

“That depends… Where do you want to be?”

The sudden voice behind him made him jump. He tried spinning around but realized there was nothing to push against. Disoriented, he realized he couldn’t sense anything, no ground, no air, no nothing. Stretching his awareness out to the limits of his ability, he could detect nothing, like he was in a featureless void.

“Hello…?”

The warm feminine voice close behind him made him jump again.

“Hello.”

“Who are you? Why can’t I move?”

“I am called Inanna. Why do you believe you aren’t moving?”

“I can’t turn to see you.”

Without warning, a woman blinked into existence in front of him, giving the impression like she’d always been there and he’d just never noticed. He hadn’t felt any movement, she just seemed to appear when he blinked.

“Is this better?”

“Uh… yeah.”

Rick examined the woman in front of him. She looked back with a mischievous look on her face. He couldn’t quite pin down her ethnicity, but felt she resembled someone of middle eastern. Oddly, her long black hair floated around her head like she was submerged in water, an effect that was slightly disconcerting since, as far as his extra senses were concerned, she wasn’t there. The only way he knew she was there was through his five senses. When she moved slightly, he got a hint of jasmine floating past him.

“I can’t sense you.”

“Does that make me any less real?”

The question caught him by surprise.

“Am I dead?”

“Would that be so bad?”

Rick started to answer, but then really paused to consider the question.

“Actually, yes. It would be.”

“Why? You saved everyone. You’ve done more than anyone could expect from you. And you have no surviving family…”

Rick heard the words, but it felt like there was something she wasn’t saying, some undercurrent he felt but could identify.

“I’m not so sure about the surviving family bit since Hal might have uploaded to another body.”

He paused, considering his next words while she watched him, a bemused expression on her face.

“Honestly? I’ve spent the last couple of decades hiding from the world. Instead of living, I’ve just been surviving. I think I’m ready to start living again. Is that even an option though?”

A slow smile started tugging at the corners of her mouth. Gliding forward, she stretched her hand out.

“Life is always an option. You just have to reach for it strongly enough.”

At her touch, he felt a warmth spread through his body, causing him to become drowsy. Drifting off, he heard her voice trail after him.

“Go back and become my avatar. Protect and cherish life, for that’s what matters.”

As the world of light faded away, a thought stuck with him. He still had no clue who she was.
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Rick eyes snapped open. Disoriented, he struggled to get his bearings. Sensory information rushed in at him like a tsunami, but instead of being overwhelmed, he easily processed it. He could feel the outer edge of his aura skimming through a rapidly thinning atmosphere, allowing him to slide effortlessly higher. Without thinking, he instantly stopped his upward motion. Hovering motionlessly, he looking around in wonder. The sky above him was nearly solid black while the stars were sharp pin-pricks of light, without any of the twinkling he normally saw. Stretching his senses outward, he realized the only breathable air he had was contained in the bubble contained by his kinetic field. Before panic could set in, his field changed, drawing in the surrounding rarefied air and replenishing his reserve. Looking back down, he could spot the tiny reddish-orange dot of light from the newly formed volcano he accidentally created.

How am I able to survive this far up?

A memory stirred through his mind.

My avatar…

Without warning, he sensed Kaitlyn and her team in trouble, surrounded by the remnants of Reaper’s forces from the base. How he could tell it was them was a question for another time. Willing himself downward, he accelerated faster than he ever thought possible, the thin atmosphere igniting around him when he passed reentry velocities.

Hang on, I’m coming!
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All the ash and dust in the air was making it hard to breathe. It had started falling when they’d gotten around a mile away from the base, but now coated everything in a dull gray film. By the time they’d managed to get almost three miles away, a wave of soldiers finally caught up to them. From there, it’d been a running firefight.

Kaitlyn had a sinking feeling part of the enemy forces had gotten ahead of them, forcing her team to take up a defensive position in an old, dried up stream bed. It was only a matter of time before they were overrun, unless she was severely overestimating their numbers. Based off the amount of incoming fire they’d been taking, she suspected she was actually underestimating their numbers.

“Glaizia! I need ice walls there, there, and there! Our only chance is to funnel them through limited entry points.”

“Understood! I’ll see what I can do!”

Kaitlyn couldn’t help but notice how slowly the icy giant of a woman was moving, how slow her entire team was moving. They were all tired and having problems breathing due to the falling ash, but Kaitlyn knew Glaizia was on the edge of complete exhaustion. The amount of energy she used to escape the base, then reform her arm, had to be near her limit. 

Glaizia started forming a wall of ice before collapsing to the ground. The ice wall collapsed, then vanished.

“Thunderclap! Glaizia’s down! We need a bulwark, now! Otherwise, we’re not going to make it!”

He nodded tiredly. Rearing back, he slammed his mace into the ground in front of him, causing the earth to rupture upward in a ragged mound nearly ten feet high. Dropping his weapon, he scrambled over, grabbing Glaizia and carrying her over to the crater he’d just created. Tiny streams of water starting trickling out from where the water table had been exposed. After setting her down, he called his weapon back, before launching it outward, flying through several strands of trees and blasting their trunks apart. His mace circled through the air around them, continuing to knock more and more trees over before returning to its owner.

“That’s the best I can do ma’am. It might not be much, but hopefully it’ll slow them down some.”

Kaitlyn nodded, carrying Scattershot over to the newly formed depression. He groaned as she propped him up against the wall of the crater.

“Ge ow o’ hr boss,” he slurred. “Ther’s no senth awl of us dyin.”

“Stow it Scattershot. I’m not leaving anyone behind. We either all make it, or we don’t. No one gets left behind.”

A sudden pulse of light shot past her, causing a trail of steam to rise from the damp dirt behind her.

“Take cover! Jetlag, we need air support!”

“I’ll try, but all this crap in the air’s going to slow me down.”

“Do the best you can! Go!”

She watched her rocket upward into the haze, disappearing from sight.

“Everyone! Get behind me!”

When everyone had scrambled behind her, she spread her hands out, spraying huge gouts of fire over a wide arc in front of her. The landscape burst into flames as the brush caught fire.

“Hopefully that’ll buy us some time.”

The giant hand on her shoulder startled her, but she quickly regained her composure. She looked up as Thunderclap leaned down close to her ear.

“It’s been an honor working with you ma’am. Much as I wish otherwise, I don’t think we’re going to make it. At least we stopped Reaper.”

She rested her hand on top of his.

“It’s the little things that count.”

Thunderclap’s deep laughter caused her to smile.

“Major, you do have a way with words. Let’s make these bastards pay dearly for their transgressions.”

“I like that plan. Let’s do some damage.”

Hunkering down behind the lip of the crater, she glanced over the lip, trying to catch a glimpse of the coming assault. She noticed the haze above them starting to get brighter. Glancing up, she slumped back against the dirt, defeated. She could barely make out what looked like a giant fireball rapidly approaching their location.

“Well, it looks like they’re not going to get us after all,” she said, pointing toward the approaching glow.

She noticed the giant man’s shoulders slump.

“Well, looks like we’re going out in a blaze of glory…”

Before it hit, it came to a sudden stop, hovering about forty feet above them. The flames rippled for a few seconds before going out. She inhaled sharply when she realized what she was seeing.

“Hopefully I’m not too late to the party…”

 

Chapter 34

 

“NEWTON!”

Rick smiled, drifting lower. His new, enhanced senses allowed him to detect all the soldiers surrounding the team.

“In the flesh. Hope I didn’t keep you waiting too long.”

“How…? Never mind, but did you really have to destroy the base with a volcano?”

“Well, I had to improvise. It was either that or level a good portion of the existing mountain range, most likely vaporizing ya’ll in the process.”

“In that case, I guess creating a volcano wasn’t so bad after all.”

Landing, he sighed before responding.

“Yeah, there was just too much energy to dissipate harmlessly. Probably by a factor of WTF.”

The crack of a rifle shot echoed through the area. Before the sound even reached them, Rick felt the projectile approaching them. Again without understanding how his abilities had increased so much, he pulled all the latent energy out of the air between them and the shooter, causing the air to harden into an invisible shield. The bullet smacked into the solid mass, mushrooming out in empty space before hanging motionless in the behind them.

“Guess I should deal with these guys before we continue our conversation. Excuse me.”

Without waiting for a reply, he effortlessly drifted back up into the air above them. Amplifying his voice, he called out to the enemy soldiers.

“Lay down your weapons and leave. I have no interest in destroying you, but I will if you leave me no option. It’s ya’ll choice.”

Another shot rang out as he floated motionlessly. Shaking his head, he caught the bullet, allowing it to orbit him twice, gathering speed before he launched it back toward the shooter. The sudden scream of pain as the gun disintegrated told him he’d hit his mark.

“Strike one!”

He sensed another soldier getting ready to fire some sort of rocket at him. Trying to short out the electronics like he had with Reaper, he couldn’t quite reach it. Before he could say anything, he heard a muted whump before the rocket streaked toward him. This time, he encased the rocket in a solid ball of air, allowing it to detonate in front of him harmlessly.

“Strike two!”

Gathering his energy, he sent out a pulse bubble like he had back at the base. He’d assumed that it would just push all the ash in the air away from him dramatically. Instead, his energy rippled outward in a bubble, pushing the air in front of it like a shockwave. The blast spread outward explosively, moving away from him, tearing up the ground around them. In effect, it created a secondary crater wall around them, leaving the team on a newly formed pedestal of earth. Continuing to expand, the energy wave expanded slammed into all the fallen trees Thunderclap had knocked down, shoving them forcefully away. Several flew into the air and sailed nearly a mile away. When the dust settled, edge of the crater now surrounding them stretched out in a distance nearly a football field across. Recovering from his surprise, he yelled one more time.

“Care to see what happens if you get to strike three?”

Absolutely silence settled across the area. Slowly at first, but then gaining speed, he could sense them throwing their weapons down and taking off. The sounds of guns clattering on the ground as people retreated started drifting across the landscape. Drifting back down, he landed next to Kaitlyn.

“I guess that’s a no.”

“Holy shit!”

Rick nodded in agreement. His powers were boosted way beyond anything he’d have thought possible. It was only now that he noticed he didn’t have any migraine, either. Whatever had happened to him, he suspected it was only the beginning.

“Well, now that that’s over, ya’ll ready to head on home?”

 

 

§§§§§§§§§§§§

 

 

Rick was still trying to get his head around another ability he seemed to have developed. At first, he only planned on carrying the injured across the ground like he had when they’d assaulted the base, leaving the rest of the team to follow along beside him. However, when he enveloped them in his field, he didn’t feel any strain like before.

As a test, he tried pulling all of them into his field. When even that didn’t make a noticeable impact, he decided to try something he knew wouldn’t be possible before his powers had been amplified. With a thought, he lifted them up above the tree tops before heading back toward the base, again without effort.

Instead, he found he could now draw kinetic energy directly out of the air itself, pulling a fraction of energy from every molecule his field came in contact with, In fact, he could even track each individual particle he pulled the energy from just by concentrating. It was just one more thing he’d never been able to do before.

Once he realized he wasn’t going to run out of energy, he had decided to see what he could really do if he pushed himself. After circling back to collect Jetlag due to her being unable to keep up with them, he accelerated back toward the west coast, nearly hitting hypersonic velocities before, dialing it back. He wasn’t sure how stable his new abilities were, so he decided to play it safe.

As it was, what had taken them nearly three hours to cover on the way out only took around forty-five minutes on the return trip. If the attack jets hadn’t tried to intercept and shoot them down, he probably could have made it even faster. He’d rapidly had to decelerate so their comms would work properly, allowing them to call off the fighters. From there, they’d taken a more gradual approach to the base before touching down in their hanger.

Now he was wandering aimlessly trying to come to grips on what he’d experienced over the past few days. If this was permanent, he was almost scared to consider what he might be capable of now.

“Hey! Slow down!”

He paused before turning around, waiting while Kaitlyn jogged up to him.

“So what’s the word?”

She fell into step with him as he started walking again.

“From all our readings, you managed to pull all that energy back to the base. Other than some unusual readings coming from where the focusing equipment was, it looks like there’s not going to be any lingering effects.”

Rick let out a small sigh of relief. At least there wasn’t another rupture to deal with.

“Were we able to get any intelligence from the base before I leveled it?”

She shook her head slightly.

“Not much. Just the location of another small base and a few satellites they were using to, for lack of a better word, target locations with that weapon. We’re already scrambling assets to neutralize them as we speak. That only leaves the rupture to deal with for now. At least now we know of another organization we need to keep an eye out for.”

“Yeah, I guess that’s better than nothing.”

He noticed her giving him an odd look out of the corner of his eye.

“What?”

She slowed down before coming to a stop. She looked like she was going to say something but stopped. He waited while she seemed to be thinking something over. Finally, she spoke again.

“So, uh. What are your plans from here?”

So there it was, the question he’d been dreading. After all this time, he’d been forced to kill again. Now someone he’d actually come to respect was going to try talking him into becoming a part of a life he’d been running from for years.

“Honestly, I think I’m going ta do some soul searching, maybe catch up on actually living for a change, rather than hiding from the world. I’ve had my life on hold so long, I think it’d be nice to actually get out there and do some of the things I always wanted to do.”

“You could always come work for—”

He held up his hand, cutting her off.

“The whole reason I went into hiding was to get away from this life. I’m tired of killing people who made the mistake of working for people who used me to kill innocent people.”

He paused, rubbing the back of his neck while he considered his next words.

“Don’t get me wrong, I really respect what ya’ll do, but I just want to live my life without having to some day end someone else’s.”

He watched her quietly while she considered his response.

“Fair enough. If you ever change your mind, we’d be more than happy to have you on our side. I think you could do a lot of good with us, helping protect a lot of those innocent people you’re talking about. No pressure though. Who knows, maybe you might decide to come back as a consultant or contractor if you ever get tired of living your life. See you around.”

With that, she turned around and strode rapidly away.

 

Chapter 35

 

After going home and getting cleaned up, Rick headed back out. It’d been nearly a day since he’d eaten, so he decided to head over to the Krusty Kettle. Opening the door, he was caught off-guard by the sudden shout.

“Dude! Where’ve you been! I thought for sure you were a pancake or something.”

Rick smiled, walking over where Tim was making serious inroads on a lumberjack special. Taking a seat next to him at the counter, he gave his friend the once over.

“Glad to see you’re okay.”

Tim held his arms out to the side, giving himself an exaggerated once-over.

“The dude always comes out on top.”

Rick laughed while the other man continued.

“Bro, have you been using wrinkle cream along with that hair stuff? I swear, you look like you’ve got younger or something.”

“Nah, just a change in my diet,” he said, changing the conversation.

“So, any idea what you’re going to do, seeing as how we don’t have a job now?”

The serious look that crossed the younger man’s face caught him off guard.

“Nah. Something’ll come up, though. I’m just glad nobody got seriously hurt.”

Tim paused. A thoughtful expression crossed his face before he spoke again.

“Now that I think about it, I heard a wild story about what you did after I got out. Some real superhero type stuff,” he said, lowering his voice.

“Are you, you know, an alien or something?”

Lowering his voice as well, he leaned in conspiratorially.

“Nope, but I’m not exactly normal, either.”

“Duuuude, that’s awesome. I promise I’ll keep your secret. I bet it’s amazing being able to save people and stuff. I just wish I coulda done more to help back there,” he said, trailing off.

“Tim,” he said with a serious tone in his voice, “not everyone can do the stuff I can. I know you helped get people out of the building before they got hurt. That makes you a superhero in my book.”

Rick felt a warm feeling flow through him as his friend’s smile beamed back at him.

“Thanks Rick. That means a lot coming from you.”

The sudden seriousness in the other man’s voice caught him off guard.

“I’m just glad I was able to do what I could.”

“That’s all anyone can ever do.”

Tim finished up his food, throwing several bills on the counter.

“Lunch is on me, dude. See you around.”

Rick nodded thoughtfully before responding.

“Yeah Tim, see ya around.”

 

 

§§§§§§§§§§§§

 

 

Rick left the diner a short time later. The conversation he’d had with Tim kept going through his mind.

Is it my responsibility to do the things others can’t?

He absently wandered the city he’d saved earlier that day, looking at the people hurrying about, unaware that they’d almost been vaporized only a few hours ago.

Would they have been in danger if I wasn’t here, or are they only here because of me?

A familiar tug on his senses caused him to look up. Without knowing it, he’d wandered over to where he used to work. In the distance, a quarantine had been set up. It blocked the area off, keeping people from accidentally getting hurt by the rupture in the fabric of space. They probably weren’t aware the effects of the tear extended this far away.

Changing course, he headed directly toward the quarantined area. As he approached, he noticed someone rushing toward him.

“I’m sorry sir, but you’re going to need to leave. It’s dangerous to be in the area.”

“That’s okay, I’ll risk it,” he said, brushing past without breaking stride.

He felt a hand clamp down on his shoulder from the other side. Glancing over, he noticed a much larger person had come over as well and was currently squeezing his shoulder. From the pressure, he could tell the person had, at the least, had some form of enhanced strength.

“Sir, for your own safety, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

He nodded again, letting the other man’s hand slide off of his shoulder by eliminating all the friction between the man’s hand and his shoulder.

“What the…?” he heard behind him as he approached the rupture. Before, he really had to focus to see it. With his newly enhanced senses, it now shined like a black star. He sensed the man attempting to grab him again, but before he could close his grip, Rick turned the air around him solid, freezing him in place. As an afterthought, he diverted energy flowing toward the rift. He then gently pushed everyone backward using a solid air shield.

“Don’t worry, I shouldn’t be too long. I’m just going to be over here for a bit. Might want to stand back though.”

Approaching the rift, he could feel people pounding on the shield he’d erected. Turning back toward them, he channeled his power to amplify his voice slightly.

“You might want to call your boss. They’ll vouch for me.”

Turning back toward the rift, he caused the air shield to block out all incoming sound. A idea suddenly occurred to him, prompting another adjustment to the shield. Now it was blocking out nearly all forms of energy besides light. He felt a sudden tug at his aura within seconds of the flow of kinetic energy being severed.

Looking back at the tear, he started focusing all his attention on it. He lost track of time while he probed and examined it, trying to determine how it worked. At one point, he tried pushing his awareness into the void, but after a few minutes, he determined there wasn’t anything on the other side that he could sense. It just felt like nothingness on the other side. After a while, he noticed that the rift appeared smaller since he’d cut off the flow of kinetic energy.

Hmmm… I wonder what would happen if I encased it in a smaller field?

Focusing his energy, it took him several tries to encapsulate the rift. Actually touching it with a shield just caused it to rupture violently, but if he kept the field a few inches away from the actual tear, he could maintain it easily enough.

For lack of a better description, he could sense what felt like a strong vacuum forming on the inside of the shield as it pulled in all the remaining energy left in the slight amount of space left between the shield and rift. Without warning, the pressure started ramping up significantly, the result of the rift exhausting all the remaining energy within the minuscule space.

Now it was straining against his artificial enclosure, unrelenting in its attempt to pull in more energy. The rift was noticeably smaller, but it felt like his containment field was becoming an artificial event horizon around a black hole. Sweat started soaking through his clothes while he struggled to maintain the field around the rupture. Unconsciously, the outer shield he’d formed to keep everyone away started to shrink as he devoted more and more mental effort to keeping the rift from being able to feed itself.

Since he’d started, the rift had shrunk to about half its original size, but the smaller it became, the more powerful it felt. The strain keeping the shell from cracking was beginning to remind him of his most recent battle.

I wonder if you can have an inter-dimensional volcano? 

He could feel his body starting to shrink again from the energy he was expending. With a sudden realization, he dropped his outer shield. The sudden flow of kinetic energy washed over him, restoring his power levels, and allowing him to strengthen the field containing the rift.

After what felt like an eternity, the pressure suddenly disappeared with a popping sound. He gave it a few more minutes before tentatively relaxing his mental hold on the energy shield he’d created.

After detecting no more sensation of energy being pulled toward the area, he dropped the shield completely. Air rushed into the void, the moisture instantly freezing from exposure to near absolute zero, a result of having all the available energy sucked away before the rift collapsed. A split-second later, the globe of ice fell, striking the ground, fracturing into thousands of ice shards that immediately evaporated.

With a satisfied nod, he turned around. Startled, he realized Kaitlyn and most of her team had arrived while he’d been focused on destroying the rift. Whether it was to watch him or to keep people safe, he wasn’t sure. Looking at everyone surrounding him, he realized something. Out of everyone there, with all their tremendous and varied powers, only he had the abilities capable of cleaning up the mess his brother had left behind.

Catching Kaitlyn’s eyes, she nodded at him slightly, a small smile tugging at the corner of her lips. Thunderclap, on the other hand, was more expressive in his approval. Striding forward, the giant man scooped him up like a toy.

“Not only can he create volcanoes, he doth break the laws of the nature world, sealing up unnatural phenomena. Like a boss. Verily, I say, I’m going to miss this guy!”

Setting him back down, he slapped him hard on the back in a jovial nature. Rick deflected most of the energy down toward the ground where little poofs of dust sprung up around his feet.

“Did you see that Kat? He crushed that void out of existence!”

Kaitlyn nodded again before approaching.

“Yeah Thunderclap, we saw it. It was more exciting when he shut down that tower though. More lighting and stuff. Not sure what we would have done if he hadn’t been there,” she said, casting Rick a meaningful look before finishing.

“There’s just no telling what might have happened.”

Making a snap decision, Rick stepped forward, extending his hand toward Kaitlyn. She cocked her head to the side slightly, her eyes opening a bit wider. After a slight pause, she reached out, grasping his. Shaking her hand lightly, he gestured with his head toward where the void had previously existed.

“I’ve been giving it some thought. Since I’m functionally immortal, I guess I’ve got plenty of time to see the world. I think I’ll stick around for a bit until we’re sure stuff like that doesn’t happen again. But only as a consultant though…” he added as an afterthought.

“Sounds reasonable. I have to admit though, we like to treat our consultants well. Some might even say very well…” she added, a smile growing across her face.

“I think I like the sound of that. So what’s next?”

“Well, when you’re ready, we’ll get you back to base and meet everyone. Also need to sign some paperwork and stuff.”

“Let’s try keepin' that to a minimum if you don't mind… One of the reasons I left was because I was sick of paperwork.”

Laughing, she playfully swatted at him.

“Great. Creates volcanoes without blinking, but is afraid of doing some paperwork.”

Waving at them as he headed back home, he yelled over his shoulder.

“Hey, paper cuts really sting…”

He smiled to himself, sensing her shaking her head at his back while he walked away.

Let’s see what surprises this next chapter of my life holds for me. Gotta be more exciting than factory work…

 

Afterward

 

Chad’s notes - Hidden Potential (3/28/18)

 

I just wanted to say thank you. Thank you for taking a chance on this book, thank you for reading it, and I’m hoping you enjoyed it enough that you kept going, reading the afterward as well.

Just to let you in on a little secret, this series almost never came to be. In fact, this book you just finished reading almost didn’t come into existence, either. A little backstory might be in order.

I was working on a completely different series back in 2015/16. In 2016, after months of negotiations and stuff, the union I belong to decided to go on strike from the company we worked for. That strike lasted nearly 2 1/2 months, putting my family significantly behind on our bills since I’m the only breadwinner in the family, which is something I wouldn’t ever want to change honestly. My wife absolutely loves being a housewife.

Anyway, because of getting so far behind on our bills, when one of our dogs got significantly sicker, we had to make some hard choices which eventually culminated in having a furry member of our family having to be put to sleep. Her kidneys were failing, she wasn’t eating or drinking, so she was just slowly wasting away. Making the painful decision, we took her to the vet only a couple days before my birthday in August.

I fully admit it, I was a mess after that. I languished in a funk up until the middle of October, where I woke up from a dream with a completely new series to write. That November, I did NaNoWriMo in an effort to get my mind off the loss of our beloved pet.

The book you hold in front of you was that book.

2017 wasn’t any better. In July, while in the middle of writing the first draft of book 2, we were unfortunate enough to be located in the path of a freak flash flood, filling our basement with nearly five and a half feet of water in the space of two hours, destroying our furnace, hot water heater, circuit breaker box, and wiring for our water pump. That’s not counting all the stuff we had stored down there being a complete loss as well.

We still haven’t been able to replace the furnace (we still have heat from space heaters, so we didn’t freeze), and only managed to replace the water heater in January, 2018.

So why bring all this up?

Because you, dear reader, is evidence that finishing this book was worth all the struggles I had to go through in order to complete it, all the costs involved in the creation of it.

The fact that you enjoyed it enough to keep reading the afterward tells me it was worth it, that the dream I had was good enough that you enjoyed reading it. For that, I’ll be forever in your debt.

 

As I mentioned, I wrote the first draft for books one through three before I started working on doing revisions. In other words, I’m already doing revisions on book two before I even released this book. The intention is to try and release book two within six weeks of releasing this book. I have the same plan for book three. So if everything goes as planned, the first three books in the series should be out no later than the end of June, with the hope being I’ll have them out by the ends of April and May.

Where the series goes from there depends entirely upon you, my readers. If you show me you like the series and want me to continue, then leave a review. That’s the main way to show your love for the book since Amazon rewards books that have lots of reviews by promoting them more. The more reviews, the more they promote. The more Amazon promotes, the more sales. More sales, the higher the rank. And finally, the higher the rank, the more reviews and sales, starting the cycle all over again.

If you, my readers, show enough interest in the series, then I’ll be more than happy to focus on it, pushing out more books a year at an accelerated pace. As a FYI, I already have a basic outline for books four and five. I also have a good idea where the series is going from books six onward. So no worries about running out of ideas.

On the other hand, I have a lot of other plans for series in the works, so if I don’t see strong interest in this series, while I won’t abandon it since I love the characters and storyline I have developed, financially speaking, I’ll have to move on to other series. Meaning, I might only get to release one book a year or so for this series.

But honestly speaking, I’d like to stick with this one for the foreseeable future. I’m as excited to see where it goes as you are. When I said I have the next two books outlined, what you need to understand is I do a mix of both plotting and winging it by the seat of my pants. I normally plot out the first third of the book and have a strong idea of what the ending will entail, but for a majority of the book, I just write what comes to me, so I’m just as surprised by developments as you are.

So help me out here by letting me know you like the series and want me to continue by leaving a review. If you want to stay up to date on developments, then visit the Nibiru Rising Facebook page at:

 

https://www.facebook.com/NibiruRisingSeries/

 

If you want to find out more of what I’m doing as a writer, or you just want to say hi, then you can catch up with me on Facebook at:

 

https://www.facebook.com/ChadKunego/

 

And finally, if you want to visit me on the web and sign up for my newsletter, where you’ll get advanced updates on what I’m doing (I promise not to flood your inbox with junk), chances to be a beta reader, and other assorted cool stuff, you can find me on the web at:

 

www.ChadKunego.com

 

I hope to see you there. I’m also always looking for chance to chat with my readers. While I might not respond to an email too quickly, I do check my inbox at least once a day and I will respond to you, just give me a day or so. And as always, thank you for joining me on Rick, Kaitlyn, and the rest of the gangs journey. Have a wonder day and I hope to hear from you soon.

 

With more gratitude than I can ever say,

Chad

 

If you liked this book, you can leave a review on amazon @: Hopefully by the time you see this, you won’t see it because I’ll have the link available :)
cover.jpeg
HIDDEN
POTENTIAL

NIBIRU RISING: BOOK ONE





