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      Getting up at the crack of dawn on a Monday morning was not my idea of fun, but King Justice made up for it with some of the best coffee I’d ever had. We were gathered around his conference table that was inlaid with tiles and geometric blocks of color to represent a map of the city. Half of the assembled superheroes, myself included, were wiping the sleep out of their eyes and mumbling thanks to King’s Honor Guard, who were serving the table in merciful silence.

      King’s Stronghold was pretty sophisticated for his relatively low Hero Rank, but his ties to the neighborhood were strong. Whatever his Hero stipend couldn’t buy was often donated to him by grateful families or built with the help of the guys he’d help find work after they did time. He was a big advocate for giving criminals a second chance after they paid their debt to society, which also hurt his popularity with the old-school superheroes that just wanted ‘their’ streets clear.

      I’d been a little dubious about his strategies myself at first, but he had a point. You freeze ex-cons out of getting jobs and a chance to start over, and they dropped the ‘ex’ pretty quick to become cons again. Making these guys go back to crime just made our jobs harder, and we were working more overtime than we could stand as it was.

      His dedication to good being more than lip service also made King a strong ally to the Heroes that were doing more than using our powers for fun and profit. Unfortunately, they weren’t always the highest-ranked capes in town, but they did have some big names,  They had me, of course; the papers were still calling Blue Badger the ‘Savior of the City’ for stopping Everlast. And with me, that brought Invulnerable Girl, the hottest female Hero around in more ways than one, and the dark and mysterious Countess, a legend only discussed in whispers by the criminal underworld.

      I threw a sack of donuts onto the table and slowly let my head rest on the tabletop, the colorful tile inlay on it seeming as soft as my pillow back home. “Someone mark me down for ‘alive’ when they do roll call, I can’t lift my arms.”

      I dozed for a bit while the final members of our little gang shuffled in. We’d been meeting once or twice a month since the destruction of the Hall of Heroes a few months back, when the villain Everlast had laid waste to a big chunk of the Hero population in a bid to take over the city. Those of us who’d survived it had banded together to try and organize our reduced resources … and to watch each other’s backs out there. It did make for some strange bedfellows, though.

      Lumber Jill clomped up to the table, her work boots pounding like gongs in my ears. “Good day, eh? Hey, Badger, did you bring in th’ donuts? Beauty.” I mustered the energy to raise my thumb, still drooling on the table as she sat down alongside me, fishing around in the bag. “No ‘fense, Badger, but you look like hell. You been sleepin’ all right?” The six-foot-seven Canadian nudged me in the ribs with a flannel-covered elbow. “Your girlfriends keep tellin’ me you got a lot o’ stamina, what gives?”

      Invulnerable Girl gave the ponytailed brawler a cool grey stare from behind her coffee cup, saving me from having to form coherent words. “What gives is that Mickey’s been on-duty for nine days straight, like a lot of us have been, Jill. Between our rotating patrols and the increase in villain activity, who’s got time to sleep anymore?” Audrey slid me a cup of coffee, and the smell of it was enough to get me more or less upright.

      King Justice obviously was also suffering from job-related sleep deprivation, his dark skin looking grey with fatigue and his usually lavish tribal robes a bit tattered and dull like they were ornate funeral garments for a long-forgotten ruler. He pulled his carved wooden mask off and passed it to one of his leggy handmaidens, the soft tinkling of the beads on his necklaces making more noise than he had so far.

      Running a hand over his gaunt face, he took a deep breath and finally joined the discussion. “It’s becoming a problem, trying to cover the entire city with just two dozen organized Heroes in a city with almost a thousand licensed crimefighters. Even with my Guard adding to our numbers, we cannot be everywhere at once. All the other splinter groups and solo Heroes are still doing their part, but only in high-visibility areas or the little corners they’ve claimed as private turf.” He sighed, wiping at the circles under his eyes.

      Papa Bear growled around a mouthful of cruller, brushing crumbs out of his handlebar mustache. “Yeah, they’re workin’ nine-to-five for the damned tourists and the cameras, and we’re stuck doin’ the shit work that, you know, actually matters. It’s pissin’ me off.”

      I slowly slid my hand across the polished wood and tile table, snagging the coffee and draining half of it in a single chug as Inky Avenger struggled with his scuba gear. Giving up, he set his donut down sadly, voice almost incomprehensible from behind the mask. “Welcome to my world. I’m swimming whole laps around the bay looking for trouble out on the water, and the most credit I ever get is the occasional drunk fisherman taking a selfie with ‘that squid guy’ before he cuts me off his line.” He threw his hands up in frustration at our looks of confusion at his muffled rant, and he sat down on one of King’s chairs with a defeated squelch.

      It wasn’t all bad, I mused as I drained my coffee and signaled for a refill. We’d beaten the unstoppable Everlast, my charity was flourishing, and I had some of the most powerful and gorgeous superheroines in town warming my bed. My publicist was building my Blue Badger brand into a real powerhouse, and we’d managed to keep our coalition of misfits and hangers-on together a lot longer than any of us had expected. Of course, the worst of the wannabes ran for the hills as soon as they saw how much work they’d actually have to do, and most of the really famous Heroes weren’t interested in joining anything.

      They’d given us all kinds of excuses, but the simple fact was a lot of them couldn’t get over their egos.

      Brickyard Bruiser was standing by the coffee machine, shoveling spoonfuls of used grounds into his cup to give it some ‘body’, and shrugged. “We’re not in this for social media hits, ladies and gents. So, let’s get down to business and sort out our plans for the rest of the week.” He chewed thoughtfully at his coffee, then came and sat down on my right, snatching a frosted bear claw with a grin.

      King and I agreed, and we spent an hour going over scheduling and patrol route assignments while I slowly regained consciousness after my nightly two-hour blackout that passed for sleep. Once we got through the administrative rigmarole, Bruiser and I led the group out to the ‘training field’ behind the Stronghold proper.

      The whole neighborhood had pitched in on the broad expanse of patched asphalt and carefully piled groups of rubble and debris that had been a tenement knocked down in the battle with Everlast. Now, when they heard the sounds of battle, the people in the nearby buildings at least knew it was Heroes training for the next battle.

      I yawned and scratched at my hair in the morning sun, looking out at the group. “Okay, where did we leave off last time?”

      King’s warrior harem stepped smartly forward, charging up their assorted plasma weapons to stun mode. Our group borrowed this training space, but these ladies practically lived in it. They were no-nonsense fighters, and anyone who saw their exposed midriffs and toned thighs and thought they were just a chorus line of eye candy from some multicultural exhibition was in for a painful surprise. They’d been instrumental as sparring partners and assistants to our rag-tag team.

      I waved Bruiser up alongside me, finally remembering what we’d been drilling last time. “Right, fighting from a disadvantage. So, we’re going to practice not just dealing with being outnumbered, but with covering your partner in the thick of a fight …”

      From there, Bruiser and I went through the basics of footwork and situational awareness for a little while, members of the Honor Guard acting as simulated villain threats. Some of our less-seasoned members needed to be aware of how to actually throw down in a life-or-death situation, rather than just call for backup. There wasn’t a lot of that to go around lately.

      Papa Bear yawned hugely, scratching at his hairy belly under his studded leather vest. “No offense, but this is a waste o’ time if you can just punch three guys through a brick wall to even things up.” He flexed his massive frame, his motorcycle leathers creaking from the strain. “Which, I might add, I can. Jill too, and so can Wolfy over there.”

      Moon-Lyte, our resident urban werewolf, snarled and went back to sniffing around the rubble piles.

      I looked over at Bruiser, who grinned and nodded. “Okay, Papa, you’re on. Come show us. And Jill and Moon-Lyte, too. Hey, King, would you be so kind as to send your whole team in against Vic and me, too? I want to make a point here.”

      King settled his mask back into place and silently pointed over to his street Valkyries, waving the full dozen armored women out to circle around us. This little challenge had finally woken up the rest of the attendees, and they gathered around, talking among themselves as Vic and I strolled out to the center of the training field.

      I stopped and turned back to face the impromptu class, cupping my hands to carry across the thirty yards of ordered desolation of the practice yard. “Okay, here’s the deal. Three hits with fists, feet, claws, or glow-sticks, and you’re down. Try not to throw anybody through an occupied building, and super-strength or not, use appropriate force. This is a demonstration, not a demolition. Fight’s over when everyone on your team’s out.” I turned to Vic and grinned. “You ready for this, old man?”

      The tough old boxer just cracked his knuckles, squinting in the sunlight as he scanned our opponents on the other side of the battlefield. “Looks like seven to one, give or take. Try and keep up, kid. And if you call me ‘Old Man’ one more time, I’m punchin’ your lights out myself.” He chuckled and rolled his broad shoulders. “Let’s do it.”

      I nodded to King, who raised his plasma spear, then slammed it hard into the ground, signaling for the fighters to begin. The meta-humans all charged in first, confident that they’d drop the two of us before the ladies even got a swing in. It would have been easy to simply use my own powers to cancel theirs, leaving them effectively unarmed and even more vulnerable than the warrior women, but that wasn’t the point we were trying to make. Instead, I opted to duplicate Vic’s own strength and speed, which was much more than human.

      Moon-Lyte made it to us first, scrambling over a pile of shattered brickwork and leaping straight for me, claws extended and tongue lolling from his jaws. I slid backward back a few feet, my boots crunching through the gravel as I reached out, clamping my hands over the beast’ furred wrists. I dipped my head left and right, calmly evading a series of bites that technically weren’t included in the legal strikes, and headbutting him hard on the end of his snout. He yelped and pulled away, shaking his head, as Vic got behind him, landing three clean, sharp jabs to the werewolf’s kidneys. Even with the old fighter pulling his punches, the next time Wolfy lifted his leg at a hydrant, he was not going to have a fun time.

      One down. Fourteen to go.

      Papa Bear and Jill had circled around the hill of rubble and had us in between them. Each of them had also drawn their own weapons, Papa Bear swinging a length of chain, and Lumber Jill hefting Mabel, her hickory ax handle. Seemed like they didn’t want to get into range of our fists and were happy keeping us stuck back-to-back. Smart, but not enough.

      Bear was cracking his ten-foot length of boat chain like a metal bullwhip, trying to force Vic back, and I turned to face Jill, who was closing in cautiously, Mabel at the ready. I gave her a lopsided grin as I slowly backed up against Bruiser. “Easy, big lady. I got you donuts, remember?”

      She shook her head and kept on coming, clearly not interested in banter. With the reach advantage, they’d eventually get the hits they needed to win. She silently whipped Mabel at me with blinding speed, forcing me to block with a forearm. That was one hit, and she grinned coldly, still not saying a word.

      Bear, on the other hand, was talking up a storm, challenging the cagey old boxer to try and get close. He was a close-combat fighter like Vic, but specialized in wrestling and power moves, and would probably take Bruiser apart if he could get his gloved hands on him. “C’mon, Bruiser, you and your pal in the blue hoodie talk a lot o’ trash. Come over her an’ back it up!” He swung the chain around again, forcing Vic to dip to the side and let it buzz by. That was close; I could hear it right behind me as it passed through the space where Vic’s head had just been. “Say somethin’ now, old man, I dare ya!”

      I winced at that. Vic’s age was a sore spot, and only the fact I knew him since I was a damn kid kept him from knocking my block off for calling him that. Bear did not share that exemption. When the chain came back, Vic held his hand out, letting it wrap around his wrist, and yanking with enough force to drag a bulldozer. Bear shouted in surprise as he shot towards us, and Vic finally said something. “Down, boy!”

      He didn’t need to say more. I dropped into a deep crouch, letting Vic lean back onto my shoulders and letting the leather-clad biker sail past us both … and right into Mabel. I silently said a prayer for Bear’s dental insurance as Jill clobbered him across his smart mouth with her ax handle, trying to score her second hit on me. They crashed into each other as I stood back up, settling Vic back into the dusty footprints he’d left on the ground when he lay across my shoulders.

      I took a step towards the pair of stunned brawlers and stomped down hard on the back of Bear’s head, knocking their heads together with a sickening crack. Vic disarmed the pair of them, pausing for a moment to land the final shot on Bear with the chain before hurling it across the yard with Mabel. “Get off the field, friend. You’re out.”

      Lumber Jill shoved the half-conscious Bear off her like a drunken prom date, staggering to her feet and swiping at the trickle of blood coming from her nose. “I’m not out, though. Each of you has a hit on ya, just like me, an’ here comes the cavalry.” She grinned as the Honor Guard fanned out, enclosing all three of us, spears at the ready.

      I blew out a tired breath, looking around at the baker’s dozen of womanly ass-whuppin’ surrounding us. “You probably at least shoulda kept the chain, Pops.” He shrugged, nodding. Jill was pissed out of her mind, and the guards were just maintaining a perimeter with their spears, trapping us to let Jill do her thing. I sighed, muttering to Vic. “Set and spike, I’ll lead off.”

      Vic nodded curtly, still eyeing the Honor Guard.

      I walked over to Jill, who seemed even larger and angrier than usual, waving calmly. Jill was a righty and had almost eight inches of reach on me plus enough super strength to tie a steel beam in a knot. I eased into a reversed stance, putting my left foot forward and hiding the move by pointing at the fuming Canadian with my left index finger, keeping my whole body turned slightly away from her. I wouldn’t get any power on my right like this, but I wasn’t going to throw a punch straight away. I needed to take one first.

      I gave her another leering grin, voice filled with patronizing concern. “Hey, Jill, I know you hate being treated gently ‘cuz you’re a broad, but what are the rules today? Is hitting you even allowed? I don’t want it said that I’m a chauvinist. What’s fair game? Or is even asking an insult?”

      Her face turned as red as her flannel shirt, and I kinda felt bad pushing her buttons like that.  War didn’t have rules though, and Vic and I needed to break out of this ring of death. She gave me her answer when she hauled off with a big right hand and tried to knock my block off.

      As much as I would have liked to just dodge away from a punch this telegraphed, if I acted like I saw it coming, Jill would definitely try and hold back to reposition, or worse, try and grapple me. That meant the punch had to look like it was gonna land full and square, so she’d put everything into it. I rolled my head at the last moment, the force of even the glancing shot setting my ears ringing.

      But Jill had overextended on the punch, and my right hand came up and clamped onto her wrist as it passed by. At the same time my left hand, which was now behind her, clapped onto the small of her back, pushing her further forward, and off-balance. She had no stability, balancing all her weight on her lead foot, so I pivoted on the balls of my right foot, swinging her body straight at Vic …

      … who landed a savage uppercut into her midsection that launched her into the air like a very angry volleyball.

      I leaped up after the stunned woman, slamming both of my fists into her back with an overhand smash that sent her streaking into the ring of Amazons like a meteor. The collision dropped five of them and made a few others scatter, as Vic ran through the break in the line, snatching a spear and hurling it to me as I landed. I took two running steps, dodging several crisp thrusts from the Valkyries that were still on their feet, and pole-vaulted over to Vic with my own spear.

      Vic shook his head and grabbed up a spear of his own as the remaining Honor Guard reformed and charged. “Damn showoff. Are you fighting or tryin’ out for the Olympics?” I didn’t have time to answer as the seven women came at us.

      Three brutal minutes later, it was over with Vic out and me dropping the final Amazon with a blistering foot sweep. I croaked out for a halt and leaned hard on the spear, using it to support myself. “Okay, that’s it. I think we made our point.” I blinked and saw spots in front of my eyes, as I fought for some oxygen.

      Papa Bear was sitting on a pile of cinderblocks, holding a bag of ice against his jaw. “What point? That you and the old man fight dirty?” He shook his head and spat out saliva mixed with blood. “Great lesson.”

      Jill cuffed the burly biker in the back of the head, rolling her eyes. “The point was they fought together, you meathead. They did whatever it took to get an advantage, covered for each other, and even took hits to make sure they got one of us off the field for it.” She stretched, groaning as her spine cracked. “It was dirty, but fighting clean against odds like that just gets you dead.”

      Inky Avenger shook his head. “But they’ve trained together for years, they know each other’s styles perfectly, and can anticipate each other, how is that …?“ His brain finally caught up with his mouth, and he nodded slowly. “And that’s exactly how they can win in a situation like that. Right, teach?”

      I nodded, gratefully taking a bottle of water from Invulnerable Girl, as well as borrowing her super-healing to get my wind back. “Give that man a cigar. But don’t light it, you’re wearing an oxygen tank.” I walked over to sit down with the rest of the group, looking around at the rest of them. “Knowing your partner is what this whole thing is about, Inky. If you know what you both can do, you can win, even if you have to make sacrifices. Vic went down drawing the Honor Guard’s fire, for example, and let me flank the last three. If he’d fought more defensively, they might have picked us both apart. But we got ‘em all, and sometimes, that’s more important than getting the glory for yourself.” I swiped the sweat off my forehead and waved them away. “Okay, class dismissed. Remember to practice some teamwork, people, or you’ll just get in each other’s way.”

      The group dispersed, and Vic came over, holding a hand out to pull me to my feet. “Good speech, kid. And good fight, too, except at the end where you shoved me into the last three girls to save your own ass.” He laughed and shook his head. “I guess you made it work, so I can’t complain too much. Just don’t pull that on me in the field, okay?”

      I grinned, nodding. “Sure thing, Pops. This was just a game, and I needed to be the one to win it so that they’d listen.” Vic nodded, smiling as he finished his drink. He was a full-time trainer when he wasn’t out Heroing; he knew that sometimes you had to cheat just a little to make a point. God knows he’d done it to me growing up. “Thanks for backing me up out there, it felt good to fight with you for a change.” We both chuckled as I finally took his hand and got back to my feet. “Listen, I’ve got my first day off in almost two weeks, and I’m going home to take a long bath, and a longer nap. I think we’re rolling together on Thursday, so I’ll see you then.”

      Vic nodded, dusting himself off and punching me on the shoulder. “You’ve earned it, kid. Twelve hours of sleep’ll do wonders for you.”

      I grinned, shaking my head. “I wish I could sleep all day, but I have business at the bank that I can’t miss. Chao’s finally done with my new suit, and I’m treating myself to an early birthday present. You’ll see it Thursday.”

      With my brand and my responsibilities growing, it was time for me to up my uniform game to match. Even though it was going to cost a pretty penny.
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      The bank manager looked a lot calmer handing over a hundred and twenty grand than I did taking it. “Well, there you are, Mister Marsters. It’s been a pleasure to help the savior of our city in person. I’d tell you to be careful with that much cash on you, but I have no doubt the Blue Badger can handle himself.” He gave me a big smile, and then added, “My daughter loves your comic book, by the way.”

      Sticking his hand out as I stood, I shook it with a practiced smile. Several of the tellers came over for another round of handshakes and selfies with me, and I tried to be as patient as possible about the whole thing. At least I had the foresight to keep a comb on me these days.

      This kind of, well, hero worship was still new to me, but I could definitely get used to it. I loaded the bundles of fifties into my leather athletic bag and zipped it shut, slinging it over my shoulder. “Hey, don’t mention it. Really. Thanks again for helping me out.” I spun on my heel and crossed the crowded bank lobby, checking my watch and trying to get through the door without another mob scene. It wasn’t likely though; my public relations guy was putting my face on more products than I could keep track of.

      Before I could escape out onto the crowded late afternoon streets, two guys in black combat gear kicked the doors in, firing automatic rifles into the ceiling and disarming the security guards at the exit.

      The bank customers reacted pretty well, all things considered. There were only three actual screams. All of the employees froze in place, raising their hands in dull resignation. In a town like this, armed robbery was an all-too-frequent occurrence. Even in a city full of heroes. I cursed under my breath, thinking again about how bold villains had gotten with our numbers diminished.

      I just stopped in place, going with the flow, so I didn’t make the gunmen jumpy.  I was at least wearing my hero uniform; an armor-reinforced hoodie and jeans, with a Kevlar-weave layer under that. I’d be more or less bulletproof, but that wouldn’t exactly protect anyone else if I just tackled these goons and they started firing wildly.

      I felt the swelling power of an approaching meta-human, just as a guy in red and black camouflage that strolled in with four more armed gunmen. He looked around with supreme self-satisfaction and called out to his new hostages.

      “Attention, slaves to capitalism! Rejoice, for we have come to free you from your chains! And to seize the assets of your masters, of course. Everyone, fall to your knees, and give thanks for your new liberation!” The knockoff revolutionary’s eyes flared with red light, and his hands burst into flames, the stink of burning leather filling the lobby as his gloves disintegrated and fell to the floor in smoldering tatters. “Goddammit, not again.” He quietly stamped out the scraps of his gloves and struck another pose.

      I rolled my eyes, quietly kneeling with the other customers. Not just because of the idiotic speech, but because I recognized the idiot speech-maker. Carrying six figures worth of unmarked bills in my gym bag added slightly to my reluctance to draw any undue attention, but only slightly. I had a job to do, and it was standing thirty feet from me, preening about the ‘favor’ he was about to do for all of us.

      I reached out with my powers and canceled his abilities before he had a chance to do more than set the smoke alarms off. This clown loved arson even more than speeches.

      A woman’s phone started ringing, and several of the villain’s gunmen shouted at her and pointed their guns, telling her not to move and shut her phone off at the same time. She burst into tears as she emptied her purse onto the carpet, frantically scrabbling at the phone before it was snatched away. She broke down, sobbing, “Why are you doing this? Who are you people?!”

      I groaned to myself as the red-clad villain plucked the phone from his goon’s hand and shut it down. “Who am I? How quickly you peasants forget your betters! My true name is not meant to be sullied by the likes of you. I am the agent of change this city so desperately needs; the harbinger of a shining new utopia.” The gunmen were already jittery, but now they looked embarrassed to be robbing us. Their boss tucked the phone into one of the many pockets on his uniform and continued. “When this corrupt society has been turned to ash, and my light leads you all to a better world, perhaps I will share it with you. Until then, who I am shall remain The Burning Question! The time for revolution is nigh, join me in my glorious —”

      I sighed and slowly got back to my feet. “Put a cork in it, Roderick. When the hell did you get paroled out of Blackstone, anyway?” With Question’s pyrokinesis out of play, that just left six automatic rifles pointed at defenseless hostages to deal with. No sweat. “You must be hard up to be dressed in that army surplus outfit. Trying to get enough cash together for a fireproof villain costume?” I looked at each of his accomplices sadly. “You guys do realize Roderick’s flat broke, right?”

      That got his gunmen looking worried.

      Hot Rod had recovered from my interruption, and he looked pretty pissed about it. “Silence! I am hardly ‘broke’, as you put it, fool. And once I have claimed this capitalist temple’s funds for the cause of the revolution, I—” He froze, finally recognizing the logo on the chest of my hoodie. “B-Blue Badger? What are you doing here?” He opened and closed his fists in a panic, trying to generate some flame to shut me up, but he’d missed that chance the minute he walked in here. He hopped backward into his gang, pointing a shaking finger at me. “Don’t just stand there, fools! Kill him where he stands!”

      They reluctantly aimed their guns towards me, not liking how complicated this whole mess was getting.

      I held up my hand, shaking my head in the face of imminent perforation. “Don’t be stupid, guys. So far, you’re all gonna get charged with armed robbery. You sure you want to go down for murder, too? And once you shoot me, then what?” I started circling away from the hostages, trying to keep them looking at me instead of the bank customers. “If you’re lucky, the cops bust you, and maybe you get some cred in prison for dropping me. I’m sure that’ll make the twenty or so years you’ll get for doing this fly right by.”

      I scratched the back of my head, ignoring the conniption that Roderick was having behind his goons. “If you’re unlucky, you’ll spend the rest of your lives running from some rather powerful friends of mine who won’t appreciate you killing me. Friends that can see through walls and read thoughts. And throw cars. And are a lot less reasonable than I am.”

      The goons exchanged a few nervous glances with each other.

      I pointed at their employer again, raising my eyebrow. “And for what? You guys aren’t getting out of here with any cash, you know I’m not gonna allow that. Are you seriously about to spend your lives in prison for Roderick? Look at him! He’s already headed for the door, trying to leave you poor guys high and dry for a job he talked you all into doing!” I shook my head again. “I bet you guys aren’t even in the union, are you? Sad. Proper henchmen don’t have to deal with this sort of crap, you know. And union henchmen get paid up front. Did any of you?”

      Burning Question froze in place, eyes darting back and forth like a trapped animal.

      One of his goons slowly lowered his rifle, completely forgetting to cover the hostages or me, and looking at the other crooks. “Union? What’s he even talking about?” A few of his cohorts shrugged, looking very confused. “Is that why we’re getting paid after the job? I had to buy this outfit out of my own pocket.” He pulled a wad of crumpled papers out of a pocket on his tactical vest and held them up for Roderick. “I saved the receipts, though, so you can sign off on them.”

      “Receipts? What are you babbling about?!” Roderick pointed at me again, jumping up and down in place. “Don’t listen to him, you imbeciles! He’s trying to confuse you! Just finish him off, so we can—”

      The goons were ignoring their boss at this point, talking amongst themselves in the silence of the bank lobby. “It is pretty weird, us having guns. I thought henchmen got, like, cool gadgets and stuff that don’t kill people?” His buddy nodded. “Yeah, I knew a henchman, met him in the joint. He was in Poultry-Geist’s Flock of Fear. He was only doing eighteen months for assault and criminal mischief. If we get busted, we’re looking at a whole lot longer than that.” I slowly started to ease around them as they discussed the situation. “And he got his pigeon suit for free.” Goon Number Two glared at Question, who flinched.

      The hostages started snickering at that, and a few shook their heads in sympathy for the poor guys threatening to kill them. Getting screwed by your boss was a universally relatable feeling.

      Another one pointed his gun at the floor, huddling up with his buddies. “I heard that ROADWERK has a union with full benefits, and all you gotta do is tear up a chunk of the street and lean on a truck, drinking coffee all day. Now that’s what I call proper henching.”

      A few of them nodded in agreement, but the first goon shook his head. “Yeah, it sounds great, but you gotta know somebody in ROADWERK to get a cushy job like that. If I could wave a flag on the highway for an evil public works group, I wouldn’t be risking my ass like this, and neither would the rest of you.”

      Question was so horrified by his muscle discussing better job options that he hadn’t even noticed me creeping around between him and the exit. Roderick tried desperately to remind the goon squad about the actual robbery they were supposed to be attempting. “Yes, exactly! You’ve all made mistakes, and now the system has forced you into this position! This is your chance to get revenge on an unfeeling society for all of the wrongs that—”

      My fist stopped the flow of propaganda spewing out of Roderick’s mouth, spinning him around and dropping him flat on his back. I stepped on the villain’s chest as his men swung around in surprise, but I had already drawn in more than enough of their boss’ power to stop them. My eyes glowed bright red, and their gun barrels flared the same color before drooping like overcooked pasta.

      “Alright, boys. Fun’s over. If you give up quietly, I won’t have to do that to any of you.” I nodded at the half-melted guns, eyes still glowing with Question’s borrowed powers.

      The not-quite-henchmen looked at each other and threw down the useless rifles in unison. “Hey man, no need to get nasty. I ain’t sticking my neck out any further for this cheapskate.” There was a chorus of agreement as they put their hands out in surrender, wrists together. Slowly, the hostages started to get to their feet and stare at the scene with wide eyes. All in a day’s work for the city’s savior.

      I nodded and pulled out a handful of zip ties, which I started binding their wrists with. “Now that is the smartest decision you’ve made today, guys. Listen, I’ll tell you what. Let your public defenders know that you cooperated with Blue Badger and helped me take down General Stupidity here, and I’ll sign a letter vouching for you guys not wanting to get dragged into something as bad as this.”

      I finished tying their hands and shrugged. “I can’t promise it’ll help, but if it does, and you can keep your noses clean, who knows? Maybe we can get some of you brought over into the Hero Support Staff program when you get out. It’s got everything that henchwork does, without the long prison sentences.”

      A few of the more pragmatic robbers nodded at the suggestion. Most guys like this were more desperate than evil.

      Roderick groaned as I pulled him to his feet and fished a pair of cuffs off my utility belt. He glared at his men as I snapped them closed behind his back. “Incredible. I’ve been defeated by an insufficient compensation package.” He looked at me and over his shoulder and snarled, “What’s the matter? Didn’t you have any delicious Badger-Berry Fruit Pies™ to offer my men to betray me? I hear that works every time in your insipid comic books.”

      I tightened the cuffs and chuckled at the Burning Question. “That’s pretty funny, coming from you. I’m not about to take marketing advice from a guy whose name sounds like a mascot for a urologist’s office.” I leaned in close to whisper in his ear, while I plucked the bank customer’s phone from his pocket. “The only reason I haven’t beaten you within an inch of your life is that you didn’t hurt anyone today. But we both know how badly you’ll get clobbered if you do, so stay cool.” I tossed the phone back to the flustered woman, who nearly dropped it again.

      Outside, several police cars were converging on the bank, and my prisoner went limp in defeat. “You win this time, Blue Badger, but I promise you, next time –”

      I rolled my eyes as the cops stormed in. “Next time for you is gonna be in five to ten years. So just save it till then, okay? I’ll be sure to send you some pies in the joint. They’re Badger-riffic!”
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      I held on to Roderick as the police secured the other gunmen, and finally handed him off to the Villain Extraction Team members who placed him in a containment field. After making sure he wasn’t going to cause any more trouble, I waved to the thankful former hostages and headed outside, still eager to get to get to Mr. Chao’s before it was too late. I had over a hundred grand in cash burning a hole in my pocket, after all.

      Weaving past the bustle of police activity on the street, I tried in vain to get the attention of a cab. I moved further down the sidewalk to get clear of the police cars and was stopped by a small mob of young kids. They were all wearing various pieces of Blue Badger merchandise and jumping up and down excitedly. I knelt down and smiled at the children, scanning the area for media types; this was all a little too perfectly timed.

      Sure enough, my PR man The Scout was at the back of the crowd with a small camera crew. Leave it to him to send me a PR opportunity on my day off. I wasn’t complaining, though. The kids were always fun to chat with. My ex-roommate Sarah used to say I was good with kids because I still was one.

      I waved over a boy who looked about ten years old, who was wearing a blue and white baseball cap with my logo on it and carrying a toy vehicle half as big as he was.

      “Hey, little man, what’ve you got there?” I pointed at the plastic car, and he held it out for my inspection.

      “It’s your Badger-Mobile, duh.” The kid seemed suspicious that I didn’t recognize the armored military-style vehicle bristling with miniature rocket launchers and enough hand-holds to hang two dozen action figures off of. “Just like the one in the comics. Look, it’s even got laser cannons and everything!” He jabbed a button on the roof, and a pair of hidden guns popped out of the hood, flashing and playing tiny little zapping noises. The kids around us oohed and aahed in amazement.

      I nodded, genuinely impressed. “That’s pretty slick, man. I wish I had my own Badger-Mobile today, I have lots of things I gotta get done.” I shot a glance at Scout, who looked meaningfully at the camera and waved my attention back to the kids. Three months now he’d promised me an actual superhero ride, and this kid had gotten one before I did. Still, it’d be awesome when I did get it, and I hoped it would be carrying enough firepower to take on an army like its toy counterpart.

      The kid pulled the toy back against his chest, holding it like I was going to steal it from him. “This one’s mine, you got a real one!” He lovingly stroked the war machine. “They don’t even sell these in stores yet. It’s a …” He concentrated, trying to make sure he said the word correctly. “Prototype. Nobody else gets one until this Christmas.”

      “Well, I’m not gonna lie, dude. I’m actually jealous.”

      The other kids nodded, and he grinned with the delight only a child can feel when he has something no one else does. I turned to some of the other kids, chatting amiably with them and signing a few shirts and posters. Most of them didn’t want my autograph though. They didn’t want me to ‘mess up’ their stuff by scribbling all over it with a marker. One of the little girls asked me to draw something for her instead, so I put a paw-print on her cheek with the marker instead of an autograph, and she squealed with happiness.

      “Blue Badger gave me a tattoo!” she cried, and we all had a good chuckle at that.

      A real crowd was starting to form on the street now, and Scout started herding the kids away. “All right, everybody, time’s up, let’s get back to the limo.” There was a chorus of disappointed whines, along with one cheer from the back. For some kids, even meeting a real-life superhero wasn’t as good as a ride in a sweet car. “You all did great, so let’s go get some ice cream!”

      This time the cheers were unanimous, and the group of youngsters swarmed after their wrangler, shouting and waving to me as they headed back to the limo.

      I grinned and waved until they were all out of sight, and swung around into another camera, this one from the local news. It seemed my little meet-and-greet with Scout’s tykes had bought enough time for the press to chase me down. I sighed and gave a nod to the bespectacled reporter next to the camera, who was wearing a look of professional concern.

      He spoke into the camera before turning to address me directly. “Brock Quarrie, your man on the street, here with the man some are calling our city’s savior, Blue Badger!” He pointed his microphone at me like it was a loaded weapon. “I see that you’re giving your merchandise to our impressionable youth, Badger. Aren’t you worried that young children playing with toys that glorify violence will have an adverse effect upon our society?”

      I sighed, shaking my head sadly. “Come on, Brock, can’t you do any better than that? Those are some of the kids my charity takes care of. They lost their parents in the attack on the city.” I let that hang between us, watching him squirm. “Let them have a little fun. God knows you don’t want the heroes in town to have any.” Brock had been a passive-aggressive thorn in my side since I first came on to the hero scene earlier this year, and these shenanigans were all too familiar by now.

      Brock clicked his teeth in mock disappointment. “I’m not a role model, Badger. It’s not my job to do better; it’s just my job to point out the role models that refuse to.” He held up a packaged action figure, making sure the camera had a good long look at it. “You don’t think that this toy of you with a giant gun might inspire children to glamorize violence?”

      “You’re definitely right about not being a role model, Brock.” The mild-mannered reporter fumed silently as I peered at the toy. “Maybe you do have a point, though. All you parents out there, please, don’t let your children play with plasma disintegrator cannons without your supervision. They could shoot their eye out.” I winked at Brock. “If anything, these toys might foster unrealistic beauty standards for men. Not everyone can look as good as me and that little guy there.” I flexed my biceps dramatically.

      Another news crew approached me, completely trapping me. “Mister Badger, sir. You’ve saved the city from Everlast, are scheduled to get the Key to the City next week, and you’re still not the number one hero, according to the Commission’s rank system. Is that going to motivate you even harder at the All-Heroes Invitational Tournament next month?”

      I happily turned my back on Brock to answer the young redhead asking me about things more important than my toy line. “Well, Denise, the ranks are just a number. I’m just glad that I was able to pitch in with so many other great heroes to prevent a tragedy. So, no, I’m not really stressing about my rank or the tournament.” I glanced meaningfully at Brock. “I am proud to get the Key though. I think that’s a huge sign of the faith everyone puts in me and the other folks risking themselves every day to make our city safer.”

      A third reporter wedged his way into the group and pointed a microphone at me. “But can the heroes still do that? Everlast’s attack on the city killed over three hundred registered Heroes, the highest death toll for superheroes in the city’s history. Civilian casualties were low, but is it possible that the villains in town will become emboldened to strike more openly now?” He gestured back down the street towards the bank. “You just stopped a daylight heist. Is this a sign that supervillains no longer see you and your fellow heroes as a threat to them?”

      Villains were getting a lot more brazen lately, but I wasn’t too eager to start a panic. “It’s a problem, sure. But we’ve faced worse guys than these in the past, and we pulled through and beat them. Even with our … membership taking a hit, I’m not ready to count this city’s Heroes out.” I looked into the camera and smiled. “And I really hope you people at home aren’t ready to give up either. We’ll get the city put back together as a team, I promise you that.”

      They tried to ask more questions, but I waved them off and flagged down a taxi. The second it screeched to a halt beside me, I jerked open the door and dove inside. Then I pulled the door shut before Brock could ask why I was contributing to global warming by using a cab instead of walking. “Hey man, can you get me to Chinatown? 1741 West Division Street.” I settled back onto the seat and patted my bag full of cash.

      The cab driver pulled into traffic and eyed me through the rear-view mirror. “No problem. Hey, I know you! Blue Hood, right? Nice job kickin’ Everlast’s ass, man.” He gave me a thumbs-up from his side of the bulletproof glass, and I returned the gesture, smiling.

      It was nice to be recognized, even if some people still couldn’t get the name right.
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      I settled back against the worn seat, looking around at the dingy interior of the taxi. “Wow, this is a real … uh, vintage ride you got here, man.” The seats were almost more duct tape than worn leather, and the meter was one of those old-school jobs with a flag and a ticker, like in some movie from the 40’s. “I thought cabs were all digital and eco-friendly and stuff nowadays.” I also thought cab drivers couldn’t smoke anymore, but this guy had clearly not gotten the message.

      He gave me an amused look in the rearview mirror while puffing on a stump of cheap cigar. “Wassa matter, Mack? Is ol’ Beatrice not up to your exactin’ Hero standards?” He patted the dented dashboard fondly. “Beggars can’t be choosers, as my ol’ momma used to say.” He drew up at an intersection and swung around to face me. “So, what’s over on Division? Some supervillain lair dat needs crashin’? Yer secret headquarters? Hot date?” He chuckled and smashed down on the accelerator without looking back at the light, a full half-second before it turned green.

      I gulped as we shot into the intersection, narrowly missing the back end of a bus. “Hey, careful, dude! I’m just going to get my new uniform.” Mr. Chao was great at making Hero-grade clothes, but honestly, I was more than a little annoyed I had to pay him in cash. These threads didn’t come cheap if you want something that actually keeps you from eating a bullet or a death ray.

      The cabbie snorted and eyed me in the mirror. “Is dat what passes for a costume nowadays? No mask, no cape. Just a joggin’ suit with a dog on da front?” He sighed theatrically. “They really don’t make heroes like dey used to.” He swore at a bike messenger and pounded on his horn.

      I grinned and shook my head in amusement, pulling on the front of my hoodie to even out the gold-and-white logo on my chest. “It’s a badger. And I’d rather not end my career getting my cape caught in a revolving door if it’s all the same to you.” Capes were cool in comic books but dangerous in the real world. Only the Champion had ever pulled it off convincingly, and he wore one before anyone figured out how easy they were to exploit. Cape or no, this guy’s driving was putting lives in danger. “Look, just get me to Chinatown without killing me, you, or anyone else on the way, okay? There’s an extra five-spot in it for you.”

      “Whatever you say, Blue Beagle. Jus’ hang on tight an’ let me do the drivin’.” The taxi driver leaned forward and went back to critiquing the other motorists with language that would have made the kids I’d just been hanging out with faint. Or worse, ask for explanations. “Great, now there’s construction? Okay, Mack, gotta make a detour. Don’t you worry, though, I’ll get ya to your date on time.”

      I tried to tune the tirade out and grabbed my phone, dialing Scout. He answered on the fifth ring, the chatter of kids almost drowning him out. “Hey, Mickey, baby! You did great today. That footage with the kids will make a great fluff piece on the Sunday news shows.” God, this constant PR blitz was wearing me out.

      I groaned and ran a hand through my hair. “Can’t we ease off this media campaign for a while? I’m pulling double shifts at the moment, people can’t help but see me out on the streets whether they turn on their TVs or not.”

      The cab maneuvered past a group of bored-looking workers standing behind a barricade of orange cones, and I couldn’t help but wonder if they were secretly henchmen.

      Scout sounded like he didn’t understand why I might not want to look like a dope in front of the whole city every week. “We’re getting a great response from these slice-of-life bits, Mickey. After you beat Everlast, you should have been a shoe-in for a promotion to S-Class hero, but it never happened. We gotta get public opinion on your side, so the Hero Commission upgrades your status.”

      He did have a point, there. The Commission was really reluctant to put me in the top tier of the Hero Rankings, probably because I’ve only been at it for a few months. But that didn’t mean I hadn’t, you know, saved the city.

      “We get you into S-Class, and you’ll have the clearance for all the really fun toys, trust me.” He paused, and next time Scout spoke I could hear a note of annoyance in his voice. “I see you transferred a big chunk of your Hero stipend out this afternoon. I’m all for supporting local businesses, but you know we could do your costume in-house for a lot less. The agency’s designers are—“

      I cut him off before he finished this old rant again. “Forget it, Scout. I work with Chao, not a bunch of focus group clowns and frustrated artists who want to be ‘innovative’. Did you see the last mockup drawing they sent me?” The cab shook like we hit a massive pothole, and I glared up at the cabbie. “The damn thing had shoulder pads that looked like laundry baskets, and about fifteen ammo belts. There were more pouches on it than a closet organizer. Forget it. Chao’s my guy, and that’s final.”

      I still wish I knew why one of my eyes was randomly glowing in the mockup. Those designers read too many comic books.

      Scout groaned in frustration. “They’re just trying to give you a look, babe. Something that’ll look great as an action figure. You know, cybernetics are hot right now, maybe you should look into that? Cyber-Badger toys would be huge.”

      “Are you out of your mind? I’m not amputating a few limbs just so you can start a fresh line of toys.” I closed my eyes as the cab swerved, trying not to lose my lunch as the cabbie dodged around a delivery truck that had the unbridled gall to actually obey the speed limit. “And speaking of toys, Scout,” I growled through clenched teeth, “is there a particularly good reason that one of my fans has a Badger-Mobile before I do?”

      The PR guy tried to smooth my ruffled feathers. “Come on, Mickey, it hasn’t been that long.” He coughed into the void of silence and continued. “The design’s ninety-five percent finished actually. How about I have it shipped over to the Commission for inspection so that we can clear it for a test drive? That’s better than nothing, right?”

      I sighed and stared out the window, watching a stream of pedestrians flooding past us as we slowed to a stop. “Yeah, it’d be nice to not have to rely on public transportation to get around the city.”

      I saw the cabbie looking at me through the mirror and waved to him. He shook his head and started hollering at the traffic slowing down. Up ahead there was some kind of delay, and we were barely going faster than I could walk.

      “Hey, listen. I gotta let you go. In the meantime, get going on my ride.” I peered through the haze of cigar smoke filling the driver’s half of the interior. “Maybe see about adding some repulsors or something, so I can go over the gridlock.” I hung up and leaned forward as a dull thud rocked the cab. “What’s going on up there?”

      The cabbie threw his hands up in frustration. “Well, some people forget how ta drive in this town as soon as an army of rock monsters decide ta start trashin’ the street.” He laid on his horn again. “Move it, ya morons!”

      He gnawed on his cigar and gripped the wheel. “Sit tight, I’m gonna hop the curb an’ get us up to the turnoff. We can catch Division over by the subway station on Canal.” Ahead of us, people were abandoning their cars as another explosion shook the taxi.

      The cab lurched up onto the sidewalk as I grabbed my bag. “Dude, are you nuts? What rock monsters? What the hell is going on?” The divider was too scuffed for me to see clearly ahead of us, but that might have been to protect the passengers’ heart rate rather than from neglect. “If there’s a villain attack, I need to get out and do something about it!”

      The cabbie pressed harder on the accelerator, and we started speeding up the now-deserted sidewalk. “You want in on this fight? You got it, Mack.” The tires squealed on the sidewalk, and we shot forward towards the explosions. We narrowly missed a downed utility pole and a swarm of municipal rubble-bots that were trying to clean up the wreckage. “Move it, ya dumb trash cans!” Up ahead the explosions continued, and we were enveloped in a thick cloud of swirling dust.

      Riding with this guy was bad enough when he could see where he was going, but there was no way I was gonna see how good he was totally blind. “Okay, okay. That’s enough. Stop the cab and let me out.” I threw the strap of my bag over my shoulder and yanked on the door handle, letting the dust swirl into the back of the cab.

      The cabbie grunted and threw the cab directly into park, slapping down the flag on his meter. “Have it your way, Mack. Dat’ll be seventeen-fifty.”

      Ahead of us in the dust cloud, very large, ominous shapes were shambling around in the dim light. My stomach dropped as the cab sunk down and tilted crazily, the section of sidewalk and nearby street heaving up out of the ground. It was like a giant shovel was digging the neighborhood up and us along with it.

      The cab slid sideways into the hole, smashing against the rubble at the bottom of the pit, leaving the taxi lying on its side. We were both slightly dazed, and covered in busted glass, but otherwise all right, at least for now.

      The cabbie slid the slot open in the now-cracked divider between us and gestured impatiently. “Seventeen-fifty, Mack. Nobody rides free.” He took his smashed cigar out of his mouth and glared at it.

      I scrambled to get myself straightened out inside the crooked taxi, standing on the cracked concrete the cab had landed on, and bracing myself against the ancient leather seat. “Hey, uh, maybe we should get out before we settle the tab?”

      The cabbie reached out, still horizontal, and adjusted his cracked mirror to stare at me.

      I swore under my breath and fished a twenty out of my wallet, sliding it through the slot in the plexiglass. No way was I going to let this lunatic see all the cash I had on me in my bag. “Here, keep the change, let’s just get out of here already!” I pushed the passenger door open like the hatch on a submarine and clambered out of the cab, trying to get my bearings on the sloped street.

      A booming series of very heavy footfalls came out of the cloud of dust, and an eight-foot creature cobbled together from chunks of concrete and asphalt came into view. It swung what must have passed as its head toward the helpless cab and started closing the distance to us with alarming speed.

      I shuffled back down the incline to pop the cab’s front passenger door open and reach down to the driver. “Dude. Get the fuck out right now, before you get stomped flat.”

      He griped about leaving his precious Beatrice behind but changed his tune pretty fast when the rock monster climbed to the top of the slope in front of the cab, eyelessly glaring down at him. “Aw, ya gotta be kiddin’ me …”

      He swore and grabbed my hand, and I heaved him out of the car as the golem leaped down onto the cab, crushing the front like a beer can and sending the engine into the back seat. We both scrambled away from the smoldering wreck, getting to the edge of the pit before the taxi exploded, throwing us both to the ground.

      The look of horror on the driver’s face was almost comical through the mask of soot and dust on it. “Dat son of a bitch just murdered Beatrice! You’ll pay for that, you mook!”

      I dragged the raving cabbie back as the scorched but unharmed creature started dragging itself out of the hole after us. “Okay, man, enough is enough. Get the hell away from here so that I don’t have to keep saving you, alright?” I pushed him back towards the edge of the dust cloud as gently as I could manage under the circumstances. “Listen, contact the Hero Commission and tell them I’ll cover the cost of the cab, okay? It’s Blue Badger, try to get that part right. Now go, please?”

      The cab driver sighed and clapped me on the shoulder. “You’re not so bad for a hero, Mack. Go get me some payback for poor ol’ Beatrice, okay? An’ your next ride is on the house.” He glanced back at the shambling mound of rocks and trotted back down the street, still muttering under his breath and trying to light a fresh cigar.

      The creature finished climbing out of the burning wreckage at the bottom of the crater as the sounds of a bigger battle started drawing closer. It slowly straightened up to its full height and swung around to stare at me with a featureless head. I reached out with my powers to drain away whatever force was animating it. Once that was done, it should just crumble back to rubble. Unfortunately, wherever the source was, it was somewhere deeper into the fog bank, beyond the range of my powers.

      Which meant I had no easy way to stop this thing.
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      With a sound like two cinderblocks grinding together, the rubble monster took a step towards me, the ground shaking with the weight of the impact. Judging from the number of distant booms I was hearing, there had to be at least a half-dozen of these creatures. Without draining its strength or durability, fighting this thing would be like literally punching a brick wall. It took another thundering step towards me, starting to pick up speed like some kind of walking avalanche. I edged around the creature, who was still tracking me without the benefit of eyes and dove into the cloud of dust and smoke filling the street up ahead. I needed to find the master of these five-ton puppets and cut all their strings at once.

      Another tremor struck the street, stronger than the others so far, making me stumble as the street cracked and heaved under my boots. I was starting to hear shouting up ahead, and the low rumble of grinding stone was growing louder the further in I went.  The destruction was also more severe, but at least the dust had started to settle a bit.

      I charged ahead, running up and leaping over a huge section of street that was thrust crookedly out of the ground and rolling to my feet. I needed to get some distance from that monster behind me and to find whoever was controlling it. What I found instead was a pitched battle between three more of these rock monsters and what looked like a very angry field hockey team.

      I immediately recognized them as part of King Justice’s honor guard and ran over to try to find out how bad this really was. Their leader Cassandra was dressed like a female Spartan warrior, and she waved me over after plunging a glowing plasma spear into a rock monster’s shoulder.

      “Badger! The King’s fighting Tektonik further up the road, go help him! We’ll take care of these things.” She twisted the spear savagely, and the concrete arm broke free of the creature and collapsed into inert chunks. Ignoring the damage, the monster slammed its remaining hand into the group of warriors, making them scatter and regroup closer to me.

      I shook the dust off of my hoodie and looked over my left shoulder, towards the cloud of dust I’d just come through. Sure enough, there was a series of booming footsteps charging straight for our location. “Hey ladies, check your nine o’clock! The one that got away is coming back and fast.”

      A dust-covered female samurai with a plasma blade on the end of a pole nodded and shouted out to the rest of the group while taking up station to watch both sides. Cassandra stared at me like she was about to jab me with her glowing pig-sticker. “I told you, we’ve got these hunks of rock. Go help the King fight, or get out of our way!”

      I grinned, throwing my hands up and running further down the street, leaving them to fight the rock monsters their own way. I didn’t like the idea of not lending them a hand, but King’s warrior women didn’t appreciate being treated like they were just eye candy. Besides, I knew that, like them, King didn’t have any super-powers, and instead relied on advanced tech. But they were some of the best at group combat and could hold their own against these boulders.

      But them being here with Tektonik’s minions meant the King was in for a solo battle. If he was trying to take down the controller of these things alone, he needed backup a lot more urgently than Cass and her soldiers.

      I circled around a row of smashed vehicles, following the tremors across the wrecked streets to the epicenter of the battle. The neighborhood had really taken a beating. I could see now that the source of the dust cloud that had been spreading across the area was at least three collapsed buildings that this Tektonik guy must have brought down already. Jesus, we were just starting to get the city put back together from Everlast’s attack a couple months ago, and now this asshole was trying to tear it all down again. I wasn’t going to let that happen.

      Neither was King Justice, apparently. He was perched on top of a mountain of collapsed brickwork, his tribal robes half-shredded and looking bone-weary. He called down to a guy clad in heavy armor that looked like carved stone, who had to be the man behind all this destruction. “What do you gain with this, Tektonik? You could be using this power to rebuild the city. Your city. Why destroy it?”

      A rippling shockwave tore through the ground towards the black warrior, and he dove off of the pile of rubble as it exploded, showering the street with more fodder for new golems.

      Tektonik clomped towards us, slamming a foot down and making another chunk of a nearby building collapse from the force of the seismic wave he sent out. “Spare me the lectures, ‘King Justice’! I applied for your crooked commission, and they turned me down! ‘Psychologically unfit’, they said. Ha! And now, you so-called Heroes are out there, mangling villains with no remorse, King. Where is the ‘justice’ in that? I know what you did to Gila Monster, and I’m taking you down before you have a chance to do it to anyone else!” He threw his arm at the ground, and a pillar of stone erupted under King, hurling him through the air to crash onto another pile of rubble.

      I ran over to help him up, noting with worry the trickle of blood leaking from behind the hero’s wooden mask. “Hey, King, are you okay?” He nodded slowly, straightening up and grabbing his side. “Listen, your heart’s in the right place, but I don’t think this guy is gonna rethink his life choices at this point. Especially since this seems kinda personal for him. When did you fight Gila Monster, anyway? I haven’t seen that dumb lizard-man in weeks.”

      Tektonik strode through the leveled shell of the buildings, arms outstretched and drawing more rubble together into another monster.

      King sighed and winced as he took a deep breath. “He is delusional, Badger. No one has seen Gila Monster since before Everlast attacked. If he were to stop and listen to me, he would realize that this rampage is over nothing.” The new brick monster hefted a boulder the size of a refrigerator and hurled it at us, forcing us to throw ourselves into the dirt. “Then again, perhaps it’s better to let him come to that conclusion inside a prison cell.” He sighed and dragged himself back to his feet.

      I followed suit, adjusting the shoulder strap on my bag. This whole mess would be a lot easier without all this cash I had to protect. “Yeah, this guy’s got an appointment at Blackstone Supermax, and he’s running late.” King nodded and adjusted the energy shield he was carrying, but I put a hand on his shoulder. “You’re in no shape to keep fighting this guy. Fall back to your honor guard, and I’ll try and take this guy down for you.”

      King nodded wearily, clearly exhausted from his battle with the seismic supervillain. Before he retreated, a bone-chilling breeze swept across the battlefield. King and I both swung around to see a female Hero arrive, gliding over an expanding layer of frost and ice that was covering the rubble.

      King shivered at the blast of cold air as he recognized the newcomer in the skintight grey and white spotted catsuit. “Snow Leopard. How good of you to come and lend us a hand.” He shook his head and passed me a small bronze baton. “Badger, take this, it might help you with the constructs. Twist the handle to turn it on and be careful. Tektonik’s not holding back.” He gave the heroine a nod and headed back towards his warrior women, leaving me with his apparent replacement.

      Snow Leopard tossed her steel-grey hair out of her face and waved at King’s retreating back. “Sorry I’m late, King! There’s not enough humidity to make a decent ice bridge today!” She turned and gave me a bright smile. “Well, hello there, handsome. Are you my new dance partner?” Another chunk of rubble flew across the street at us, but a wall of heavy snow formed out of the air. The debris splashed into it instead, drenching us both in slush. Snow Leopard sheepishly tried to scrape the dirty snow off my uniform. “Sorry. Like I said, it’s the humidity.”

      I ran a hand over my face, wiping the clumps of wet snow off me. “Don’t mention it. Please.” Tektonik had finished his new brick monster and sent it stomping our way. “King got his ass handed to him trying to take this guy down, so we need to drop this guy for him. Any chance you can do any better than snow-cones? I don’t think they’re gonna stop a rock monster.”

      Leopard shrugged, idly twirling the large fluffy tail attached to her costume. “The more water there is, the more useful I am. Me and Tek have pretty similar powers, but there’s always a lot more earth available in the city than water. He’s my nemesis, I guess. I’ve crossed paths with him more than once, but I’ve never seen him so destructive.” She frowned at the wreckage around us, biting her lip.

      Another corner of a building flew our way, and I tackled Snow Leopard before she got flattened. “He seems convinced that capes are knocking off villains on the sly.” I looked down and saw where my hands were as I laid on top of the curvy snowcat. She purred and wriggled under me, running her gloved hands over my chest.

      I still wish I knew more about Tektonik’s vendetta, but he really wasn’t in the mood to chat. I pushed myself off Leopard and helped her back to her feet. “Not now, kitty, we have a villain to fight. Remember?” She nodded and put her serious face back on.

      Tektonik stomped the ground again, blasting us further away from him. The upshot was that it bought us some more time before the golem was on top of us, but it also kept forcing me out of range to cancel out his powers. And apparently, he had a much bigger reach than I did. The stone-clad villain shook his fist at us, the street quaking to mirror the movement.

      “Leopard, are you in on this too? I can’t believe it. As for you, Badger, I’ve been aching to bury you alive for ages. All of you Heroes have gone too far, and it’s time for payback!” The earth controller started building another golem, this one looking to be a lot bigger than the ones he’d created so far.

      Leopard rolled her eyes and started building a thicker wall between us and the rock monsters, calling back to Tektonik as she blocked him from view. “Nobody here is out of control but you, Geoffrey. You need to relax and get your head screwed on straight.” I had to admit, I expected someone with ice powers to tell the villain to ‘chill out’, or possibly even ‘play it cool’. Then again, not everyone could deliver top-quality banter in the heat of battle the way I could.

      I shook the chunks of half-melted frost out of my hair, trying to think of a way to close the distance to Tektonik. “Snow Leopard, I’ve got a plan, but I’m gonna need your help, okay? I need to be closer than this to shut Geoff over there down. Can you run interference or something? You two have a history, maybe you can draw his attention somehow.”

      She shrugged and slowly stretched, smoothing her outfit against her body. “Geoffrey’s had a crush on me for ages, so maybe I can use my feminine wiles to enrapture him.”  She turned and winked at me, snowflakes swirling around her as she got ready to play diversion. “You can call me Isabel, by the way.”

      I gave her a smile and nodded. I looked down, turning the ten-inch rod King had given me over in my hands. It looked like a compact version of the training weapons we used in the exercise yard, but a bit more elaborately decorated. I grabbed either end of the thing and twisted like I was wringing out a towel. The handle twitched in my grip and a plasma rod extended from the grip with a sharp crackle and a dull purple glow. I swung the charged baseball bat back and forth a few times, silently thanking King for giving me something useful to work with while I was still out of reach of Tektonik’s powers.

      The stone monsters were pounding their way through the barricade now, and I decided to try my new toy out on them. A stone arm came bursting through the dirty snow, and I reared back and slammed the plasma baton down hard on it. The rod jerked in my hands, and a huge crack appeared in the monster's arm, blasting a chunk out of the stone. Not bad, but not exactly a one-hit solution, either. Snow Leopard cheered and jumped up and down excitedly, then squeaked as the giant brick monster kicked a whole section of her wall down.

      “Leopard, I know I can stop these things for keeps if I can get closer. Don’t worry about the wall, just distract Geoff!” I delivered another few overhand strikes to the golem in front of me, finally breaking its arm free at the elbow. This was like trying to chop down a tree that was trying to chop you down at the same time. I could do it, but it’d be better all-around if I cut this all off at the source.

      I ducked a swing from the rock monster that buzzed through the air like a jetliner while rolling to the side and waving Isabel off. She dove away from the brick monster and dashed around the ruined ice wall, back into Tektonik’s line of sight. I smashed the golem’s kneecap in front of me, leaping away as it stumbled to the ground. I took the opportunity to circle around the wall of snow and got myself a clear view of Geoffrey across the street. “I’m gonna go knock this guy’s block off.”

      Isabel out from behind a rubble pile, waving at Tektonik frantically. “Geoffrey! Wait! Can’t we talk about all this?” A pillar of earth erupted under her, and she barely had time to create a snowbank to land in face-first. Leopard popped her head out and pouted at the supervillain. “Is … is that a no?” She screamed and dove behind a truck as a hail of cinderblocks hurled through the air at her.

      King was right about this guy not holding back. Isabel’s ‘feminine wiles’ weren’t buying her an ounce of mercy from his attacks. I couldn’t let this game of cat-and-mountain wreck any more of the neighborhood though. The golem had spotted me again and started limping its way toward me. I dashed over and around as much of the shattered terrain as I could find, using the destruction to create more obstacles for it. I need to buy time to get close to Tektonik and end this once and for all.

      Snow Leopard was trying to get Geoffrey to talk, asking about his beef with King Justice. Just the mention of my masked colleague seemed to enrage him further, but on the one hand, it was certainly keeping his attention on her. The problem was that he was getting so pissed he was going to flatten the entire city block. I crept up behind him as he tried to impale Isabel with a series of stone spikes.

      Tektonik screamed in rage as Leopard dodged another swarm of debris. “This isn’t just about Gila Monster, Isabel! Thai-Cheetah and Violet Viper have been torn to pieces by capes like that so-called King, too! And you all call us villains, hah!”

      I filed all of that away to bring up at the next meeting as I closed in on my target. If there were some new vigilante on the scene, we’d need to bring them down and fast. Heroes had rules, but unlicensed crime-fighters didn’t care one little bit about inflicting grievous bodily injury in the name of their own twisted brands of justice.

      I was within fifty feet of him now and could sense the power radiating from him, into all of the earth and stone surrounding us. I carefully started siphoning the power away, not wanting to tip him off that something was wrong until I was in swinging distance.

      The golem chasing after Snow Leopard slowly ground to a halt, shedding a few bricks as it stopped. “What’s the matter with you?” Geoff stomped his foot in frustration, but the ground barely shook from the impact. “Get over there and crush her, like they crushed my friends!” He heard the crunch of my work boots on the gravel scattered on the street and spun around to face me.

      I sealed away the last bit of his power and swung the bat into the side of his armored head, shattering the helm to pieces and slamming him to the ground. “Sorry for interrupting your fun, Geoff. But you’ve gotten your rocks off enough for one day.”

      Okay, so maybe all my banter wasn’t top-shelf, either.
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      Tektonik groaned and rolled onto his back, glaring up at me through the shards of his helmet. “I suppose you’re proud of beating me senseless, aren’t you, Badger?” He started to sit up, but I pointed the plasma baton at his face, and he stopped, eyes almost crossing as he stared at the crackling rod.

      I shrugged, glancing around at the devastated streets. “I mean, you’re kind of trashing the whole town, and we still don’t know what the heck you’re taking ab—“

      The rest of my sentence was cut off in a blast of concussive force that sounded like the world’s loudest car stereo. I flew back and slammed into a broken section of concrete, narrowly missing the exposed rebar. I tried to make another wisecrack, but my head was swimming from the force of the blast. It didn’t make any sense; I knew I had shut his powers down.

      Tektonik was getting to his feet, aiming his clenched fists at my chest. “Oh, you think you’re so smart, don’t you, Badger?” He blasted at me again, and I rolled to the side, the wall of sound shattering the concrete. “Word’s gotten out about your meta-canceling powers, you arrogant jackass. That’s why I added these subsonic cannons to my suit. No way I’m gonna end up like the other villains you bastards have taken down.”

      I took cover from the next barrage by diving into a crater in the middle of the street. Damn, I hadn’t expected a powerful meta-human to be carrying backup weaponry. Hell, even a pistol wasn’t usually something they bothered with. But Burning Question had armed his own guys too. Maybe the villains really were escalating because of this new vigilante.

      At least I still had access to his metahuman abilities, but even that wasn’t going to last if he threw me much further away. Or worse, if I blacked out. Reinforced uniform or not, those speakers were cranking the hurt up to eleven.

      “Hey, those are pretty slick, Geoff,” I called up from the floor of the five-foot pit I was in. “Did that rig come with a remote starter and some new rims, too?” I reached out with Tektonik’s powers, feeling the strength and indestructibility of what seemed like the entire earth flow into me. I sat up, drinking in the power radiating from the stone that surrounded me.

      Geoff crested the rim of the crater and pointed down at me, blasting me with a sustained wave of brutal sound that felt like it was going to shatter my teeth, even with this level of super-durability. “Keep laughing, you clown! I know you’ve stolen my powers for yourself, but guess what? These cannons were designed by The Earworm specifically to defeat me.” He blasted me again, the vibrations making it feel like my internal organs were turning into jelly. “They probably would have worked, too. If the idiot had ever had the chance to aim them at me.”

      Through the thrumming vibrations, I thought I heard Snow Leopard shouting at Geoff, but it was getting hard to think through this assault.

      “You … son of a bitch. What did you do to Earworm?” My new power sent my anger unfolding into the ground, making the whole street rumble in sympathy. Earworm was the best crime-fighting Disk Jockey this side of the Mississippi; I was gonna book him for a house party next month.

      Tektonik paused in his assault, leering down at me as he cranked a few dials on his forearms. “He got what was coming to him for carving up Viper. Now it’s your turn.”

      Geoff thought Earworm was some horror-movie slasher? He really was delusional. The most physical injury I’d ever seen him dish out was a scratch, and that was on a record. Tektonik seemed to have gotten his bass boost where he wanted it and aimed at me, the concealed speakers in his gauntlets humming ominously.

      I punched the asphalt under me as hard as I could, the force radiating out in a shockwave that threw Tektonik to the ground and caused another abandoned building to break apart. He shouted in surprise and fired wildly, the sound cannons pulverizing a six-foot-wide stretch of pavement next to me into gravel and sand. I couldn’t let him hit me with that thing again. I also couldn’t destroy the area for him by using these powers recklessly. I needed to put my money where my mouth was and try some finesse for a change.

      I threw up a wall of rock between us as he unleashed the powered-up cannons again, scrambling out of the crater as the stone barrier shattered into dust. Now that I was back at street level, I could take stock of the situation. Those cannons were destroying every wall I threw between us and would make sand castles out of any golem I built. Using earthquakes against Geoff would just destabilize the area further, and Snow Leopard was trying her best under the circumstances but was hitting about as hard as a wet snowball in the summer heat. I had plenty of debris to chuck at him, but the last thing I wanted was Tektonik firing those cannons in random directions trying to shoot it down. And if I tried to get out of range of those guns of his, I wouldn’t be able to turn his meta-human abilities off. I was going to need to keep close.

      Thankfully, I had a plan. I reached through the ground at Tektonik, still throwing wall after wall between us, and clamped Geoff inside a huge concrete hand, leaving just his head exposed as King Justice and his gang ran up the street to reinforce me. They got there just as Tektonik’s arms were pinned against his sides so he couldn’t fire the cannons. That would at least buy me some time without having to pop him like a balloon. The guy was a dick, but I really didn’t want to kill him if I didn’t have to.

      Snow Leopard ran over to meet the King and me, a large assortment of glowing weaponry from his harem pointed meaningfully in her direction. King signaled them to stand down as Isabel came through and grabbed my arm. Everybody was pretty on edge after that fight.

      “Nice going, Badger. Oh! I should say a catchphrase. We, uh … we sure showed him who was boulder! You know, like, uh … ‘bolder’?” She gestured vaguely with her hands and gave up, and I patted her supportively on the shoulder. It still needed work, but everyone had to start somewhere.

      King slapped me on the back, making me wince involuntarily. It felt like I had a full-body bruise. “Well done, Badger. We need to start sifting through this rubble for anyone my honor guard wasn’t able to evacuate.” I nodded wearily and gave him a thumbs-up. He chuckled from behind his mask. “I suppose you can take a five-minute break since it’s technically your day off.”

      I sat down hard on a pile of crushed cinderblock, nodding as he directed his troupe to fan out and look for anyone that might be trapped. Isabel wrapped her arms around me and rubbed against my back, whispering in my ear. “We make a pretty good team, you and me. Thanks for giving me a chance, a lot of people think I’m a flake.”

      I opened my mouth to make a snowflake pun but stopped as I felt a tremor spread through the ground. One I wasn’t creating.

      My eyes snapped back to Tektonik, who was clenching his jaw in pain as the stone hand slowly broke apart. “I know what’s about to happen to me, know that you’ve got me helpless. I think I’d rather go out on my own terms, and maybe take you all with me!” He shouted out as he cranked the cannons to full power, smashing the area with the vibrations.

      The surge of concussive force rocked everyone around, and any windows still intact within a city block exploded from the artificial earthquake. The fight had destabilized the bedrock all around us, and Tektonik didn’t need to do much more than get all of it moving with those cannons. I forced myself to my feet, the deep vibrations from the cannons adding to my own seismic power and letting me ‘see’ the fractured stones and earth under our feet, and all the pipes and tunnels running through it. The pipes …

      I shouted over to King, who was looking around in a panic as the ground lurched under our feet. “King! Get away from those buildings before they collapse on you and your team!” I spun and shot my hand out, catching Snow Leopard as she stumbled from the tremors. “I know you’re not a flake, now here’s your chance to prove it to everyone else. Try to stabilize these buildings, I don’t care how. I know you can do it.”

      She looked around dubiously at the spreading ring of destruction, but I reached back into the street with my earth manipulation and heaved the nearest water main out of the street, blasting a geyser of water forty feet into the air. “You said you needed water for your powers, so here you go.” I let her get to work and rounded on Geoff.

      He was slowly sinking into a pit of sand and rubble, as the cannons churned the ground under us into grit, and probably breaking both of his arms in the process. He looked at me, a cold look of determination stamped onto his grime-covered face. “You won’t stop me, Badger. I’m not some pushover like the other villains that you’ve all been picking off. You’re all going down with me!” He cried out and plunged his arms further into the fissures that were forming from his barrage, making the nearest building groan and start to lean ominously.

      I shook my head in sympathy for the guy, wondering how far I’d go to avenge my own friends, as the temperature started plummeting. “Tektonik! Geoff! Stop, you don’t have to do this!”

      He was too committed to his revenge at this point, more than happy to trade his own life for all of ours, and he was going to take a few city blocks along for the ride if I didn’t stop him for good. I clenched my teeth against the cold wave and tried to grab him again, but all of the earth near him was disintegrating too fast to use it. In desperation, I reached out to the sleeping brick golem he had created, sending it over the broken ground at him.

      The endless tremors were making it hard to hold the construct together, the golem blurry and indistinct through the now-swirling flurries of snow. It was nothing but a shambling pile of red gravel as it flowed over Tektonik, pulling him out of the street like a furious dandelion.

      He screamed in frustration as I forced his arms straight up, firing the cannons harmlessly into the sky and encasing him further in more solid materials. I still couldn’t get anything to hold on the gauntlets themselves, though; the crumbling brick kept being reduced to powder as it crept above his elbows.

      Even as the ground stopped shaking, a fresh rumbling started roaring past me, almost breaking my concentration. Snow Leopard surfed past me on a ten-foot-high avalanche of snow, throwing her hands out at her trapped nemesis. Frost started creeping over the concussion cannons, and they slowly tore themselves to pieces as the cold made them too fragile to withstand the vibrations they generated. She pulled up in front of him, sliding down the snowbank to stroke his exhausted face.

      “Oh, Geoffrey. Why did you hurt yourself so badly over this? You’re wrong, we would never have hurt you as badly as you’ve hurt yourself.” She hugged the red stone sarcophagus, stroking his hair as the villain groaned in pain.

      I wrapped his shattered forearms in stone, solidifying the cocoon I had encased him in to form a makeshift body cast, and activated another of the golems to carry him off to wait for medical aid.

      Walking over to Leopard, I hugged her awkwardly as she cried into my chest. “Don’t worry, Isabel. He’s gonna live. I think all of us are, thanks to your help.”

      I glanced around at the street, marveling at the transformation that had come over the scene. It seemed that the humidity really had been holding Isabel back. With the water main fueling her powers, she had filled every alley with immense drifts of snow, supporting the weakened buildings, and giving King Justice and his crew plenty of access ramps to search through the ones that had already started to collapse.

      “This is pretty impressive, Leopard. Why not ice, though? Wouldn’t that have been stronger?”

      She shrugged, shaking a layer of snow out of her hair. “No good. I tried ice first, but those cannons just kept shattering it.” I guess that made sense. “I figured if I couldn’t rebuild them, at least I could create some support and cushioning that might soak up some of the vibrations.” She brushed some dirt off my uniform, looking into my eyes searchingly. “I tried the best I could, Badger. I … I didn’t want to let you down.”

      I grinned and patted her shoulder. “You did good, Isabel. Thank you.” She beamed and clung to my chest, purring happily. I chuckled and waved to King, who waded through a few melting snowdrifts and stooped to pick up the wrecked cannons. “Thanks to you too, King. You bought us the time we needed to get here and stop Tektonik.”

      King shivered and passed me the fragments of the gauntlets, nodding behind his dented mask. “I had faith that even when the chips were down, that true Heroes would stick together to protect our city. You proved me right yet again, Badger. Thank you.” He shook his head, laughing softly as Isabel whimpered in disappointment at being left out. “And you as well, Snow Leopard. Thank you.”

      I stowed the subsonic weapons in my badly-battered leather bag as he handed me the baton I’d lost track of during the battle. “You dropped something. Keep it as a gift to remind you of how much more we can all accomplish when we work together.” From behind the mask, I saw one of his dark eyes wink at me. “Happy birthday, my friend.”

      I grinned and accepted the plasma weapon gratefully, dropping into the bag and zipping it closed again. “I really appreciate it, King. Thoughtful and practical, the best kind of gift. We domake a decent team, all of us. Isabel, maybe you should drop by our next meet—“

      I was cut off by a sudden lurch of the ground under our feet, watching the muddy water from the uprooted main rush down into the broken street. I planted a hand on King’s chest and pushed him stumbling away from us, as a sinkhole dropped the whole area three feet. “King! Get back!”

      The Spartan guardswoman Cassandra reached out and yanked King towards the rest of his harem as the ground shuddered again, the water forcing its way further into the churned ground beneath us. I reached down with my power and swallowed hard, sensing all of the open cavities and pockets that were filling up with sludge under us. I tried to reverse the sinking, but there was nothing stable to use after the endless punishment the bedrock had taken. Isabel screamed in my ear and clung even tighter to me, keeping us both from going anywhere but down.

      With a roar of water and a sickening drop, the street around us fell away into a churning chasm of mud and ice, sweeping us away into utter blackness.
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      The churning waterfall of slush and boulders tossed us back and forth, slamming us against walls and forcing the air from our lungs. With the last dregs of Tektonik’s power, I shoved a passageway through the muck towards what felt like some kind of underground tunnel network. Clamping my hands tight onto my leather bag and Snow Leopard’s waist, I forced us up through the oozing sludge, the both of us gasping desperately for air. We clawed, pulled, and dragged each other through the blackness, finally collapsing in a heap on the floor of what felt like a rough stone corridor.

      I was glad to have Leopard there pawing at me in the dark, as she helped me scrape the filth off my face and clothes. Behind us, the wall of half-frozen mudslide continued to pulse into the almost pitch-black tunnel, like it was alive and hungry for the meal that had escaped it.

      I spat a mouthful of gunk out onto the floor, climbed to my feet, and grabbed Leopard’s wrist, pulling her up beside me. “Come on, we gotta move. Unless you can freeze that crap solid.”

      I fumbled through the mud on the bag, finally finding the zipper and drawing out the plasma baton, cranking it on to illuminate the tunnel with dim purple light. The passageway was a lot bigger than I expected, almost fifteen feet wide and about the same height at the top. It looked almost like a subway tunnel, but it seemed hacked out of the stone with rough tools and was dripping water here and there. Where the hell were we?

      Leopard ran her hands up and over her face, dragging a few pounds of gravel and filth out of her hair and flinging it against the crude tunnel walls in disgust. “That’d just make things worse. If I froze this now, all the water would expand, and I’d probably collapse the tunnel. It’s why asphalt always breaks apart in the winter.” She let me lead her further into the tunnel, her footsteps squelching along like Inky Avenger’s as we walked. “I feel like I just went swimming in quicksand.”

      I chuckled and passed her the baton. “You did. Come on, arms up, let me get some of this stuff off you.” She nodded gratefully, doing her best Statue of Liberty impression with our makeshift torch as I ran my hands over her skin-tight uniform. I was soaked and filthy, but I wasn’t so miserable as to not appreciate how well put together she was.

      Isabel seemed to know it, too. She grinned and looked down at me cleaning her off, her eyes glinting hungrily in the dim light. “Having fun down there? You should be extra thorough; I wouldn’t want you to miss a spot.” She moved her feet further apart and bent forward as I stood up. “Mud baths are supposed to be good for the pores or something, right?”

      I chuckled and grabbed her drooping tail at the base, running my hand down its length as she yelped in surprise. “If so, we’re both gonna have the clearest skin in town.” I finished scraping the mud off her tail, but it’d be a long time and a lot of tongue-baths before it was bushy and sleek again. “And as much as I’d like to see how much our little swim improved your complexion, let’s do that when we’re not trapped in a dingy tunnel with a thousand tons of garbage trying to bury us.” I held my hand out, and she passed me the baton back.

      Leopard looked around at the dripping tunnel walls as we headed further into the darkness. “Yeah, this isn’t exactly the sexiest place to take a lady on a date, Badger. Still, I’m glad you’re here with me.” She looked at me again like I was something to eat. “I think I can forgive you for it if everything else goes better. What do you think, Badger?”

      I shook my head and chuckled. “If my rugged good looks can’t win you over, I always have my tremendous singing voice to fall back on.” It was a good line, but something about this dank, tomb-like tunnel was making me nervous about raising my voice above a whisper. “No woman can resist my rendition of ‘Don’t Stop Believin’’.”

      Leopard slid her arm around my waist as we walked, the squelch of mud somewhat detracting from the enjoyment of having her pressed against me. “Is that how you seduced your other girlfriends, Badger?” She giggled at my modest shrug. “Oh, don’t try and deny what a ladies’ man you are. Everyone knows about you and Countess, and Invulnerable Girl too. Is it true you were with Mean Streak? She seems like quite a handful. You must like it rough.” She giggled again and swatted me on my ass. “Way to go, tiger.”

      I rolled my eyes but had to laugh. “Badger, not tiger. Actually, just call me Mickey. And as a matter of fact? Yeah, my voice is what’s been making it all work … by communicating. No secrets, and no big promises.” Not to mention trying to hide things from an empath and a woman that can see through walls was borderline suicidal. “Mean Streak’s got her own life, but we’re old friends, and still hang out quite a bit. She’s been trying to give up the villain life, and I’m happy for her.”

      It was true, though. Sarah was a handful, and then some.

      Isabel was staring at me again. She bit her lip, then sighed and spat out a mouthful of grit. “Sounds like you’ve already got a full dance card. Too bad, I was hoping I might at least get an audition.” She sighed again and looked around at the tunnel like she had just noticed it. “Hey, Mickey? Where are we, anyway?” She sniffed at the air anxiously. “It’s not a sewer or something, is it?”

      I shook my head, examining the walls a bit more closely. “I think we’d have realized if this was a sewer by now. Besides, this doesn’t look like it was made with tools. Maybe a pickaxe or something, but I doubt the Department of Sanitation goes in for old-school mining techniques.”

      I was starting to get a very bad feeling about where we might be, but the plasma baton wasn’t exactly a searchlight. I couldn’t see for more than a few yards into the gloom ahead of us.

      Leopard slowed down, pulling away from me to stare at her side of the passageway. “Well, somebody’s been down here before. Look, some punk kids put graffiti up on the wall.” She pointed to a dull glimmer of spray paint on the rough-hewn rocks, a rounded hourglass done in metallic gold, covered with chisel marks.

      I walked over to the wall, my heart sinking into my stomach. The ‘graffiti’ was worrying enough; it was from the Everlasting, the cult of supervillains who’d destroyed the Hall of Heroes earlier this year. But that wasn’t what had me so nervous. I carefully reached out and pressed my palm against the hourglass, looking at the pattern of deep gouges I had initially thought were made with a chisel. They were claw marks, ripped two inches into the bedrock of the tunnel. And the hand, or paw, or whatever had been huge. The grooves were at least eighteen inches from the first one to the last. I could barely touch two of them with my pinky and thumb spread as far apart as they would go.

      I swallowed hard, swinging away from the wall to peer deeper into the subterranean darkness. Behind us, I could hear the wall of ooze closing back in on us. And ahead of us … ahead of us was big trouble.

      Really big trouble.

      “Isabel, I don’t suppose you saw any turnoffs while we were walking, did you? We need to find a way out of here, right now.” I eased in front of Leopard, debating on cutting the power to the humming plasma baton. A sound like that could carry a long way to sensitive ears, but I wasn’t ready to go stumbling around in this darkness just yet.

      Leopard looked back nervously, pressing against my back. “No, I didn’t see one, and even if there was one, it’s filled in by now.” I sighed and nodded, not really expecting to get that lucky. “Mickey, you’re starting to worry me. What’s going on? What’s happened?”

      I crept forward, away from the encroaching wall of sludge, and tugged Leopard along after me. “We’re in a very bad neighborhood, Isabel. Keep your guard up.”

      As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I heard a low, warped growl echo down the tunnel towards us. Leopard clung even tighter to me, too worried now to even complain. Up ahead, the faint light from the baton was still enough to reflect off of a whole bunch of eyes glinting in the darkness. My powers registered an all-too-familiar feeling of corrupted meta-human power, so terrible I would rather be eaten than try and let it into my own body.

      An immense shape emerged from the gloom, vaguely humanoid, like a man crossed with a dinosaur, a dragon, and an impressive special effects budget. It squatted low to bring its enormous maw closer to our level and roared like a freight train.

      Isabel cried out, and I tackled her to the floor of the tunnel, as a jet of unnatural green fire streamed past where we had just stood. Underneath me, Snow Leopard screamed in terror and tried to activate her powers, but only succeeded in freezing both of us into place on the floor. Between the blast-furnace passing by above my back and the sub-zero temperatures slicing into my front, I felt like a frozen dinner in a microwave, even through my uniform’s thermal shielding.

      The monstrous creature kept spraying the searing stream of flame back and forth, the green light casting gyrating shadows over the horde of nightmare creatures that were filling the far end of the tunnel. At this distance, even a blind dragon should have been able to hit two defenseless targets stuck in place. I looked back down the other end of the corridor to see what it was really aiming at. Behind us, the ooze had almost caught up to us, but the jet of flame was baking the whole mess into a crude concrete wall, as well as turning the tunnel into a makeshift sauna. Eventually, the flames stopped, but the wall was still radiating heat like a bonfire.

      I shoved up out of the crackling mud, carefully picking the plasma baton back up and trying not to make any threatening moves with it. I waved sheepishly at the immense reptile thing and his menagerie of horrors. Isabel looked back and forth between me and the twelve-foot tall dinosaur, trying to decide if playing possum might be the best course of action at this point. I couldn’t say that I disagreed with her.

      The creature looked down through the cloud of steam and snuffled loudly, tilting its huge triangular head slowly in apparent recognition. It opened its mouth again, and a voice like the tolling of a funeral bell mixed with a chainsaw growled out.

      “You are … known to us.” He straightened up to his full height, the bony plates on his back scraping against the ceiling as he looked down at us. “You should not have come here, hero. It is not safe in these tunnels.”

      I chuckled and tried to clean myself off again, realizing that I was filthy to begin with and giving up. “Yeah, I’m, uh, definitely getting that feeling.” A murmur of animal growls echoed through the dim tunnel, and I reached down and helped Isabel to her feet. “Snow Leopard, I’d like you to meet Triassic Man. And, uh, his associates.”

      The prehistoric predator leaned back in to sniff at Isabel, tilting his head this way and that, before slowly extending a taloned paw the size of a manhole cover. “You may call me Michael.”

      Isabel blinked at the monster, looked down at the hand that could crush her like a juice box, and finally gave up, swooning and falling into my arms. Triassic Man looked quizzically at me, and I gave him a nervous half-shrug. “Sorry, Michael. Snow Leopard’s, uh, had a rough day.”

      Michael nodded his gigantic head solemnly. “I fear it is about to get even worse.”
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      “So, last time I saw you, Michael, you said you were going to leave the city with your … children. Go somewhere far away from regular people and try to live your lives out in peace. What happened?”

      We trudged along behind the behemoth reptile and his zoo crew, letting them lead the way. Isabel was sticking pretty close to me at this point; she was putting on a brave face, but it was clear this was outside her usual Heroing experience. She’d learn to roll with the punches soon enough, though. It was amazing how fast this sort of thing became just another day in the office as a superhero.

      Triassic Man sighed like a rockslide, looking back over his shoulder at me. “That was our desire, yes. But the passages we had carved that would have led us to freedom collapsed when the Hall of Heroes was destroyed. And now, we struggle against new enemies in the darkness.”

      Leopard cleared her throat and chimed in. “Uh, I’m sorry, are you saying that there are things down here that you’re afraid of?” She gripped my arm a little tighter, staring down at the foot-long spikes on the end of Triassic Man’s immense tail. Neither of us wanted to meet whatever could put this walking tank on edge.

      On our left, the enormous frog creature with tank treads nodded, gurgling something incomprehensible. Michael arrived at an intersection in the warren of tunnels, sniffed, and swung to the right, leading us all up a sloping corridor and translating for the other monster.

      “The Clay Men. They wear the stink of Helix, our creator. They come in packs, they feel no pain. We have already lost two of our family to them.”

      The assorted mutants hung their heads in sorrow, and I was struck, not for the first time, by just how … human these creatures were. They just wanted to be left alone and live their lives without being afraid. And what was more human than that? Well, not having tentacles or tank treads was more human, but that wasn’t their fault.

      I turned to Isabel and tried to fill in the gaps in Michael’s cryptic story. “Doktor Helix was one of Everlast’s mad scientists. Did a lot of gene-splicing and mutation work on … volunteers.” I gestured to the procession ahead of us. “We thought he died when we stopped Everlast months ago.” To be fair, that was wishful thinking. No one had seen hide nor hair of most of Everlast’s lieutenants since we stopped the big boss. “Apparently, he never left town and is breeding some new kind of mutant before releasing them into these underground tunnels.”

      The bat-squid hybrid with metal tentacles squeaked urgently, and Michael shook his head, patting the smaller creature affectionately. “These are not mutants, hero. They are false men, born in the vats of Helix by the score. They come from the deep tunnels, from the docks, where we will not go.” Now I was more confused than ever. What the hell was a ‘false man’? “We feared you were Clay Men, coming to hunt us once more. We are glad that you were not.”

      So was I. Playing hide and seek with Triassic Man in the dark was way above my pay grade.

      Isabel frowned, trying to sort this all out, just like I was. “So, are these clay guys trying to kill you for revenge? You said you escaped this Helix but got trapped down here. But you don’t seem like bad guys, even if you are … a little scary. Why bother with hunting you all down?” She shook her head, confused. “It seems like an awful lot of effort, just for some payback.”

      Triassic Man rolled his immense shoulders in a shrug. “The why is not important to us. They have invaded our home, and so they are our enemies. They kill us, and we kill them.”

      The tunnel finally leveled off and opened onto a small cavern about thirty feet across. The walls here looked a lot more carefully carved than the deeper levels, and there was even a string of those portable construction lights against the far wall. We must have gotten close enough to the surface for them to steal electricity from somewhere.

      Michael led us to the far side of the cavern, the other mutants shuffling out of our way and filing in behind us. Their ‘father’ swung back to face us, his scaled face expressionless. “This is the end of the line, heroes. Farewell.” He gestured to the far wall, which was a featureless slab of stone. The creatures bobbed and gurgled excitedly, and I swallowed hard.

      We had just been led into a dead end.

      Leopard shivered and looked up at me. “Mickey? What’s going on?” If this had all been an elaborate double-cross, I was going to have to act fast. Triassic Man was usually reasonable, but not if he perceived something as a threat to the safety of his misfit tribe.

      I eased forward, holding my baton out like it was a crucifix, and Triassic Man was a gigantic vampire. “Michael, what’s the big idea? Did you drag us all this way just to be lunch?”

      I reached out again with my powers but had to stop as a wave of nausea washed over me. Their mutations were things I could steal, but it would warp me as badly as Helix had twisted them. I’d probably pass out from the pain of sprouting a tail and turning into a monster with a few extra limbs. I might be able to shut them all down, but they’d attack immediately if I tried that, and we were completely surrounded. One of them would get to us, and one would be all it would take.

      “I thought we were all friends here.”

      Michael cocked his head to the side and started laughing, a deep rumbling sound that echoed back and forth across the stone chamber. The rest of the mutants joined in, burbling and howling in amusement. Isabel looked ready to faint again, and I was almost jealous. I wasn’t sure I wanted to be awake right now, either.

      “You misunderstand, Mickey.” Hearing my name come out of that tooth-lined maw was less than reassuring. “This is as far as we can safely travel. You must go alone from this point.” He clamped a mammoth hand onto the stone slab, talons digging into it like it was a block of cream cheese.

      With an immense grunt of effort, he dragged the twenty-ton chunk of granite to one side, the muscles in his upper body swelling and writhing like an anaconda swallowing a crate of watermelons. The block swung slowly into the cavern, showing a collapsed tunnel with a few stray shafts of what looked like sunlight breaking through. The mutants yelped and hissed, easing back towards the tunnel and the safety of the darkness.

      Triassic Man finally released the gargantuan door and sighed, weary with the effort. “These were the tunnels that would have taken my children to safety. I hope they will do the same for you.”

      Isabel and I sagged into each other with relief. I twisted the base of the plasma baton, turning it off and stowing it in my bag. “Oh man, don’t scare people like that, Michael!” He chuckled again, and this time I joined in. I walked past Triassic Man to inspect the rubble, seeing a few spots that two people-shaped folks could probably squeeze through. Luckily, Snow Leopard and I were very motivated and covered in wet mud. “Sorry for getting the wrong idea there. You’re all right, Michael. All of you are.” I held my hand out and gulped as he clamped his paw over it, almost up to my elbow.

      He shook my arm carefully, still chuckling like an overloaded washing machine on spin cycle. “As are you, Mickey. There are pipes a few yards up the tunnel with water. You might want to… use it before you ascend.” He released my arm and held his palm open, showing me the thick layer of mud and grime I had left on his scaly flesh. “You would not want the soft-skins above to think you were monsters like us.”

      Isabel squealed with delight. “You mean like a shower? Oh, thank God. I feel like there’s mud in places I didn’t even know I had.” She walked over and tried to hug Michael, but there was no way she could reach his waist or get her arms around him. Eventually, she settled for wrapping her arms around one of his tree trunk legs and patting it fondly. “Sorry about being so scared when I first saw you, Michael. Deep down, I think you’re a sweet, scaly boy.”

      He leaned down to inspect Isabel again, scraping away the mud on her cheek with a claw the size of a butcher’s knife. “Farewell, Snow Leopard. I thank you for overcoming your fear of me so swiftly.” He moved his head closer and gently licked her bare cheek with his giant tongue. “Now, it is time for you to go.”

      The mutants all started hooting in amusement again, as Isabel blushed bright red under the mud. I took her elbow gently and steered her towards the exit, shrugging apologetically at Triassic Man.

      “Sorry about that. Leopard’s just … a curious cat. We’re just gonna head out while we still can. Thanks again for leading us out.” Leopard walked away as if in a trance, and I coughed and waved to Michael as we stepped into the broken tunnel.

      We were silent as the block was heaved back into place.

      I rolled my eyes and popped out of the rubble into what looked like a destroyed sub-basement. Reaching through the debris, I took Isabel’s hand and helped pull her out into the semi-fresh air.  “Here, this should cheer you up.” I pointed to a broken pipe overhead, spraying water in a fan across the cracked concrete floor. “A nice, cold shower. Just the thing you need right about now.”

      Isabel cheered and ran under the stream of water, mercifully ending the conversation. I sat down heavily on a boulder and peeled my poor hoodie off, throwing it to the floor with a depressing splat. We were never gonna get clean in that sprinkler, but maybe we could pass for human after we rinsed some of this grime off. The boots came off next, and honestly, I was half tempted to just give the poor things a decent burial. Before I could start looking for a shovel, I heard an ecstatic sigh and looked up to see Isabel slowly unzipping her bodysuit, letting the spray of water rinse the mud from her bare skin.

      She glanced in my direction, and our eyes met as she tilted her head to the side and carefully worked the tangles out of her hair. “So, it looks like our little date is almost over. Did you have a good time, Mickey?”

      She made no attempt to cover herself, so I just nodded, watching her turn back and forth under the fountain of water. “Me? I had a great time. Villain battles, natural disasters, secret labyrinths and terrifying monsters? What’s not to like?” I rolled my neck and shoulders, enjoy the long-earned bit of quiet time. “Right now, I’m just waiting for my turn. And enjoying the scenery.” She smiled at that, looking at me over her shoulder and arching her back into the spray. “How bad is that water, anyway? I’m guessing the cold doesn’t really bother you very much.”

      Isabel shrugged, bending down to slowly run her hands down her legs, one at a time. She wasn't particularly efficient at cleaning herself, but that was rapidly becoming a secondary issue for her. And for me, too. “It’s a little chilly, yeah, but it feels like heaven, Mickey. You need to come over here and feel for yourself.” She pointed at me and waved me closer.

      I didn’t need to be told twice. I stood up and unbuckled my belt, peeling my pants off and walking over in the layer of skin-tight body armor I wore under the hoodie and jeans. “Don’t you go telling people that I wear spandex, I have a reputation to maintain.” I ducked my head into the water, yelping as the cold water hit me, but too happy to be getting this ooze off of me to stop. I froze in place as I felt Leopard’s hands on the hem of my shirt, pulling it up and over my head.

      “I can’t tell anyone you wear it if you take it off, now can I, Mickey?” I chuckled and shook my head as she tossed the shirt to the ground alongside her own clothes. “Now for the rest of it, or we’re never going to get you cleaned up. We’ll need to be extra thorough, for the sake of your … reputation, right?” Her fingers traced along the waist of the pants, tugging gently.

      I nodded, letting my head tilt back into the cool water, and sighing as I scrubbed the mud out of my hair. “That sounds like a very good plan. Reputations are very important, after all.” I stepped out of the bottoms as she peeled them off me, then slowly lifted her hands back up to slide a strand of wet hair out of her face.

      She giggled and bit her lip, staring into my face. “Remember what you said before, Mickey? About waiting till we escaped those awful tunnels?” I nodded. “Well … we’re not trapped anymore, now are we?”

      I leaned in and took her chin in my hand, feeling her tremble from more than the chill in the water. “No, I guess we aren’t. And your skin is incredible.”

      We ended up having to take two showers by the time we were finished.
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      After wandering up and out of the half-lit maze of broken-down basements and collapsed foundations, Isabel and I finally made it back to the surface, coming up into the remains of the Hall of Heroes. I’d never actually been inside of it when it was intact, and wandering through the silent ruins made me feel like I was walking over someone’s grave. Which, of course, I was. Almost half of the city’s biggest heroes were here when Everlast turned the Hall into the mausoleum it was today.

      Isabel was subdued during most of our journey, looking around at the destruction with wide eyes. “I still can’t believe this happened. I mean, one flash of light, and …” She snapped her fingers and shivered. “We lost so much.”

      I nodded and put my arm around her shoulder, the damp of our half-dry uniforms making the place seem even colder. “It actually could have been a lot worse, you know. I’m just glad that the rest of the capes who survived pulled together and took Everlast down for keeps.” I’d been the one to drop the murderous bastard personally, but this didn’t seem like the time or place to brag. “Come on, I can hear traffic further on ahead. Let’s get back to the land of the living, okay?”

      Isabel nodded eagerly as we navigated through the tarps and heavy equipment that the city workers were still using to clean this disaster area up with. I cursed under my breath. If they were all gone for the day, it was after five by now. I stared up the sky, trying to guess just how late it really was. We must have been in those tunnels a lot longer than I’d thought. Time flies when you’re having fun, I suppose.

      We made it to open ground and clambered over the fence around the demolition zone. “Welcome back to civilization, Leopard. Ain’t it grand?” I gestured at the swarm of cars and pedestrians walking past the graveyard behind us like it was just another tourist attraction. “Looks like we didn’t even miss rush hour, either.”

      A couple of police officers saw us coming out of the restricted area, but we flashed our Hero IDs, and they lost interest. Masks came down here a lot these days to pay their respects.

      Isabel gave me another soggy hug and kissed my cheek. “Thank you for everything, Mickey.” She giggled and ran her hands through her still-tangled hair. “That was a lot of fun, but I think I need a real shower, with more soap and less … distractions.” She grinned and gave me a wink. “Not that I’m complaining, of course.”

      I had to chuckle at that. “No complaints here, either. Although I think maybe next time I could do without the dozen near-death experiences along the way.” I adjusted the strap on my battered bag and started to scan the street for a free taxi. “Listen, I know this is going to sound awful, but I really have to go. I’ve been running late all day.”

      Leopard just grinned and swatted me on the ass again. “I understand. Did you think I was going to be mad because you have your own life? I thought that was how you liked it.” I chuckled as she planted a fresh kiss on me, this time on the lips. “You’re amazing, Blue Badger. I hope we get to … team up again sometime soon.” She turned and headed down the street, pausing once to give me a wave before she disappeared around the corner.

      Finding an off-duty taxi was an adventure all by itself at this time of afternoon, but I eventually scored one and collapsed into the backseat, too tired to do much besides mutter my destination. I had almost been crushed, stomped, pulverized, and buried alive. I felt like I had earned a rest.

      My nap was interrupted by a vibration on my utility belt, forcing me to fight with one of the sealed compartments and freeing my poor cell phone. Amazingly, almost none of the muck and water I’d been through today had gotten into the belt’s pouches. I thumbed at the screen and answered without looking at the caller ID. “I really hope this is important, whoever the hell you are.” I let my head fall back against the seat, staring at the roof of the cab with half-focused eyes.

      King Justice chuckled softly over the phone. “It is good to know that you are still alive, my friend. Snow Leopard just informed me of your adventure, but it is never wise to take her tales at face value.” He paused, voice a bit quieter in my ear. “I wished to thank you for saving my life earlier today. I am in your debt, Badger.”

      I shrugged wearily. “Don’t mention it, man. Us heroes gotta look out for each other, right?”

      If there was one thing that your average cape hated more than being upstaged, it was being left to fend for themselves when things got nasty. Ditching another hero was pretty much the ultimate display of bad form, which was one of the main complaints our little squad had with the hands-off approach so many of the old-school heroes were taking these days.

      King seemed to be thinking the same thing. “Indeed, we do. With the Hall of Heroes destroyed and the city short on cooperation, we need to find every willing Hero to add to our roster. You’ve had a chance to work closely with Snow Leopard now. Do you think she would be willing to work with us?”

      I nodded, then realized he couldn’t see that over the phone. “Oh, she’s definitely a keeper. She’s still a bit inexperienced behind the mask, I think. A few morning workshops and she’ll be a great asset to the team.” The taxi drove past the site of the Tektonik attack, and I stared out at the destruction that had been left in its wake. “The villains are getting more extreme every day, and now they’re accusing us of doing the same. Any idea what Tektonik was talking about with those other villains getting jumped?”

      King was sighed, voice both concerned and frustrated. “Not the first clue. None of those criminals has been spotted lately, much less fought with any of our own group. Shall I ask my neighborhood contacts, see if we’ve missed something?”

      I sighed, turning away from the barricades surrounding the immense sinkhole in the middle of the city. “Probably a good idea. We can’t let this grudge match keep escalating, especially if we’re not even the ones responsible for it.” I moved to hang up, then reconsidered. “That reminds me, have you heard about any strange activity by the waterfront lately? Something very weird seems to be happening down that way. It could be a good place to start looking for answers.”

      If Michael and his tunnel mutants were getting picked off by these ‘clay men’, I wasn’t sure the surface dwellers were going to do much better. Even if they were super-villains.

      King let out a frustrated breath. “I am not certain. The waterfront has seemed quiet since the fall of Everlast, but …” He thought about that for a few moments and then sighed. “A few lower-level street heroes have gone inactive over the last few weeks. Most of them patrolled in that area. I assumed they became disillusioned and retired, but there may be more to it than that. Let me do ask the Inky Avenger and do some checking.”

      “Thanks, King. If Isabel told you what we found down there, then you know we don’t want anything lurking in those tunnels popping up unexpectedly.” I glanced out the window and started recognizing a few of the buildings, telling me I was getting close to my destination. “Right now, though, I gotta let you go. Gimme a call if anything comes up, and I’ll see if I can get some more people who’d be willing to find us a few more capes to boost our membership. It’ll take more than just the two of us to tackle both of these problems.”

      King grunted in agreement. “So be it. Until next time, Badger. May you stay safe, and always walk the path of Justice.”

      I slid my Hero Account Card up to the taxi driver as he pulled up to Chao’s Dry Cleaning and Tailor’s, grateful that most people would accept it instead of bags of cash. I felt like a bag man for the mob with this cash on me. Of course, Chao was not ‘most people’. But underneath all his … eccentricities, he might be the best super-suit designer we had in town. He made me the outfit I was wearing, and after all that I’d been through today, it didn’t need anything but a good cleaning.

      Of course, it never hurt to upgrade now and then.
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      Chao’s shop hadn’t changed a bit since I’d first started coming here years ago. Back then I wasn’t buying super-gear. I’d been more than happy to keep a low profile. Even as a superhero, I preferred a casual look over the spangles and capes other crimefighters went in for. I liked things simple and tough, and that was Chao’s specialty.

      The counter was manned by one of his grandchildren, a girl about eight years old who beamed at me when I came through the door. She dashed into the back, shouting in Mandarin for Chao himself. I chuckled and shook my head as the old tailor shuffled into view behind the pick-up counter.

      “You know there are laws about child labor in this town, Chao. You could get into a lot of trouble, putting Yu Yan to work.”

      Chao scoffed and waved a liver-spotted hand dismissively. “Tch, you come here late and threaten me? Being big hero has gone to your head, Mickey.” He chuckled and waved to the little girl, who was peeking around the wall of the fitting room with wide eyes. “Yu Yan not working, she was letting me nap. I was tired of waiting for slow people who cannot read watch.” He narrowed his eyes over his bifocals, losing all traces of his already dubious sense of humor. “What have you done to uniform? Is filthy.”

      I shrugged, brushing at the hoodie, which was now a muddy non-color after my trip through the bowels of the city. “Eh, hero stuff, you know how it goes, right?” The slow blink Chao gave me suggested he absolutely did not know how it goes. I cleared my throat and tried a smile. “Hey, I know you can get it clean, Mr. Chao. You’re the best.” Another blank stare was his only reply. “Anyways, I’m sorry I’m late, okay? But I’m here now, so let’s see what you put together for me. This the first time I’ve gotten to see any of these Smart fabrics up close.”

      Chao nodded wearily. “Oh yes, make me wait, then expect me to run for you.” He yawned theatrically, making Yu Yan giggle, and headed for the fitting room, chiding the little girl and shooing her out of the room with a stream of good-natured Chinese. “Come, Mickey, have everything all ready for you.”

      I ruffled Yu Yan’s hair as she streaked by me and followed Chao eagerly. Several photos of other superheroes were pinned up around the wood-paneled room, alongside catalog-like descriptions of the features of the next-gen fabrics Chao made the suit with. I noticed someone was conspicuously absent from the photo gallery.

      “Hey, how come you don’t have any pictures of me in here, Chao? I’m the one who put you on the map for all this Smart Suit stuff.”

      The little tailor sighed and opened a folding wood door in the wall, lifting out what looked like a huge grey bedsheet and shaking it vigorously. “No pictures because no Smart Suit. But I tell all customers about you.” I raised my eyebrows in surprise, and he continued with a hint of a smirk on his lined face. “Customer ask, ‘What is Blue Badger really like’? And I always say, ‘Is just like his suit. Not Smart’.” He had a good laugh at that while I rolled my eyes. “You wear this suit, you get picture on wall. Maybe.”

      I stared at the shapeless mess of fabric dubiously. “I’m not sure I want a picture of me in this. What the hell is this supposed to be? A Badger-Bag? A parachute? It’s not even blue, Chao. I have a brand to maintain, you know.” Dear God, I was starting to sound like Scout.

      “Like I say, not smart.” Chao clucked disapprovingly and ran the cloth between his hands, lifting it closer for me to examine the dull grey material. “Is base layer, like compression shirt you wear now. Conforms to programmed shape.” The tailor pressed a small spot in the middle of the sheet, which rustled and collapsed down into a sleek one-piece body glove that looked like a lightweight wetsuit. “Your measurements already programmed in. Do not get too fat, or I must change settings.” He looked at me gravely. “You eat too many donuts.”

      I flushed and patted my abs. “I’m in amazing shape, what are you talking about?” He just glared at me, and I gave up. “Okay, that’s pretty slick, I have to admit. How’s the protection on this one? The old two-piece I’ve got has been doing great so far.”

      A female voice from the doorway chimed in, and she didn’t sound like an eight-year-old girl. “The undersuit uses quantum layering, so the more it compresses, the tighter the nano-filaments wind, and the more durable the suit becomes. Making it this size is what’s giving you so much extra protection, Blue Badger.”

      I spun around to see a familiar redhead grinning at me from behind a clipboard. “Violet? Hey, it’s so good to see you!” I had barely seen the steely young woman since Sarah and I crashed her rich uncle’s party working the Everlast case. I ran over and hugged her, much to the annoyance of Chao. “Hey, are you working here? That’s great, I told you your powers would come in handy someday!”

      Chao growled and elbowed his way past me, standing protectively in front of the girl like a very small, angry papa bear. “Violet works here because she is good, not because of powers.” She blushed through her freckles as Chao patted her arm. “Excellent designer, help me find new ways to use Smart fabrics.” A man’s voice called out for service from the pick-up counter, and Chao sighed. “Violet will show you rest of suit, I need to deal with customers.” He slipped past Vi and started chatting up the new arrival, in his best cheerful old shopkeep voice.

      Violet stepped past me, looking very professional in a twill suit with a knee-length skirt and sensible shoes. She picked up the bodysuit by the ends of the sleeves, turning it back and forth. “I heard your comment about the color, Mickey. You really needn’t have worried.”

      The suit shimmered briefly, as a swarm of tiny hexagons in the weave flipped over to reveal a sleek black color. They flipped again, this time to my signature blue, and then to a combination of both, with my badger logo in gold and white emblazoned across the chest.

      “You see? The grey is just the default for this material. I know you need to look your best on the job, Mickey.” She ran her slim fingers lovingly across the logo on the new uniform, smiling softly.

      I grinned back, nodding. “It’s nice to work with someone who can appreciate my obligations to the cameras. Is that you, changing the patterns on the suit? Or is it doing that itself somehow?”

      Violet’s meta-human abilities let her manipulate woven materials, making her a natural at textile work. It wasn’t so hot for crime-fighting, but not every hero wears a cape. Some of them insist that we stop, as a matter of fact. Chao and Vi working together were going to up the fashion game of a whole lot of heroes in town and keep them a whole lot safer too.

      Vi giggled and set the suit down. “Not me this time. Well, not directly, at least. My powers help me find all sorts of new ways to use these materials, although it can take a bit of time to program them right. But you’re worth the effort.” She ran her fingers over the chest of the jumpsuit, the colors and patterns rippling through a dozen different preset configurations. “Funny you mentioned parachutes, this was one of the very first Smart fabrics. They still use it to skin the media blimps all over town.”

      That must be why those blimp pilots always headed straight for danger, the things were a lot less fragile than they looked. “The color cells in the fabric are normally used for advertisements and image projection on the blimps, which means we can adapt this kind of base layer for all of our customers eventually regardless of their signature colors. For now, I told Edward that we should use you as a guinea pig.”

      She gave me a sly smile. “I know you play hard, so we’ll find out just how much punishment it can really take. You seem to have a knack for getting in over your head and somehow coming out on top.”

      I looked down at my battered gear and chuckled. “That’s one way of putting it. Wait a minute. ‘Edward’? Chao has a first name?” I stared back through the door towards the lobby, looking for the little tailor. “Three years I’ve known him, and he never mentioned that.”

      Violet just grinned at me, shaking out the dull grey hoodie that was in the garment bag. “He’s a very private man, Mickey. He doesn’t like mixing his personal life with his business. And you know how seriously he takes this job.” That much was certainly true. Chao was a perfectionist and a workaholic on the level of a tortured artist, only he preferred sharing his pain very vocally with clients.

      “I also know how much you like looking like a regular guy, so Edward and I came up with something a little special for the top layer of the uniform. Take a look.” The zip-up hoodie seemed to ripple and change styles, flowing from college-style letterman jacket, to a leather bomber jacket, and then to a denim coat with the hood still hanging out of the collar. “All of the base shapes can be adjusted to simulate different fabric and color options. This is one of my favorite ones.”

      I watched as the jacket morphed into a deep navy-blue and white jacket, with the local baseball team’s logo on it. I picked it up with two fingers, grimacing. “A Metro Metas jacket? Really? I’d draw more attention in this thing than I would wearing a tutu. The Metas suck.” What our professional sports teams lacked in superpowers, they made up for with good intentions, at least. “People might be suspicious of someone being a fan of those bums.”

      Vi shook her head and pouted. “Ed was right, you have no appreciation for quality workmanship, Mickey. Don’t worry, you can set it to something else.” She threw the pants on top of the underlayer and set a fresh pair of work boots on them. “The pants work the same way and so do the new boots. Theoretically, this is the last outfit you’ll ever need to buy, although I recommend that you take it off every now and then, just for fun.” I laughed as she winked and fished a final piece out and added it to the pile.

      “The belt here is on the house. It’s got backup power cells for the suit in it, and this” - she pulled her thick gold bracelet off and pressed a dimple on it, turning into what looked like a cheap sports watch - “is the controller for all the different settings. I had to special-order actual nanites to put this outfit together, and the Hero Commission interrogated me for days as to why. But it’s my way of being close to you, while you’re out there saving the day.” Vi blinked her bright green eyes at me and smiled, blushing faintly.

      “It’s very comforting to know that you’re covering my ass literally. Don’t worry, I’ll be sure to make it up to you, Vi.” I leaned in and kissed her cheek, smiling as the flush on her cheeks deepened. “This is one hell of an upgrade, even without anti-gravity boots or hidden strength enhancers.”

      A lot of non-meta heroes with deep pockets went in for all kinds of physical augmentations in their Smart Suits. Some of them even had fighting skills programmed in, but I preferred to beat villains without having to second-guess my own underwear every time I tried to throw a punch.

      “It’s perfect. Bag me back up, and I’ll make sure you’re working if I need any alterations done on this. Your pal Edward always busts my chops for being a ‘fat American’.” He’d probably call me overweight if I were a broomstick in a blue hoodie.

      Vi nodded, laughing, and I headed back to the pickup counter to finally dump this sack of cash.

      A guy in a purple alligator-skin suit and black turtleneck pushed off the counter and regarded me with open contempt. “Oh, look. It’s the Blue Badger, the ‘Savior of the City’. Truly, this is a moment I will treasure forever.” He rolled his dark eyes, pantomiming an exaggerated yawn. “The takeout place is across the street, by the way.” He pointed out of the front door with a smirk.

      I shook my head and ignored the goateed jerk, setting my bag on the counter before facing my fellow customer. “Miraculous Man, it’s a pleasure to see you and not have to pay for tickets. How’s showbiz treating you? Better than heroing, I’m guessing.” I looked at him and gave him a bright smile. “Unless your playing cards are punching you through buildings too.”

      The ex-superhero sneered at me. “Behemoth Man sucker-punched me, everybody knows that.” He sniffled and tilted his head, giving me a look usually reserved for something scuttling underneath a refrigerator. “As much as I hate to do this, I suppose I should thank you. I retired before I could get my payback on that meathead, but he got his comeuppance in the end, thanks to you.”

      I rolled my eyes, sighing loudly. “Don’t think I took down Behemoth Man for your sake, please. He was just getting too big for his britches.” I leaned in close to whisper in his ear. “Just between us, I hate heroes with big egos.” I play-punched him in the shoulder, grinning.

      The super-magician plucked a handkerchief from his sleeve, wiping at his jacket. “Don’t touch what you can’t afford, Badger.” He looked me up and down, frowning. “You’re absolutely filthy, you know. That’s one part of the job I know I won’t miss. Or is that just … how you normally look? Badgers live in the dirt, don’t they?”

      Vi came out of the fitting room, setting my garment bag on the counter and going in back to check on Mr. Chao. I suspected she didn’t really want to spend any more time with this lizard than I did.

      I chuckled, running my hand through my snarled hair. “Actually, this is how I usually look, Mitchell. I still save lives for a living.” When Miraculous Man gave up his cape, he became a big-time entertainer, using his meta-human abilities to perform impossible stunts and illusions. He was making ten times what I was easy, selling out arenas all over the country with his ‘real magic’ shtick.

      But to me, all that made him was a sell-out, some guy who didn’t stand up to help people when he had the power to do so. I wouldn’t want to be him for all the money in the world..

      Miraculous Mitch ignored my comment, turning to greet Chao as he returned from the back room, carrying a black bag. “Ah, there it is! Come to papa, you beautiful thing, you.” He reached across the counter and snagged the hook on top of the bag, holding it up almost triumphantly. “It’s been too long since I put the old green-and-gold on.”

      I coughed in surprise. “Wait, is that your uniform? You’re not coming out of retirement, are you?” We were hard up for heroes in town, but I didn’t think we were that desperate. “Or are you going to do the best trick of your career, and finally make that thing disappear?”

      Mitch glared at me, lowering the bag. “I’m not doing either, Badger. The Mayor asked me to be the Master of Ceremonies at the All-Hero Invitational, and it wouldn’t be right if I weren’t in uniform.” He patted the black bag fondly. “And now that my dear friend Mr. Chang has finally joined the twenty-first century, I decided to spring for some next-gen upgrades to this baby.” I risked a glance at Chao, who was quietly fuming at Miraculous Mouth.

      I turned back to Mitch. “His name is Chao, you know.” The ex-hero shrugged, uninterested in such little details. “I don’t get it. Why update your suit? You’re not—” I froze. “Oh, God. You’re competing, too, aren’t you?”

      He pulled a black credit card from his jacket pocket and passed it to Chao, who took it silently. “You never can tell. I did get re-certified earlier today, just in case. It’d be quite the surprise if I decided to make an appearance in the Tournament though, don’t you think?” He took his card back and tucked it away. “I guess you’ll just have to wait and see, won’t you?” He spun on his alligator shoe and strolled out the door, turning into a flock of white doves on the street and vanishing.

      Chao cursed under his breath in Mandarin as Vi patted his shoulder. “Why are all customers so terrible? Work hard, charge a fair price, and always they are rude, or try and burn store down, or are late.” Chao glared at me before punching a few keys on his cash register. “Or all three.” He looked down at the register through his bifocals. “That will be one-hundred twenty thousand dollars in cash, Mickey.”

      I patted the wrecked leather bag on the counter. “All right there, count it up yourself.” I paused, looking from the bad to the exit and back again. “Hey, wait a minute. Mitchell just paid with credit. When did you get a card reader?” This place had been cash-only for as long as I could remember.

      “I see your credit score, Mickey. You pay cash.” Chao unzipped the bag, dumping the stacks of bills onto the counter, along with about two gallons of runny black mud. “Ai-yah! Look at this mess! You are worst customer I have, Mickey!”

      I snatched both of my bags before the ooze got to them, backing towards the door. “It’s all there, trust me, Chao.” Vi stopped him from leaping over the counter at me, and I fled out into the night. “You, uh, can keep the change.”

      Something told me I might get to pay with credit next time, if only for the sake of Chao’s blood pressure.
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      I climbed out of the cab, taking a deep breath of the early evening air and trying to shake off the stress of a very busy day. I watched the cab pull away from the curb, and trudged across the cracked sidewalk, activating the chain-link gate in front of my ‘apartment’.

      This was another point that Scout and I had argued about, but in the end, I won this battle against his media obsession. When the penthouse I’d been sharing with Sarah was vaporized, I turned to my PR agency’s real estate division for new lodgings. They showed me stacks and stacks of fancy chrome-and-glass condos, but as gorgeous as they were, they really weren’t me. I did some looking around on my own and found a perfect ‘badger’s den’: a long, low brick building at the north end of the city that used to be a brewery.

      From the outside, it looked like an abandoned building, row upon row of high, glass-brick windows and chipped century-old faded brick. Huge bay doors of heavy steel ran down one side of the structure, tailor-made to accept my soon-to-be-delivered Badgermobile with ease. Hell, if I ever got a jet of my own, I could probably park it indoors. The inside had been refurbished, but with more wrought iron and darkly polished wood, with a couple of the original boilers and nests of pipes still intact. I kept the theme going, filling up the factory floor with tables and benches made from heavy timbers, welded steel, and used barrels.

      It was fifteen thousand square feet of glorious man-cave, and it was all mine.

      I crossed the old employee parking lot, fishing my Hero ID out of my wallet and swiping it over the reader installed next to the heavy steel doors. The locks disengaged, and I headed inside, feeling the tension ease out of me slightly. I swiped the series of switches for the lights mounted in the ceiling twenty feet overhead, but the apartment stayed stubbornly dark.

      In fact, it was almost pitch-black, far darker than the early evening darkness outside. Worse still, I could feel the hint of meta-human power close by, much closer than I wanted in the dark. I carefully slipped my hand into the open leather bag, digging through the cold mud to wrap my fingers around the plasma baton. I just hoped it would still work.

      Before I could activate the baton and start swinging wildly, the darkness evaporated and left me blinking in confusion as a half-dozen shapes converged on me.

      “Happy birthday, Mickey!”

      I sagged with relief, wiping my mud-covered hand on my thigh as Audrey ran up and lifted me off my feet in a viselike hug. “Don’t scare me like that, you clowns! I was ready to throw down on all of you!” I leaned in and gently kissed Audrey’s forehead. “Could you put me down, honey?”

      She blushed and carefully set me back down, grinning. “Sorry, I know you didn’t want us all to make a big fuss, so I just got a few good friends together to help you celebrate.”

      She gestured back at the rest of the group, who waved and had another round of laughs and cheers as I rolled my eyes. Besides Audrey, Angela was here too; she must have been the one putting up that cloak of darkness. Sarah had come with her current boyfriend Chet, and Vic was grinning at my irritation like this was all his idea in the first place. I should have known.

      I shook my head and started headed for the bathroom, holding up my hands in mock surrender. “All right, you guys win. Let me go clean up, then I can join the party, okay?”

      I sighed and headed past a row of antique burnished copper beer vats, following the pipes down the hall to the original locker room. Half of the room was now a huge eight-head shower setup done in frosted glass and gleaming black tile, and I threw my garment bag on a wooden bench and stepped into the shower, cranking the old valves set in the marble to get the spray high enough to blast the mud out of every crevice. Having ‘pressure washer’ as a shower setting was just one of the perks of industrial plumbing. The ten-person Jacuzzi I built out of one of the fermentation vats was another.

      Eventually, I got the jets of steaming-hot water to run clean, and snagged a towel, drying off and putting on the new outfit, taking a second to fiddle with the settings on the watch to make it look like a casual hoodie and jacket combo. I finally dragged a comb through my hair and headed back out to find everyone up on the kitchen level, leaning on the railings that surrounded the platform and chatting.

      I looked up at all of them and frowned. “How’d you even get in here? That security system was supposed to keep the riff-raff out.”

      Sarah folded her arms on the rail and grinned down at me as I started up the metal steps to the kitchen. “It was a team effort, of course.” She brushed her honey-blonde hair off her shoulders as she greeted me with a hug. “I helped install your precious security system, remember?” It figured. Sarah had never met an alarm she wouldn’t bypass, just on general principle. “But I had help with some of the other stuff.”

      Audrey waved at me from the sink. “Being able to fly is surprisingly helpful when you wanna break into a friend’s place. Most people don’t consider burglars that can come in through the skylights.” I shook my head, chuckling, but also grateful. No alarm could keep Invulnerable Girl out if she really wanted in. I was lucky Audrey hadn’t just punched straight through the brick walls. A whole lot of villains in town had been ‘lucky’ enough to have her invite herself in exactly like that.

      A small, quiet voice chimed in behind me, making me half-jump in surprise. “And I made sure you didn’t see us or use your powers to find out we were hiding.” I spun around to look into Angela’s wide brown eyes peeking out from behind her dark bangs. “I hope we didn’t scare you too badly, Mickey. You looked awfully, um, surprised when I dropped my shadow cloak.” Sarah and Audrey were trying not to laugh at Angela’s concern for my blood pressure.

      I reached out, deactivating the pale girl’s powers and stroking her cheek. Touching The Countess’ skin was not recommended when her powers were active, at least not if you had any plans that required being conscious.

      “I think I’ll live, Angie.” She blushed and nuzzled into my hand, smiling happily. “You guys really didn’t need to go through all this, you know. It’s not like I’d ever tell you ‘no’ if any of you asked to come over.”

      Vic pushed off the counter and stalked over, a look of doubt stamped onto his lined face. “Don’t you bullshit all these nice folks, kid. I’ve been trying to see the inside of this place for almost a month.” I coughed and looked away, slightly guilty. He punched me on the shoulder and grinned. “It’s okay, I know you’ve been bustin’ your ass these last few weeks. That’s why we’re all here, to try and help you relax.”

      I looked dubiously at my foster father, eyebrow raised. “How do you plan on doing that, Pops? You got a time machine or something, so I can catch a few minutes of peace?” Vic laughed hard at that one. He couldn’t even work a smartphone, so I doubt there was much chance of him having any advanced tech up his sleeve. “I’m not even trying to go look for trouble anymore, it seems like it’s looking for me nowadays.”

      Vic waved the last member of the party over and clapped him on his broad back. “Chet and I brought the beer, that’s how.”

      Now I was paying attention. I looked around and noticed all of the girls were drinking cocktails, though. Hell, even Vic didn’t have a bottle in his hand. “Okay, old man. I give up. Where’s this hypothetical booze you say you brought to this party?”

      Chet gave a broad grin and thumped one of the fifteen-foot copper tanks alongside the platform with a closed fist. There was a dull thud, and the vibration made a few droplets of condensation trickle down the sides of the tank. “We filled tank No. 3 for you. Think that’ll hold you for a while?”

      I laughed and nodded solemnly. “I think that just might hold me till Labor Day, thanks.” Chet gave me a fist bump and gathered some mugs and turned back to the taps, handing me the first draft. I took a long swig and set the pint on the counter. “So, how are you enjoying being the old man’s punching bag, Chet?”

      Vic rolled his eyes and clapped the gentle giant on the shoulder. “You watch your mouth, kid. Chet doesn’t need to steal my super-strength to hold his own in the ring against me, unlike some punks I know. Plus, he actually listens when I give him advice.” Chet used to be one of Behemoth Man’s super-stooges when I first met him, but he turned out to be a lot more heroic than his boss was. Having Vic show him the ropes was a lot better for him than that muscle-bound egotist.

      Chet flushed as he handed a beer to his new boss. “It’s actually great. Bruiser- I mean, Vic- he’s been really helping me control my strength and knows more about fighting than I’m ever gonna learn. With his help, I’ll be out on the street with the rest of you in no time.” Chet had been trying for months to get himself licensed by the Hero Commission, but once again, I got the feeling they were playing favorites for some reason. It was like they didn’t want honest heroes helping people these days, especially considering they re-certified that glory hound, Miraculous Man.

      Sarah saw the expression on my face and chimed in. “Chet’s got every prerequisite we can think of to get his license. It’s actually not as tough as they’re making it out to be. I’m pretty sure it has something to do with who this big lug is associating with more than anything else.”

      I scrubbed my hand over my face and sighed. “Yeah, I was afraid it was something like that. You were better off hanging out with the super-frat-boy club, Chet. I haven’t really been on the good side of the Commission since I got my license.” I clenched my jaw in frustration. Sometimes it was easy to forget that what we did was a job, and that meant you occasionally had blockheaded bosses.

      Angela came over and gently put her arm around mine. “Mickey, you’re getting too worked up about all this. This is supposed to be a party, remember?” I sighed and nodded as Angie extended a thin hand to the rest of the Men’s Club. “Come on, let’s at least have some food and let Mickey open his gifts before we all end up talking about work.”

      Vic and Chet nodded in agreement, and we all sat down around the battered oak table. Sarah and Vic had gotten me a ridiculous cake from some novelty bakery, in the shape of my badger logo. After a few minutes of small talk and a very off-key rendition of ‘Happy Birthday’, I blew out the candles and sliced into the cake, glaring suspiciously at the electric blue jelly oozing out from between the layers.

      I eyed Vic warily. “Don’t tell me this is Badger-Berry filling, please.” He broke into uncontrollable laughter, and eventually, I had no choice but to join in. “I should’ve known, damn it all. Well played, Pops.”

      The damn stuff was so sweet that the icing tasted like wallpaper paste in comparison. I was practically vibrating from a sugar high after the first slice, and we decided it might be time for gifts before we all needed to head to the dentist’s office.

      Audrey floated away from the table, plucking a small metal box from the rafters overhead and passing it down to me with a grin. “I didn’t really know how to wrap it, so I just threw it in this. They don’t exactly do gift-wrapping at Team Quantum.” She blushed and sat back down. “I hope you like it, I wanted you to have something nobody else has.”

      If the best R&D lab in the country had designed the gadget in here, Audrey could have thrown it in a garbage bag, and I’d have been happy. I flipped the latches open eagerly and lifted the lid, staring down at a pair of sleek wraparound sunglasses with blue and gold frames sitting on a layer of foam padding. I lifted them out, turning them over in my hands.

      Audrey leaned forward over the table as I slipped them on and pressed a small stud on the side of the frames. The dark shading vanished in a wave of amber light, and a digital overlay sprang into my field of vision.

      “I had the techs work these up especially for you. Night and thermal vision, facial recognition, and even access to the Hero Database. I figured that all those holographic displays everyone else runs around with might spoil the whole ‘hero incognito’ theme you like so much.” She brushed her pale blonde hair out of her face and smiled as the glasses informed me that I was looking at Invulnerable Girl and gave me a brief rundown of her abilities. “There’s also a communication system built into them that works like your old earpiece. And, of course, they’re bulletproof. We wouldn’t want anything to spoil those rugged good looks.”

      I chuckled and nodded. “You got that right. This face is a national treasure.” Sarah snorted and rolled her eyes, and Vic just shook his head. “It’s okay, I know that you’re all just jealous of my movie-star charm. Thank you so much, Audrey, these are the perfect thing to finish off my equipment upgrade.” Well, short of a set of wheels, but Scout said that was coming soon enough.

      Angela shyly held up a small black velvet box, and everyone fell silent, watching as she placed in front of me with trembling hands. “I-I didn’t get you anything exactly practical, Mickey. I’m sorry. I just thought you might like something with some sentimental value.”

      I lifted the small box carefully, silently wondering if Angie was trying to propose or something. She wasn’t the best at understanding us mere mortals sometimes. I lifted the hinged top and gasped involuntarily, because it was a ring, just not an engagement one. It looked like a cross between a mood ring and an old-fashioned class ring, warm gold with etched letters in black, surrounding a domed black stone. I lifted it out, surprised at the weight of the thing. I heard the thunk of a beer glass hitting the table to my right, and saw Vic staring at the ring with a mix of awe and actual fear.

      He looked from Angie to the gold band and back a few times, trying to form words. “Is … is that the Champion’s ring?” He ran a calloused hand over his grey brush-cut, whistling under his breath. “Holy shit. I only get socks on my birthday, I need friends like her.” Angie blushed deeply, tilting her head to hide behind her bangs.

      I peered at the letters circling the dark stone, carefully reading the inscription. “Multis E Gentibus Vires.” I frowned and looked around the table. “That’s Latin, right? What’s it mean?”

      “It means, ‘From many people, strength’.” We all turned to look at Chet in surprise. “No, I don’t speak Latin. I just know that motto, the Champion was my idol as a little kid. That really is his ring, isn’t it?” Angela nodded silently. “They say that The Champion drew his power from the citizens, focusing it to protect them and the city as a whole.”

      Angie’s eyes were locked onto the ring, her voice a near-whisper. “I was given that ring almost forty years ago when the Champion disappeared. He was the first Hero, before the earliest meta-humans. I even got to fight alongside him once. He was unstoppable. And then … he was gone.” She sighed, looking at the ring wistfully. “I wish I knew what happened to him, but I guess it doesn’t matter anymore. I just thought that … well, Mickey is the city’s champion now, so I thought he should have it.”

      I smiled at her and slid it onto my finger, noticing the faintest glimmer in the center of the black jewel as I turned it back and forth in the light. “It’s wonderful, Angie. I’ll do my best to live up to its history.” Angie grinned, nodding happily.

      Sarah quietly pushed her chair back and headed down the stairs, looking a bit upset. “Hey, you okay, Sarah?” I turned and craned my neck to see where she was wandering off to.

      She called back from somewhere out of sight. “I’m fine, I just think I’ve been getting completely upstaged by your new girlfriends.” I chuckled at that, watching her clamber back up the stairs with what looked like pieces of battered black luggage. “But that’s okay, I know you better than they do. Happy birthday, you bum.” She grinned and held up the boxes, and I shot out of my seat, finally realizing that she was carrying a guitar case and amplifier.

      I ran over, lifting her up in a bear hug as she shouted at me to put her down. “Hot damn, did you really get me a new bass?”

      She smiled as I carried the case to the counter and cracked it open. “No, I got you an old one. You might remember it, actually.” I lifted the bass guitar out of the case, admiring the deep blue starburst on the body. It was gorgeous, but I never had one this nice before. Sarah came over and took it from me, flipping it over with a chuckle. “Does this refresh your memory at all?”

      I stared at the back and felt my jaw drop. Carved into the wood in clumsy letters was my name, in eleven-year-old me’s dreadful handwriting.

      Chet came up behind me and laughed at my reaction. “Sarah told me she spent a week digging through the rubble of your old apartment to find the pieces of the thing and spent a month getting it put back together. She knew how much you loved it.” He leaned in closer to whisper in my ear. “She said it was just about the last thing you had from when you were a kid.”

      I nodded, too emotional to risk speaking. Sarah handed it back to me, crossing her arms and grinning. “I figured it was safe to get it working again, now that I won’t have to listen to you practice.” She ran her hand along the countertop and looked around at the huge interior of the brewery. “You needed something around here to remind you of home.”

      Vic shook his head and chuckled. “You two are givin’ me more cavities than the cake, knock it off already.” He finished his beer and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Don’t ask me for another present, I paid for enough beer for you to go swimming in.”

      I put my hands up and nodded in agreement, smiling at all the great stuff everyone had gotten me. “Fair enough, Pops. Hey, you wanted a tour of the place, right? Let me show you around.” I trotted down the stairs and put on my best reality-show narration voice, gesturing broadly to the refitted factory floor. “Welcome to the Badger’s Den, ladies and gentlemen! If you’ll all gather around, I’ll be walking you through the features of this famous and overworked Hero’s humble abode! And what better place to start than the gym with adjoining sauna …?”

      We forgot about work for the rest of the night, as I showed my little group of friends and family around and finally got to enjoy the rest of my day off. All the girls got a chance to try out the sauna, while Chet, Vic and I blasted music and played a few rounds of pool. About the closest we got to talking about Heroing was when I went to check in on the girls in the steam room. I got them fresh towels and told them about Snow Leopard, and how I hoped she’d be doing a lot more with us than just going out on patrol together.

      It was probably the best birthday party I’d had since I was a kid. Ice cream and balloons are fun when you’re six years old, but they were no match for good friends, good times, and free beer. And best of all, I still had more toys to look forward to tomorrow.
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      After a post-birthday celebration with Audrey and Angie, it was back to work for all of us in the morning. The two ladies had left earlier, giving me a few moments of absolute quiet to enjoy a cup of coffee. Of course, that wasn’t going to happen, as my phone thrummed urgently in my pocket. I sighed, pulling it out and giving the screen a glance before answering. “Hey, King, it’s really late and—“

      King Justice cut me off with a note of worry in his voice. “Badger, listen to me. There was an attack on a small-time villain in the waterfront district last night. Mesmeric Mummy is in critical condition.” I remembered that guy, he was a small-time hypnotist with an Egyptian theme. “He was wounded quite badly. The doctors aren’t sure if he’s going to make it.”

      I sighed again, shaking my head. “I’m guessing that you called me because I asked you to look for weird stuff over in that part of town, right? Well, thanks for the heads up.”

      King’s voice was grim. “This is not some secret I had to uncover, Badger. It’s been all over the news. I need to know why it happened, and I don’t want to take the word of the press when it comes to my friends.” I frowned trying to understand what he was saying, but his next statement made it very clear.

      “The news is saying that you were the one who did this to the Mummy. They have you on tape.”

      Spectacular. First King, now someone was pretending to be me. And they were doing a lot more than trick or treating, from the sounds of it. “I’ve been home all night, I have half a dozen witnesses to that. This could be the same vigilante that Tektonik was screaming about, the one picking off villains dressed like you. It’s some kind of hoax, we just need to find out who’s behind it.”

      King sounded a bit more relieved. “I did not doubt that, Badger. I’ve known you too long to think you were capable of this kind of … savagery. But even this fake video could make tensions even higher among the city’s criminal denizens. Be careful out there and be strong.”

      I leaned against the kitchen table, running a hand through my hair. I was already dreading the stink my PR agent would make about this mess. “I always am. But if I’m gonna be strong, I need to get some sleep. I’ll see you out on the streets, King. Thanks for the call.”

      It was no surprise that Scout’s limo arrived bright and early for me just after King’s call, with Angie already having joined him inside. Scout made it a whole three blocks in the limo before he brought up the news report. I was impressed at his restraint, but considering the murderous look I met him with when I got in, it was probably just self-preservation. He was convinced I wasn’t beyond grievous bodily injury.

      Only Angie sitting alongside me was keeping me from trying it out for real, which is almost certainly why he brought her. “For the last time, Scout, it’s a hoax. Some villain’s trying to frame me, or it’s a wacko fan. It’s not like my uniform is hard to duplicate.” I ground my teeth together at his bland expression, hoping he’d say something, anything, to give me an excuse to shut him back up. “You were happy about being able to sell copies of my hoodie, remember?” Angie pressed me back into the leather seat, face stamped with concern.

      Scout peered over the rims of his sunglasses at me like a disappointed schoolteacher. “I remember. I also don’t think you should be too quick to turn this all off is all.” I lunged for him again, but he just sipped at his latte, counting on Angela to save his slimy hide. “Look, I’ve known you for a while, sweetheart, and I know it isn’t like you. You’ve broken a few bones here and there, but Mesmeric Mummy was taken apart like a jigsaw puzzle. The docs say they can probably save at least half of him, but the rest might end up prosthetic replacements.”

      My anger turned to revulsion at that. I’d seen the video by now. Hell, the whole country had probably seen it. My doppelganger had practically vivisected the Mummy, jabbing him over and over with something that looked like a cross between a set of high-tech brass knuckles and an apple corer.

      I blew out a frustrated breath, glaring out through the tinted windows as we cruised through the city streets. “If you know that wasn’t me, why shouldn’t I say something? King Justice was accused of something just like this, why shouldn’t we defend ourselves in the press?” Brock Quarrie had already done a huge editorial piece about how heroes weren’t above the law, and that I should be in Blackstone Prison for what I supposedly did. “The longer I wait to push back on this, the more people are going to be scared of me! I’m not going to just sit still and let the whole city think I’m some kind of maniac!”

      Surprisingly, it was Angela who came to Scout’s defense. “I think … that’s kind of what he’s hoping for, Mickey.” I turned to stare at her in horror and paused when I saw the tears brimming in her eyes. “I know how awful that must sound, but Scout might have a point. We’re spread too thin these days, you know that, Mickey. If villains think we’re willing to put them down permanently, they might stop escalating their attacks on the city. Just because you’re innocent doesn’t mean this is bad for your crimefighting reputation. Look at me.”

      That made my breath catch in my throat. Angela’s public persona as The Countess relied on myths and rumors that she was some kind of malevolent spirit who drank the souls of criminals. The shy, timid girl behind the legend was one of the sweetest people I’d ever met, but even I had believed she was a remorseless succubus before I’d gotten to know her.

      Scout nodded, voice serious. “Bingo, baby. I’ve been repping capes in this town for almost twenty years now, and I’ve never seen the villains so out of control. Flash-Bang just blew up the gold reserve last week. Didn’t even try to steal anything.” He shook his head at the missed opportunity to get rich quick. “He just wanted to break something. Property damage has been skyrocketing, too. This may be the beginning of the end if we can’t get them back on the leash soon. The people might be scared of you, but I promise you, babe, the villains are terrified. We need that more than you need your loveable nice-guy image.”

      He sighed and held his coffee out away from himself as the limo jerked to a halt in the Commission’s parking garage. “Just consider this a sacrifice for the sake of the greater good.”

      I scowled and popped the door open, clenching my jaw. “Greater good? This is bullshit, Scout. The villains are fighting nastier because they think we’ve gone over the line. Someone’s framing Heroes, and I’m supposed to just look the other way? Playing along with this isn’t gonna help anyone when this phony starts mangling heroes or innocent bystanders. Is that supposed to add to my intimidating new reputation? Gimme a break.” I got out of the car before I had to listen to any more and stalked to the elevators, Angela following after me nervously.

      She put her arm through mine while I waited for the elevator, looking up at me with worry. “I don’t have to be an empath to know that you’re upset with us, Mickey. But please, just give it a little time, okay? There are more important things to consider.”

      I looked down at her incredulously before she continued, “I’m more worried about who this copycat is, and I’m going to find them for you if I can.” She clung a little tighter to me, and I let the tension ease out of me. “We need to find who did this to clear your name anyway, or it’s going to be your word against that awful video. And you’re right, they need to be stopped before someone else gets attacked.”

      I nodded, still frustrated about the whole mess.

      Scout sauntered up to the elevator just as the doors opened, easing past Angie and me to lean against the back wall. He met my gaze as I followed him in, taking another sip of his latte. “You’re wrong, you know. My job isn’t just to make you popular, babe. It’s to make you as effective a Hero as possible. You think I want to throw away the months of family-friendly moves we’ve made? You think I want the foster kids in your charity to suffer because of some cuckoo with some power tools?”

      He shook his head. “Of course not. But I also don’t want the whole city to burn, or for the Feds to revoke the HELP Act that lets good guys like you protect two-faced weasels like me.” He gave me a thin smile, and I looked away, still irritated. “I might be a sleazy salesman, but I’m a citizen, too. And I’d rather that every villain in town was hiding under their beds instead murdering my friends and clients just because they can. Right now, having them scared might be an extra edge we can use. That’s why we’re setting you up with this gear, you know. Not as a reward for some popularity contest, it’s to give you capes every advantage we can, so you can stop super-villains from hurting us regular folks.”

      The elevator car slowed and came to a stop deep under the city, where the Commission’s labs were. I sighed and looked back at Scout with a grimace.

      “That’s all I’m trying to do, you know.” I sighed. “Protecting regular folks is the whole reason I got into this superhero business. All this political crap keeps getting in the way of that. And if I get my hands on whoever framed me for this, he’ll wish he got off as easy as Mesmeric Mummy did.”

      I headed out of the service entrance and stalked down to R&D without waiting for either of them.
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      The labs were at the far end of the subterranean complex, past the holographic combat simulators and the weapon ranges. Angela caught up to me as I walked, drifting silently along a few inches off the ground. “I’m so sorry all of this is happening to you, Mickey. I promise we’ll get this solved, and people won’t be afraid of you. It’s … not any fun, believe me, I know. I won’t let the same thing happen to you.”

      I nodded, smiling warmly at her. “Thank you for at least trying to understand, Angie. I just want to do my job, you know?”

      She nodded, smiling softly. “And you will, honest. In fact, let’s go see what Scout put together to help you with that. This might be the best birthday present so far.” I agreed, and we waited for my slow-walking agent to finally come to the lab doors and swipe his ID.

      He grinned as the heavy steel door started to slide open, lighting the drab concrete hall with washed-out fluorescent light. “All right, kid. It’s showtime. Welcome to wonderland.”

      We stepped through into the industrious silence of the research stationed on either side of the immense hangar door, walking past banks of lab techs that were testing out new Hero Gear before it was cleared for use. Turns out that just because you can build a disintegration cannon, the city thought it might not be a necessary piece of equipment for its caped crusaders. These guys also frowned on using portable fusion reactors to power cars, it turned out. But considering how well people drove in this town, maybe we didn’t need to deal with a mushroom cloud after every fender-bender.

      Scout swiped his ID again at a smaller set of doors. “This is where our guys brought your stuff, Mickey. I hope you appreciate how hard it was to get some of this gear flown halfway around the world on short notice.” He continued his narration while we headed down the new corridor, where science-nerd types were unpacking a bunch of random stuff from shipping crates. “Now, a lot of this stuff is real blue-sky prototype stuff, so don’t expect everything to be street-ready. Like this guy.”

      He plucked a leather glove up off a workbench, trailing wires and covered with circuit boards on the back. “Badger claws. We’re working on getting some armored gauntlets with hard-light claws built into them for your boxing style.” He pressed a dangling pair of wires together, and the glove sparked angrily, smoke pouring from the components and bringing a pair of lab techs running with a fire extinguisher. He dropped it hastily back on the table, as it sizzled and popped. “Like I said, work in progress.”

      I chuckled as Scout blew on his singed fingertips. “I’m sure the bad guys will run for the hills when they see my fists explode before I get to throw a punch at them. It’s certainly an intimidating strategy.” Angela giggled and waved her hand at the cloud of acrid smoke filling the area.

      The lab techs pointed the extinguisher at the three of us, and Angela and I had the presence of mind to dive out of the way before they let loose. Scout was too busy trying to look cool and ended up covered in white powder, scraping the lip of his coffee clean.

      The younger tech raised his safety glasses and gave the frosted PR man lopsided grin from behind his ginger goatee. “Sorry about that, those EM generators can make a real mess if they overload.” He fished the gloves out of the powder and shook them clean.

      His partner, a bald guy with a walrus mustache who looked like he had been born with a slide rule in his hand, looked at the younger tech and nodded. “A lot of these are still in the experimental stages. It’s probably better if you let us walk you through them, for safety’s sake.”

      Scout sputtered with rage, wiping his sunglasses off and glaring at the engineer through his new clown makeup. “Look at this mess! This is an Italian silk suit, Doc. Come on, gimme a break.” He sighed and gestured with his ruined coffee at the quiet bustle around us, powder falling from his arms like industrial-strength dandruff. “Fine, you and ‘Collateral’ Damage lead the way. Make sure you show him some of the stuff that doesn’t explode on contact if you bothered to make any of that this time.”

      I grinned and walked over to the two engineers, taking a second to shake their hands. “Sorry about messing with the gear, fellas. This is your show, so we promise to keep our hands to ourselves. Where do we start?” If they were anything like Mr. Chao, their need to show off their skills would make up for the bad start we’d gotten off to. We just needed to be properly impressed with their gadgets.

      Angie helped clean off Scout, while the two scientists lead us off across the testing area. The younger guy with the curly red hair turned around, gliding backward on repulsor sneakers as he provided narration for his surly partner. “Pleasure to meet you in person, Badger. I’m Aaron Damage, and Dr. Wysermann and I are both very glad to meet you. Aren’t we, James?” He held his smile in place and elbowed his colleague, who grumbled something vaguely affirmative and kept walking. “James isn’t exactly a ‘people’ person, you’ll have to forgive him. Come on, let me show you a few things we’re developing for you.”

      We spent the better part of an hour looking at some outlandish gizmos designed to sell toys more than save my ass in a super-brawl. I did like the gauntlet idea and suggested they base the design more on brass knuckles using King’s plasma tech.

      Aaron seemed suitably impressed. “That’s not bad, you’ve got spare power packs in the belt, right? Maybe we can lay more semiconductor strips from the sleeves to the waist.” He reached behind him, his lab coat opening to show a ‘Mad Scientist on Duty’ t-shirt, as he tapped Doc Wysermann on the shoulder. “What do you think, James? Can we do plasma over the hard light?”

      Professor Walrus paused, considering that. “Should be doable, we’ll lose a bit of the claw aesthetic though. But it’d probably end up more reliable in the long run. Yeah, I’ll tell the build team to switch gears on them.” Wysermann looked me up and down from behind his dark goggles. “You seem more interested in durability than looks. I like that.”

      I shrugged, half-smiling at what was probably a huge compliment from the less-than-talkative tech. “Flash isn’t really my thing, let Golden Goose cover that. I’m out there to protect people without wondering if a rainstorm is gonna short my gear out.”

      Damage perked up immediately at the mention of the medieval mecha pilot. “You know Gawain? Of course, you do, what am I saying?” He raised his singed eyebrows and leaned in conspiratorially. “Keep your eyes peeled on his loadout. We’re prototyping a suit of powered armor that actually transforms into a miniature jet for him. One that doesn’t, you know, fold him up like origami.” He sighed. “The first design was so damn cool. Oh, well. And speaking of cool, check this bad boy out.”

      He floated to a rack with a blue solar-powered pair of collapsible wings, spinning dramatically before throwing his arms out at the glider assembly. “Ta-daa! Badger wings! Hm, that doesn’t really work, does it? Bat-ger wings? A Badget-pack?”

      James shook his head and gently pushed his excitable friend aside. “It’s not a jetpack. Those are great for cartoons, but they blow up more than even we’re comfortable with. Solar cells, antigrav, repulsor thrusters, all with a micro-fusion power supply and mini-gyroscope. The whole thing weighs, what, ten kilos? And it folds back up into a backpack for when you’re not in need of the wings.”

      The inner child in me was at least as excited as Damage seemed to be. “Nice! A little situational, but it sure beats a grapple-gun. Hey, did you say something about a fusion reactor? I thought those weren’t allowed in Hero gear.” Wysermann and Damage studied their fingernails very studiously while Scout glared at them. “Forget I said anything. Must have misheard you, I know you guys are too responsible for anything like that.”

      The ginger adjusted his safety glasses and cleared his throat loudly. “That’s us, responsible is our middle names. ‘Collateral’ is just a nickname, heh. Anyways, it’s a little bulky, but hey, it’s a freakin’ jet-pack. What kid didn’t want one of those growing up?” Doc Wysermann shook his head, resigned to his young partner’s refusal to name the device accurately.

      I had to agree with Damage, accuracy be damned. “I know I always wanted one. Hey, Countess, this might let me go on recon with you and Invulnerable Girl once I get some practice under my belt. You know, once I learn how to avoid crashing into everything.” Angie smiled, and I pointed at the rather scary-looking rifle mounted on the wall alongside the not-a-jetpack. “Please, please tell me that’s what it looks like? Did you guys actually make me a … a Badger-Blaster?”

      Scout crossed his arms and harrumphed loudly. “They damn well better not have, not after the havoc they caused last time. The Mayor chewed me out for hours the last time you lunatics gave a Hero a blaster rifle.” He looked at me sternly, frowning through the remains of dust all over him like an angry ghost. He jerked a thumb at the embarrassed techs. “Why do you think they call him Aaron ‘Collateral’ Damage?”

      Wysermann actually chuckled from behind his mustache and pulled the rifle off the hooks it rested on. “No, we learned our lesson, sorry about that. They really need to up the structural integrity of the buildings in this town though. A few megawatts of pulsed infrared and whoosh.” He shook his head sadly. “No, this one is non-lethal, our funding contracts are very specific about that nowadays.” Even through his dark goggles, I could sense James squinting at Scout. “It’s a restraining cannon. Fires elastomeric adhesive polymer that expands when exposed to air. Heat cures it to a porous semi-solid with roughly the tear strength of vulcanized rubber, but it gets brittle and crumbles apart in about an hour.”

      Damage snatched the rifle away and pointed it downrange, towards a mannequin on the opposite end of the lab. “Fire in the hole!” He pulled the trigger three times, hitting the dummy on the hip, arm, and chest with gobs of blue goop that immediately began frothing up and spreading over the areas struck. Eventually, it formed a full cocoon around the plastic dummy. “Now, with no body heat to cure it, the foam reacts differently on the mannequin than it would on a real person. Here, check it out.” He adjusted his aim slightly and caught one of his co-workers upside the head with a shot of the gunk.

      Angie and I both cried out and tried to run over to the stricken tech, but Wysermann put a hand up and got us calmed down. “Relax, folks. The foam is porous, and Tory’s body heat will keep the stuff from going down his throat. It’s like breathing through three scarves in winter, but it won’t suffocate him.”

      Scout folded his arms and shook his head. “You still could have warned the poor guy.” I had to agree, watching as the young man staggered around in a circle, frantically waving his arms.

      Damage shrugged, setting the gun down. “He does this kinda thing all the time. Don’t worry, he’s a professional.” The ‘professional’ human target finally calmed down and heaved a silent sigh of resignation, letting two other techs lead him away from the line of fire. “Still, if you can avoid a headshot, that’s probably for the best. But you needed to see that it’s okay if your aim’s not perfect. Wouldn’t want you too afraid of accidents to use the thing when you need it.“

      Scout informed me that the cannon was probably going to be distributed to the City’s SWAT and Villain Extraction Teams as supplemental equipment soon, but they wanted me to get some field data for it. “What did I tell you, babe? You’re right on the cutting edge of crime-fighting tech now.”

      He threw a dusty arm around my shoulder, leaning in so the two engineers wouldn’t hear him. “Just to be on the safe side, though, maybe just leave the jetpack on the shelf for a while? I need to find out if that thing’s gonna level a city block if you faceplant in it.” I swallowed hard and nodded. Better safe than sorry.

      “Besides, if you want reliable transportation, why not start with this baby?” He grinned and pointed across the lab, where a life-sized version of the toy I saw yesterday was being unloaded from a boxcar. Aside from having slightly fewer laser cannons, it was identical.

      I gave a low whistle, walking around the enormous vehicle done up in blue metallic paint and two white race stripes, with my hero logo on the hood. “Now we’re talking. This baby looks great.” The base frame looked to be a military-grade vehicle of some kind, riding high on huge, deeply treaded tires. “This wasn’t a Humvee, was it? Those things look like lunch boxes.” This was far sleeker, though it did have the same heavy doors like submarine hatches, with thick armored glass.

      Dr. Wysermann followed along after me, while his young partner started loading the weapons lockers on the back of the wheeled tank. “We based the design on an early model of the Joint Light Tactical Vehicle that’s replacing the Humvee in field combat. Armored, stable, reliable, and not hard to use. We’ll be here all day if I try and tell you all of the specs, so forgive me if I don’t go into detail.”

      I rubbed the back of my head and gave him a half-shrug. Knowing the amount of torque this thing put out probably wasn’t going to save my life in a critical situation.

      Aaron patted the armored hull fondly. “She’s a mobile command post for you, Badger. All her systems are tied to the Central Database, and the chassis can survive one hell of a beating. Radiation shielding, air and watertight, and doesn’t require jet fuel to run. Being diesel makes it easier to refuel in the big city. Hell, she’s even got an automatic transmission, so you don’t stall her out or have to worry about shifting in the middle of a firefight.”

      Scout looked at my faint look of disappointment and clapped me on the shoulder. “That’s what they tell my guys, but I know the truth. They don’t like replacing burned out mil-spec transmissions every week because heroes want to try drifting a seven-ton tank around corners.”

      I laughed and felt my cheeks warm up. “Okay, I probably would have tried that at least once.” It would be all too easy to forget just how heavy this thing was and roll it with a bad move. “Besides, reliability is always better, right, Doc?”

      Wysermann nodded emphatically, even as Damage seemed a bit disappointed. The older tech thumped a chest-high fender and grinned. “Reliable and durable. I’d trust this thing to ride out a tactical nuke if they’d only give us clearance to test one on it.” Now he sounded just as disappointed as his more energetic buddy looked. Something told me that deep down, both of them liked making things go ‘boom’ a little too much. “If you have any questions on how to use the sensor and defensive systems, Aaron was kind enough to program an interactive manual into the onboard computer systems. Just hit the green button on the dash and ask for help, it’s voice activated.”

      I blew out a slow breath and walked one more time around the Badger-Mobile, taking a moment to admire it as well as get a handle on the beast’s size. “Dr. Wysermann, Aaron, thank you both for all your hard work. I’m really looking forward to seeing what this gear can do.”

      Scout turned and swiped the last bits of dust off his jacket, and fished a set of keys out, dropping them into my outstretched palm. “Why not start right now, kid? You’ve earned it.”
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      The ride up to street level in the cargo elevator was the longest trip of my life. Angela and Scout had taken the limo out after we said our goodbyes to the engineers, and I popped the driver’s side door open, glad there was a running board to hoist myself inside. There was almost a yard between the ground and the cab. I glanced over the instrument panel of my new toy, happy that it was designed to be used with no more training than a driver’s license. I closed the door and started her up, the deep rumble of the diesel engine coming right through the reinforced frame.

      Damn, this thing really did have some power behind it. I was going to have to go easy until I figured out just what it could do.

      The elevator finally settled to a halt on the garage level. I gently pressed down on the accelerator, happy that there was no big lurch, and took her onto the street. I didn’t really have a destination in mind, so I went and got myself a coffee, my ‘incognito’ mode on my uniform not really working while I was driving this monster. Still, the barista didn’t jump out a window or call the police when I placed my order, so maybe my rep wasn’t completely in the garbage just yet. On a whim, I swung towards the waterfront district, thinking maybe I could go check in on Vic at his gym and show this baby off.

      While I was down there, I might even get to go see the spot where Mummy got brutalized. I couldn’t leave this mess to my friends to clean up. It was my name that needed clearing, and I was the one who should do it.

      An amber light on the dashboard started blinking urgently, in time with a small chiming sound from my pocket. I took a second at the next red light to get my new sunglasses out because they were making the noise. Slipping them on, the heads-up display showed a developing situation just a few blocks from me, calling for Hero intervention.

      Sounded like a good opportunity to put the Badger-Mobile to work.

      The traffic light turned green, and I leaned a little harder on the gas pedal, grinning as the motor roared and tore I through the intersection. I yanked on the wheel and took a turn a lot faster than I should have, but the weight was well-balanced, and I only left a few streaks of smoking rubber on the asphalt. Up ahead, three guys in army fatigues and white bandanas leaped out of an alley in front of me and opened fire with automatic rifles. This must be the place.

      I slammed on the brakes and ducked low, and the bullets splashed uselessly against the armored hide of the Badger-Mobile. Oh, yeah. I straightened back up to see the three goons dash across the street, still spraying lead in my general direction. The bullets sounded like someone tapping their fingernails on a desktop as they bounced off the windshield, and I grinned.

      One of them finally realized that the guns weren’t doing shit, so they turned and ran down the street, joining up with two more gang members in a souped-up old Cadillac. They tore out down a side street, and I took off in pursuit, scattering the mid-day traffic like panicked sheep.

      I snagged the handset for the built-in PA system in the car and pressed down on the talk button. “Okay boys, I think now would be a good time to surrender, don’t you?” I shook my head sadly as the guys in the backseats of the Caddy leaned out and opened fire again. Some people had to learn the hard way.

      I floored the gas and moved up alongside the lowrider, slowly and steadily turning the wheel to force them up over the curb and into a utility pole. The Caddy was no match for an armored car four times its weight and smashed into the pole with a squeal of brakes and a lot of panicked shouting.

      I twisted the dial on my watch to shift my outfit into Hero mode and picked up the microphone again. “All right, fun’s over. Stay put and behave, and we can all get through this in one piece.”

      I killed the engine, leaving the driver’s side blocked by the bulk of the Badger-Mobile. I swung the door open and jumped down to the street, circling around to the front of the wreck and cracking my knuckles. Nobody here was a meta-human, so with any luck, things wouldn’t get out of hand. Most people in town didn’t understand how my powers worked, so all they knew was that I had a grab-bag of superpowers to draw on. Typically, criminals, even armed ones, didn’t like to roll the dice on them being something very unpleasant.

      The body armor was for the ones who were too arrogant or stupid to know when they were beaten.

      Fortunately, these guys didn’t look like they had much fight left in them. They had barely gotten their passenger side doors open and were falling onto the pavement with all the grace of a pack of drunken walruses. Going forty-five miles an hour to zero in one-hundredth of a second will do that to you.

      I crossed my arms and glared down at them rolling around on the ground, shaking my head. “I tried to warn you guys. Come on, get up and get your hands where I can see ‘em.”

      They moaned and tried their best to comply, although a couple of them tried to put their hands up while still on all fours and crashed back to the street. The driver, a guy with a gold tooth and tattoos down both arms, dragged himself up to something close to standing and planted his hands on his head.

      “Whatever you say, man. Just keep him away from us, please.” He tilted his head down the street, and I risked a glance to check.

      A heavily armed mime was running up the street towards us, with two bright red bandoliers holding up his black pants like paramilitary suspenders.

      I sighed and nodded. “You boys made an enemy of the Silencer? Not very smart. Yeah, I’ll keep him off your backs, I’m a nice guy once you get to know—“

      A burst of gunfire from the other hero had us all diving for the ground. Chaos erupted immediately, as several of the gang-bangers clambered back into the wrecked lowrider, either to hide or to grab their own guns. The Silencer seemed more than happy to mow them all down, armed or not. The gangster who had asked me for protection took a bullet in the shoulder as he scrambled behind the open car door for cover.

      I stood back up, arms out to the charging clown. “Silencer! Stand the fuck down! You almost shot me! It’s Blue Badger, you know me, man!”

      The mime lowered his pistols and reluctantly holstered them. I started to relax, but from the corner of my eye, I saw a gang member lean back out of the car with his rifle and try to open fire on the monochromatic menace.

      “Shit! Don’t shoot back, you idiot!” Silencer was not known for his restraint, and if this kicked off again, I’d be in the middle of a damn war without so much as super-smell to help me. I leaped towards the car, shoulder-checking the door and crushing the gang-banger hanging out of the car. The gun went off as he shouted in pain, and I felt the air whistle past my face from the stray shots. I yanked the gun from his hands and smashed the butt of the rifle into the goon’s face. “You’ll thank me for that later, jerk. Silencer plays for keeps.”

      I spun my head back to the mime, just to make sure he didn’t have a bazooka pointed at the car. Escalation was his specialty. His pistols were back out, but not pointing at anyone in particular just yet as he stalked over to the car.

      I kept my hands where he could see them and tried to keep things from going to hell as best as I could. “Okay, Silencer, it’s over. They’re caught. You guys are caught, right? Right?” A chorus of moans and whimpers in the affirmative chorused back to me. “See? I’ll just cuff ‘em and the cops can … uh … can you, uh, not point those things at me, please? I tend to be distracted by gun nozzles in my face.”

      Silencer jerked the guns to one side, signaling me to step aside. I did so and saw that the tatted-up gangster who’d been shot was trying to crawl away, leaving a red smear on the pavement. He stopped when a bullet buried itself in the ground six inches from his head.

      I grabbed Silencer’s wrist and spun him to face me. “Dude, enough! You’re gonna kill somebody!” I turned back to the crook and gave him a kick in the side for good measure. “Stay put already, Christ.” Some guys didn’t know how to be smart. “Look, really, there’s no need to kill anybody, okay?”

      Silencer slammed his guns back into their holsters and made an obscene gesture with his hands at me. He glared and pulled his smartphone out, swiping a few times and holding it up to show me an image from the Mesmeric Mummy video.

      I growled in frustration and shook my head. “That’s a damn hoax, and you know it. I’m a hero, not a hypocrite, Silencer.” He rolled his eyes in reply. “Besides, this isn’t about me, it’s about you. You tried to gun these guys down, not bring them in. That isn’t what we do, or did you forget that?”

      In the distance, I could hear an approaching siren. Hopefully, the cops would be allowed to arrest these guys without any casualties.

      Silencer was swiping through his phone again, and this time he held up a news headline: “Three children wounded in dockside gang conflict.” I turned to stare down at Mr. Goldtooth, and my glasses locked on to his face. I read the database report under my breath as it scrolled by. “Donovan Garcia, age thirty-one. Convictions: Homicide, armed robbery, drug trafficking, assault with a deadly weapon and racketeering. Wanted for questioning regarding a recent drive-by shooting near Claremont Elementary School.” Jesus, this guy was a damn monster.

      I sighed and shook my head. “Okay, he’s vermin, I won’t argue that. But we are not exterminators.” Killing criminals on the street was the last thing that we needed, with so many crooks escalating their aggression already. If they all decided to go for ‘payback’ like Tektonik did, we’d have a full-scale war on our hands.

      Silencer launched into a pantomime that would get you ejected from most places of business, stopping only when the owner of the siren arrived.

      It was an advanced robot of some kind, about seven feet tall, too sleek and narrow-bodied to be a suit of powered armor. The angular armor plating on its limbs and chest were painted up like a police car, with a siren planted on its head like a flashing blue fez. It slid up onto the sidewalk on foot-mounted jets and came to a halt in front of Garcia, who took one look at the new arrival and finally decided to stop moving. The mechanical police unit held its metal hands out, head turning to each of us with a low hum of hydraulics as it scanned us with its single camera-like eye.

      “Attention, citizens. This is now a police matter. All suspects will be placed under arrest. Resisting arrest or interference with the function of this unit is a crime that will result in further penalties. Thank you for your cooperation.” A panel on the machine’s forearm slid open, exposing a rack of handcuffs, which it swiftly used to restrain the gangsters.

      Silencer and I moved away while it read them their rights, and I titled my head at the crime-bot. “What the hell is that thing supposed to be? Is the city replacing all of us?” All I got was a shrug for an answer. “Unbelievable. First, the rubble-bots came for the street sweeper jobs, now the rest of us garbage men are getting put out to pasture. Nobody’s job is safe in this economy, I swear.”

      Silencer smirked and shook his head sadly, as a couple of actual police cars pulled up to take the crooks away.

      The arrest-bot seemed to hear us, and clomped over, looking down at the two of us. “Designation: Silencer, Class-C Hero. Designation: Blue Badger, Class-A Hero.” The thing must have had facial-recognition software like my sunglasses did. The communication antennae on either side of the rectangular head twitched like a pair of steel bunny ears, as the machine presumably signaled for backup units. “I am not here to replace licensed Heroes. I am Patrol-Tron 3000, and I was designed to assist you in apprehending criminals. If my trial period is successful, the city will mass-produce a new fleet of these units to help create order.”

      I blinked at Sergeant Silicon and crossed my arms. “Gee, that doesn’t sound ominous at all. I feel safer already. Thanks, Patrol-Tron, I eagerly await our new robot overlords.” I punched the machine in its armored shoulder and winked.

      The machine paused and tilted its head, processing that. “Error. Insufficient humor to activate Laugh response. Please try again with a higher Comedic Index.” I felt my eyes bulge as Silencer slapped a hand over his mouth to stifle a laugh. Everybody was a damn critic. It continued to stare blankly at me and then leaned away as if I had a computer virus. “Blue Badger. I must inform you that you have been named as an official person of interest in the assault of a criminal. You are advised to not leave the city, pending a full deposition by investigators.”

      Now, I was furious. “Wait, are you telling me that I’m actually being accused of assault because of that crummy cell-phone video? This is ridiculous! I don’t want to leave town anyway, I want to find the guy impersonating me.” The idea that I had crossed over the line bringing down villains was absurd. I was a model of restraint, and the next person who claimed otherwise was going to end up in a body-cast.

      The robot shook its head in a tiny back and forth motion. “That is incorrect. No charges have been levied against you at this time, due to the circumstantial nature of the evidence involved. However, you are advised to use extreme care when apprehending suspects henceforth. Thank you for your cooperation.”

      It turned and hummed away, following after the police cars as they headed out, leaving me to shout at its metal back. “What about Silencer, huh? He just shot that guy!” I turned to point at the mime, but he had somehow slipped away when I wasn’t looking. He really could be quiet, when he wasn’t spraying hot lead.

      I sighed and walked back to the Badger-Mobile, yanking open the door and settling back into my seat. Before I started the engine, I scowled at my watch and twisted the dial savagely, deactivating my uniform and going plainclothes.

      I didn’t really feel like being a superhero right now.
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      Walking into Victor’s Gym was like coming home from a bad day at work after my already busy morning. In a way it was. This was where I spent most of my childhood, after all. I waved to the guy working the front desk, who grinned and called me by name. Sarah had tried working the front desk herself for a while, but she had gotten a new job that didn’t involve punching catcallers here or cracking security systems from her apartment. She said she was trying to go straight, and Vic and I were going to support that, even if it made this place a bit less exciting.

      I strolled past the powerlifters and amateur boxers, stopping and chatting with a few of the regulars. These guys knew me years before I became Blue Badger, and I could tell they didn’t buy that news report one bit. A few of them even said as much, clapping me on the back or shaking my hand before I headed to the boxing ring Vic had in the back. It was good to be around folks that knew me as more than a logo on a billboard.

      Vic and Chet were sparring, and I stood with a few of the other customers, watching the bout. Vic was gliding over the canvas mat like he was wearing ice skates, dodging the younger man’s immense fists like they were standing still. I couldn’t hide my smile as I saw Chet get more and more frustrated that he couldn’t hit the old man. It was a feeling I knew all too well.

      Sure enough, Chet eventually bull-rushed at his opponent, and Vic charged in to meet him, a brutal uppercut catching his student under the chin and lifting him off his feet. Chet staggered back, and Vic pressed his advantage, a barrage of straight blows that must have left Chet cross-eyed even through the heavily padded gloves they both wore. Chet shouted and swung a wild right in Vic’s direction, and the old boxer ducked under the blow, stepping past and getting behind Chet.

      He tapped the huge fighter between his shoulder blades and called out, “I just shattered your spine. You lose.” Chet sagged and turned around tapping his gloves against Vic’s in defeat.

      The crowd clapped and dispersed, and I snagged a pair of towels and climbed up the stairs, stepping into the ring and tossing one to each of them.

      “I see the old man still likes playing with his food,” I remarked as I came over and started unlacing Chet’s gloves. Chet flushed with embarrassment, and I laughed. “Don’t take it too hard. He used to do the same thing to me for years … until I slammed my elbow onto his flat head and dropped him to the canvas.”

      Chet gasped and looked over at Vic, who was chuckling under his breath. “Wait, I thought elbows were illegal? You mean I could have—“

      Vic nodded. “Of course, you could. I’m teaching you to fight, not just box. Even a clean fighter needs a few dirty tricks now and then.” He scrubbed the towel over his grey hair and draped it over his broad shoulders. “You can’t expect a supervillain to care about the rules of the ring, after all.”

      Chet sighed and leaned back against the turnbuckle, shaking his head. “A shot like that could kill somebody. Your neck would compress, and the trauma …” He sighed again. “I don’t want to cripple anybody, guys. I can pick up a darn car, that kind of force is scary to use on a person.”

      Poor Chet was almost shaking at the thought of hurting someone, and I wondered if his gentle nature was going to keep him from being a good Hero. He had been spending more and more time with Dr. Lazarus at Hero’s Memorial Hospital, doing EMT training. Maybe he’d do better as a male nurse if they made scrubs in size 12X.

      Vic’s smile had dropped away now. “And what about the shot I put into your back at the end there? That would have ended your Hero career pretty damn fast, even through your super-durability. Unless you want to chase down supervillains from a wheelchair.” Vic shook his head and patted his protégé on the shoulder. “You’re not controlling your strength, Chet. You’re afraid of it. Villains don’t have those kinds of hang-ups. The hesitation in your moves is making you vulnerable, and that could cost someone else their life. Maybe someone you’re trying to protect.”

      I nodded. “I can see it in your punches, Chet. You measure each one before you throw it. That’s the Brickyard Bruiser you’re sparring with, you think he can’t take your best Sunday punch?” Vic grinned as Chet hung his head. “I’m not saying you suck, man. I’m saying he knows how to roll with punches better and has more experience than both of us put together. Stop holding back. He can take your best and show you how to turn it on when you need it.”

      Chet blew out a frustrated breath. “I’ll try. It isn’t easy, you know. When my super-strength started developing, I hurt a lot of people on accident, just giving them hugs or playing sports. It’s second-nature to hold back, and if I don’t …” He sighed and looked away. “People can get hurt real bad.”

      My heart went out to the poor guy. He was too nice for his own good sometimes, his gentle nature had even made Sarah lose interest in him lately. Rage-monsters need a calming influence on them for sure, but Chet really didn’t know how to relate to Sarah’s double life as the Mean Streak. I’d known her long enough to be able to understand that things weren’t as simple as ‘good’ and ‘evil’ with her, but Chet was still very naïve.

      Before I could try and reassure him, another voice called up to us from the gym floor. “I like the way your friend thinks, Badger. Restraint isn’t a four-letter word in my line of work.”

      I spun around and looked over the edge of the ring, to see a familiar face, wearing SWAT-style body armor, with his helmet tucked under one arm. “Hey, Frank!” I grabbed the top rope and leaped over them, landing in front of my old police buddy and grinning. “What’s with the heavy metal? You’re not here to bring me in, are you?”

      Frank shook his head and chuckled. “Didn’t I tell you? I made it onto the Villain Extraction Team. After seeing what you guys go through up close, I wanted to do more to stop the super-goons in town.”

      I nodded, impressed. The VETs were beyond elite, they had to be. Subduing supervillains and transporting them to Blackstone Supermax would be dangerous for meta-humans, and these guys had nothing but their gear and their guts to fight with. Most cops with families didn’t sign up for a job like that.

      They had a tendency to not come home.

      Chet and Vic climbed down from the ring, watching the newcomer very carefully. They had watched the news report last night, and they had heard Brock’s editorial, too. Frank could feel the tension in the air and held up a gloved hand. “Easy folks. I’m not authorized or insane enough to walk into this place, trying to stuff a licensed Hero into a force-capsule. Besides, Mickey’s my friend, too. It’s why I came by.” He grew somber. “I was on the team that scraped Mesmeric Mummy off the sidewalk last night.”

      My stomach lurched again, and I shuffled over to a bench, sitting down heavily. “That bad, huh?”

      I had been trying not to think about what I’d seen, it didn’t seem real to me. Of course, that was probably because I didn’t do it. But being innocent didn’t mean that it didn’t happen and might happen again soon.

      Frank nodded. “It was … brutal. I hear they sent that tin can out to tell you not to skip town, that sucks. I was already on my way here to tell you myself, I thought you deserved to hear it from a friend.” I nodded in thanks, still numb from Patrol-Tron’s warning to behave myself while the police looked into this.

      Vic cleared his throat and scratched his head. “Okay, so I can tell you right now that Mickey wasn’t involved. I was with him all night with more than a few big-named heroes. I’ll happily come in and make a sworn statement to the guys working the case, and so will they. But where exactly is Badger at legally? Superheroes can’t do their jobs when they can’t risk so much as a speeding ticket.” I nodded at my foster father in thanks. Having several masks that are above reproach will help tamp this down with the cops. “Bringing in the Savior of the City in handcuffs makes an ugly situation for Mickey and the Commission. This old nose has been broken a few times, but it can still smell politics when they start stinkin’ the place up.”

      Frank grunted and set his helmet down on the bench next to me. “Your nose is pretty sharp, Bruiser. Badger’s always worked with the force, not like some of the prima donna capes in town. We really don’t want to get caught in the middle of this.” He scowled and looked around to make sure no other customers were close. “I’m not talking as an officer of the law right now, but I want you to understand that all the guys on the force who know you believe that you’re getting set up. We’ll do what we can to help find the guy behind this.”

      Chet nodded and folded his arms over his huge chest. “It’s good to know the police are on your side, Mickey, but that reporter on TV is gnawing on this story like a dog with a bone. If he doesn’t cool it, this won’t be about crime, it’ll be about public opinion, and he keeps trying to start trouble up for the sake of ratings. What a bunch of malarkey.”

      I squinted briefly at Chet, more concerned with an actual human being using the word ‘malarkey’ than his analysis of the situation. “Brock’s been trying to paint me as a villain since the day I dropped Behemoth Man. It’s never really caught on with the thinking segment of his audience before, I doubt it’ll work this time.”

      It did make me wonder though. Did Brock Underbite have a personal beef with me? Or was he just so dead-set on his first impression that he won’t let it go?

      Frank grabbed his helmet and turned to leave. “I’m sorry all this is coming down on you, Badger. I’ve seen you at your worst, and even then, you knew when enough was enough. Hang in there, man. The guys on the force have got your back.” He gave one last wave and headed back out to the street.

      Vic snapped his fingers and pointed down at me. “Shit, I almost forgot to tell you, kid. Got a call from King Justice this morning before you came in. He said something about rustling up more manpower for the patrol group? Sounded like politics to me, and I told him I’d pass.” He clamped a calloused hand on my shoulder. “But you should definitely go. Tomorrow morning at nine o’clock sharp, at the Commission.”

      I snorted and threw my hands up. “I don’t have time to run a membership drive, Pops! I have to fix my own issues first.” Even as I said it, I realized that this problem was bigger than just me or my reputation.

      I felt Vic squeeze my shoulder a bit tighter. “Listen to me, son. You and the King are both dealing with these ugly rumors. I heard about Tektonik’s story at the party last night, remember? And King’ll need backup to clear this up, just like you do.”

      Vic frowned and looked back towards the main entrance. “We all might need backup if Michael’s boogeymen come up out of the tunnels. If nothing else, make sure you warn the rest of the Heroes. They might be more willing to cooperate if they can see there’s a threat big enough to worry about.”

      I stood up and shook nodded, taking a deep breath. “Maybe you’re right. It can’t hurt to try and get them working together. Maybe we’ll convince a few of them to join up before everything goes to hell.” Our group was holding things down for now, but we were running out of steam. Fresh blood would go a long way towards protecting the city more than protecting our brands.

      And it would give me enough free time to find my copycat and bring them down before anyone else got hurt.
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      I drove the Badger-Mobile into the meeting the next morning, bleary-eyed and stressed from my first stop that morning to see Police Commissioner Valentine. He’d been gracious and more than a little relieved that I came in freely to give them a statement. I tried to remember that the cops in town have to follow up every lead, and so I helped them out as best as I could.

      About the only thing that had gone wrong was when Brock Quarrie ambushed me at my car, asking if I was turning myself in over the attack on Mesmeric Mummy. Fortunately, the Badger-Mobile proved to be not only bullet-proof but Brock-proof as well.

      I crossed the Hero Commission garage, trying to get calmed back down when a section of the roof rolled back, and a very familiar hero floated down in front of the elevator doors. I gritted my teeth at the sight of his outfit, straight out of some casual men’s clothing catalog, with a cardigan over his shoulders like a makeshift cape.

      I jabbed the down button with my thumb and glared at my ‘colleague’. “Captain Courteous. I’m surprised you’re here, this is supposed to be a meeting for crime-fighters. Seems most of your time is spent following other Heroes around and accusing them of bogus crimes instead of helping them.”

      The Captain turned and blinked at me slowly as if I was speaking a foreign language. “Whatever do you mean, young man? I am far too busy to waste time on such pettiness. And false accusations? I would never say a disparaging word to an actual Hero. Have you seen any around? I could demonstrate for you.” He grinned his perfect smile, and I ground my teeth harder.

      “Spare me, Captain. You’ve been all over the news telling people I should be in prison. You’ve been trying to wreck my image since our first interview.” The elevator doors opened, and I stalked past him, pressing the main button and folding my arms. “You just said I went to see Valentine to confess, you miserable hack.”

      Mr. Nice Guy floated into the elevator after me, too good to get his feet dirty on the ground. “I did that? Oh, heavens, no. I did see a distressing segment on the news from that lovely man, Brock Quarrie, just this morning, though.” He clicked his teeth and shook his head sadly. “Such awful things you’re accused of. I do hope they aren’t true. It would bring so much shame on to our honorable community of Heroes.” He gave me another oily smile, and I had to take a deep breath to keep from punching his smug face.

      The elevator closed and locked me in with this asshole. “What is your fucking damage, man? You’re Brock Quarrie. I know that. Everyone knows that. You don’t even wear a goddamned mask! You just take those stupid glasses off, and you expect people to fall for it!” I could feel my blood pressure rising, just being that close to him.

      His perpetually pleasant face creased with disapproval at me. “There’s no need for that kind of language, young man.” I could feel my face turning purple and prayed the elevator would hurry the hell up. “Brock Quarrie is an important and trustworthy member of the media, he has no other agenda. He simply seeks to call out the so-called ‘heroes’ in our midst who fail to uphold the highest standards of behavior. He never speaks ill of true champions of virtue and goodness.” He smiled blandly at me again. “Like me, for example.”

      I snorted and leaned against the wall. “Yeah, you’re a real friggin’ inspiration.” He scowled again, and I buffed my fingernails against my hoodie just so I wouldn’t have to look at his face. “Speaking of true champions of the city, I don’t remember seeing you at the battle against Everlast. Was Brock too busy reporting a double-parked crimemobile to pitch in? Or were you too afraid of mussing that perfect hair of yours against an actual threat to millions of people? Inquiring minds need to know.”

      The door opened, and Captain Courteous glared hard at me. “You should watch that mouth of yours, young man. I am not someone you want to cross. Remember that.” His face settled back into its usual placid state as he floated out into the underground complex, finally ridding me of his presence.

      I knew that if I headed straight for the conference room, I’d just have to deal with Definitely-Not-Brock again, so I decided to take the scenic route. From this back entrance of the Commission, the meeting rooms were on the other side of the cavernous chamber, and I strolled towards a huge circular desk that dominated the center of the floor. I wanted to check in on some old friends.

      I paused at the outer perimeter of the Help Desk and snagged a ticket, weaving back and forth through a labyrinth of velvet ropes that could easily trap a platoon of would-be heroes. I grinned as a familiar voice called out as I approached, and saw her face in profile, working away at a computer.

      “Wait for your number to be called, I’ll be right with you.” Sarah glanced up at me and broke into a huge smile. “Mickey! Wait one sec, okay?” She finished typing, and I held up my ticket for her to read. “V-214? V-214, please!” I lowered my hand holding the ticket and walked up to the counter grinning back at her. “It’s great to see you, Mickey. And thanks for doing all of that the right way. He really appreciates it, though he won’t ever say so.”

      The ‘he’ in question was an unassuming middle-aged man working on the far side of the help desk, typing away on two different keyboards at once. Desk Jockey was a stickler for details and procedure, and his meta-human abilities made him probably the best multi-tasker on the planet. I waved fondly at him, and though I’m sure he saw it, he was much too busy to respond. I settled my arms on the granite countertop and leaned over, looking around the inside of the Help Desk. “Looks like you’re settling in nicely, Sarah. I was afraid you and Desk Jockey might have some … personality conflicts.”

      Sarah chuckled, looking over at her industrious co-worker. “What, Dennis? He’s the perfect cubicle-mate! No chit-chat, no cat videos, keeps everything neat as can be. I could wear my bikini to work, and he wouldn’t even notice. It’s great.”

      I was glad to hear it. Sarah’s temper was more than legendary; it was deadly. I was still amazed that the Commission had cleared an ex-supervillain who ran on anger to work with the most stubborn man on the planet.

      Sarah saw my expression and grinned. “Relax, Mickey. I know how to handle Dennis without turning into the Mean Streak and smashing the office. I’m reformed now. Besides, if I need to blow off steam, I take my lunch break in the combat simulators here. Unlimited smashing and easy clean-up.”

      I chuckled, shaking my head. I’d seen Mean Streak in action more than most, and I knew first-hand what ‘blowing off steam’ meant for the local property values. I was glad she’d found a safer outlet for her anger, for everyone’s sake.

      She pushed her honey-blonde hair back over her ear and bit her lip. “I saw the way Brock jumped you at the Commissioner’s office on the news this morning. I’m sorry. At least you got to tell your side of things to the police, even if the press is being stupid about this.”

      I shook my head, frowning at Brock’s obsession with me. “Yeah, but it’s not everyone at least. Only the Master of Disguise that came in with me.” Sarah giggled and rolled her eyes. “Seriously, did we egg his house or something as kids? Go digging around in the database when you’re off probation and find out for me.”

      Sarah had turned the Central Database of the Commission into Swiss cheese trying to find Everlast for me. After she helped us take him down as Mean Streak, they decided they’d rather bring her in to fix their shabby security instead of prosecuting her. In between working over the computer systems, they let her be the buffer between dumb heroes and their star paper-pusher, who was still typing at about three hundred words a minute on each keyboard.

      Sarah shrugged and stretched, her turtleneck pulling tight as she yawned theatrically. “Go find a grad student to sniff out some dirty laundry on Brock. You want me to lose my job over that square? This is my big chance to go straight and make something of myself. Besides, we both know I’m better eye-candy than Desk Jockey.” No one could argue that point. “I saw you on the list for King Justice’s meeting, and it started five minutes ago. You need to go deal with that, and I need to get back to work before Dennis blows a gasket.”

      I nodded reluctantly, standing back up and stretching my own back. “You’re right. Which room are they all set up in, anyway?” The side of the cavern opposite the garage elevators was a hive of cubicles and conference rooms, and if I just wandered over, it’d be winter before I found the place.

      Sarah tapped away at her station for a second, then pointed past me to an oak-paneled wall on my right. “Looks like King snagged the War Room, not bad. Head back out and follow the blue line on the floor, it’s the third door down. Good luck.”

      She gave me another smile as I turned to leave, and for a half-second Desk Jockey’s hand came off a keyboard to give me a fast wave. I waved back and followed the blue stripe towards the conference room, passing dozens of lab techs, office workers, and small-time heroes. Most of them ignored me, but a couple gave me a salute or stepped out of my way in a hurry. I sighed, swiping my ID over the scanner. The heavy oak door unlocked and swung open onto a gaggle of superheroes.

      Who were all brawling with each other.
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      I dove into the room and slammed the door shut, as much to contain the noise as the occupants. There was a riot in progress in here, and if people outside found out, they might call the damned National Guard in. A gorgeous leather-backed chair whizzed past me and exploded into stuffing and kindling against the wall, as I army-crawled my way under the conference table.

      The Standard, our resident super-patriot, and cyber-knight Golden Goose were trying to separate the combatants with force fields and deflector shields, but all they were really doing was making a dozen kinds of plasma beams ricochet unpredictably around the huge conference hall. This looked like a Black Friday sale, only with slightly fewer casualties.

      Smoldering burn marks on the walls suggested that the fight had been going on for some time, and I finally made it to the far end of the table, popping up alongside King Justice.

      “I knew I shoulda brought donuts. What’d you do, King, serve decaf?” I ducked, a gleaming scythe whirring past as Dark Reaper tried to chop down Forest Lord. “Hey, watch it with that thing! You’ll put someone’s eye out!” Reaper turned to take a swipe at me instead of the tree-hugger and got walloped by a log as thick as my thigh for his troubles.

      At the other end of the room, The Surgin’ General charged up a lightning bolt to hurl into Goose and the rest of his armor-clad flock, and I quickly snuffed his powers before he could electrocute the whole bunch of them. As the General stared down at his fist in surprise, he was KO’d by Papa Bear. King’s honor guard was keeping the brawl away from their boss, but this was an island of calm in a sea of hostility. Invulnerable Girl was trying to unscrew Captain Courteous’ head like a light bulb, and Countess kicked the Jump Scare square in the family jewels as he sprang through the table at her.

      At least a few of the good guys were winning. Or girls, as it were.

      King looked at me in dismay. “They will not stop, I have been trying since it began. Can you make them stop, Badger?”

      I put my hands up in a half shrug, then reached out and tried to shut down all the superhuman abilities in the room. There were a few seconds of awkwardness as people gestured violently and no fire came out of their fists, and a few people bruised their knuckles on power armor. After that, things started to settle down, and King stood back up, shouting for order.

      “Enough! We are all supposed to be on the same side, now act like it! Sit down and stop behaving like children!”

      The room fell into a tension-filled silence as people quietly argued over the remaining intact chairs, and I slumped against the wall, sweat pouring down my face. I’d never had to try and smother so many meta-humans at once, and even doing it for a few seconds felt like running a marathon. Angie saw my distress and brought me her chair, which I just about melted into.

      Papa Bear took a deep breath, his hairy chest expanding under his leather vest. “This ain’t about sides, King, it’s about doin’ our damn jobs. And some of these ‘heroes’ don’t do it when it counts!” He sat back, glaring at the rest of through group through his mirrored shades, and the assembly started arguing again. This was worse than political, it was getting personal. I silently envied Vic for not being here.

      Surgin’ General rolled his eyes at the burly biker. “Big talk. Where were you when the Hall of Heroes went up in smoke? At a dance club? Marching in some pride parade?” The attendees on either side of the General slid their chairs away from him, faces stamped with panic.

      Bear snarled through his handlebar mustache and leaned across the table, the leather of his outfit creaking as he pointed at the General. “You watch that kinda talk, Gen’ral, or so help me, I’ll come across this table an’ personally make you my little b—“

      The rest of his threat was mercifully cut short by Invulnerable Girl. “Boys! Please, let’s dial it back a little, okay?” Audrey was holding her hands out to get their attention, and they all subsided just a bit. She turned to Dr. Defibrillator and scowled. “Come on, General, you know damn well this isn’t about the Hall or even Everlast. It’s about what we need to be doing right now.” She sighed and sat back down. “King thinks someone’s posing as Heroes to take out the small fish in the villain pond, and Badger just found out there’s some kind of mutant army breeding under the city. This is important, people.”

      I took a deep breath and stood up. “Invulnerable Girl is right. We have serious problems on the streets and underneath them too. And that means we need to be working like a team, instead of a bunch of lone wolves. No offense, of course.” Moon-Lyte growled and settled back into his chair, crossing his furry arms. “All of us have got ego issues, or we wouldn’t be doing this. But that can’t get in the way of our responsibility to stop threats before civilians get hurt. The people of this city need to come first.”

      Captain Courteous smoothed his hair back into place and nodded. “Agreed, a Hero places the people ahead of themselves. Well, a true Hero does, at least.” He sniffed loudly and looked around the room with unconcealed distaste. “Most of you are violent deviants, or bitter that you are unpopular.” He gave a pointed look to both King Justice and me in turn, as the tension started to rise again. “But a few of you actually believe in noble causes. It would be an honor to fight this new threat alongside you.” He rested a hand on Golden Goose’s armored shoulder and smiled benevolently.

      Goose swatted the Captain’s hand away and jabbed a gauntleted finger at the super-jerk. “Do not dare to speak of ‘honor’ in my presence, Courteous. An honorable man would not defame the name of Blue Badger. He is a man whose character cannot be impeached by the likes of one who hides when the city is in need.”

      One of Goose’s squires, the former Behemoth Boys, nodded fervently. “Badger’s okay, so cut the crap on TV, man. When he came on the scene, we thought he was a villain and jumped him. He beat our asses good for that.” There was a round of nods and good-natured chuckles from his companions. “He coulda torn us limb from limb, but he held back. Even saved one of our own when things started to get out of hand. That news story is a bunch of bullshit.” The flock all glared at the Captain and nodded in unison. “And you’re the one peddlin’ this crap like it’s true. You’re trying to torpedo a good hero just because you’re jealous.”

      The Captain looked like he was going to puke. “Jealous? Of that whelp?” He pointed a manicured finger at me and shook his head. “Why on earth would I be jealous of that unshaven, foul-mouthed brute?”

      The Standard cleared his throat, making everyone turn in his direction. Standard was currently our top-ranking Hero and was as straight a shooter as they came. “You’re jealous ‘cause you used ta be the Hero of the City, an’ now you ain’t no more, Cap’n. Badger is. Simple as that.” He cut off Cap’s reply with a sharp wave of his hand. “I don’t know if Badger did what they’re sayin’ he did, an’ that ain’t what we’re here to talk about, anyhow. Triassic Man is no pushover, an’ if he’s scared of what’s crawlin’ around in the dark, we should be getting ready for trouble. Big trouble.”

      Courteous stared at The Standard like the flag-waving veteran was more cracked than the Liberty Bell. “Trouble? Where is the proof? I’ve seen no evidence of some ridiculous shadow army, nor have any of you. Whose word are we to take? The only Hero in this room accused of crimes at the moment? Blue Badger is spinning this ridiculous story to distract us from his own wrongdoings.”

      The cross-talk started up again, and King cradled his masked head in his hands. There was a lot of talk about ‘trust’ and ‘loyalty’ getting thrown around, but not a lot of people willing to put it to the test by signing on to our squad. Captain Courteous was the first to leave in a huff, and several of the more arrogant Heroes followed, promising to watch their own patches of ground and warning the rest of us to respect their turf.

      Angela sighed as Forest Lord swept out in a flurry of leaves. “I’m so sorry, Mickey. I was really hoping they’d listen to reason.” I dampened her powers and reached over to pat her pale hand gently, knowing she was heartbroken that things were so complicated. “I can’t understand why everyone’s being so stubborn. We’re on the same side, aren’t we?”

      Standard sighed and pushed himself back from the table. “Heroes don’t like to be told what to do, an’ that’s a fact. I’m sorry they won’t lissen to sense, Badger. I was there when Triassic Man walked away from Doktor Helix, an’ that’s why I believe your story ‘bout the tunnels. He don’t want nobody botherin’ him, jus’ like us. Send me your comm frequencies, so I c’n come if ya need me. ‘Til then, I think we all just gotta go along to get along.” He nodded to those of us still present and headed out.

      The World War II-styled Iron Condor lifted his flight goggles and saluted. “I’m volunteering for duty, folks. If Standard thinks you’re good people, then I do too. My wings are yours whenever you need an extra set of eyes in the sky.”

      He adjusted the straps on his own wing-pack, which had a decidedly more industrial look than the high-tech ones my engineers built. Condor’s wings also seemed to be packing a bit more firepower than mine, and his rep for being no-nonsense and reliable was worth at least as much as his gear. He gave a two-fingered salute and marched out, probably feeling cooped up so far underground.

      Goose stood up next and reached over to shake my hand. “You and King Justice are both honorable men, and I stand with both of you proudly. Until next we meet on the fields of battle, farewell.” He gestured to his squires, who had been discreetly exchanging phone numbers with several of the honor guard and led his little army out.

      As they shuffled past, I spied the grimly-painted Silencer leaning against the wall, eyes closed in apparent thought as the other Heroes as they filed out. I called over to him and waved, making sure he was awake. “Hey, are you in? I know we’ve had our differences, but protecting the city comes first, right? Besides, you’d get someone else assigned to patrol with you and watch your back. You don’t have to go it alone all the time, man.”

      The antisocial enforcer shrugged and gave a half-hearted thumbs-up before slinking out.

      Audrey rolled her eyes at the mime’s lack of enthusiasm and nodded at me, grinning. “You know I’m still in, no matter who else decides to join up with us.” Angela nodded as well, and the girls started chatting quietly with King’s warrior harem. I tried very hard not to listen to whatever they were gossiping about in case it involved me. At least I could take heart that we had increased our numbers, and that a few of the Heroes I respected, like Standard, were taking this seriously.

      I nudged King in the side and shook my head. “You sure made the right call when you set this up in the War Room, I’ll tell you that much.”

      He laughed in spite of himself, then leaned in closer to me so that the others wouldn’t overhear us. “I did not wish to bring this up in the middle of the meeting, but I thought you should know. A couple of the dockside Heroes did give up and retire; they refused my invitation to attend this meeting. But one of our own team has completely disappeared.” I frowned, face grim. “No one has seen or heard from Inky Avenger since our last team meeting, and he was last seen …”

      I put my hand up, already sure of what King was about to say. “Don’t tell me. Of course, Inky was down by the waterfront.” I felt my stomach drop. Inky wasn’t all that popular, but he really tried to do the best he could for us, for the city. He was a good squid. If anything had happened to him ...

      King saw the worry on my face and nodded solemnly. “The harbor, to be precise. Whoever is attacking meta-humans, they are certainly coming from the water. Just as Everlast did.”

      I wiped my hand down my face, trying not to imagine what fate might have befallen Inky. We’d gotten Everlast, but his mad scientist was still out there, breeding God-knows-what in the dark tunnels under our feet. And it seemed like they might actually be coming up to the surface now. I thought back to what Triassic Man told me.

      “They come from the deep tunnels, from the docks, where we will not go.”

      And now, they were coming for us.
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      I headed back to the garage while the girls were chatting, taking the opportunity to go back over Inky Avenger’s file via my data-glasses. He was one of our city’s only dedicated aquatic heroes and was barely out of his teens. Whether the doppelganger got him or Triassic Man’s ‘men of clay’, it was still horrible to contemplate. And it wasn’t an accident either. Someone was trying to force prying eyes out of that area so they could move in.

      Or move up.

      I froze as I pressed the button for the elevator, thinking about that area. It was only a mile from Vic’s gym, and even though the old man was tough, I didn’t want him getting attacked by some maniac. Especially if the maniac in question was posing as me. I spent the rest of the ride to the surface worrying about it, finally deciding to go back to the gym and work out some kind of code phrase or something, so he didn’t end up chopped into pieces.

      I dropped the keys to the Badger-Mobile as I stepped out of the elevator, cursing under my breath at how preoccupied I was. A soft, slithery sort of sound whispered in the gloomy silence of the parking garage, and I froze, still crouched low to get my keys. I reached out with my powers to see if there were meta-humans nearby, and I felt something very faint as if they were at the edge of my senses.

      The slither drifted across the garage again, much closer than last time. And there were a lot of those faint meta-signatures, trying to get on either side of me. This was bad. I stuffed my keys in my pocket and toggled my glasses to thermal vision. The dim garage switched to even deeper blackness, a few of the cooling engines a dull red or yellow. Whatever was making these noises didn’t seem to be radiating much heat.

      I tried to stop my heart from pounding and scanned back and forth across the garage, switching to night vision. The gloom suddenly snapped into sharp contrast, in shades of slightly grainy green. A brief flicker of motion between two cars on my right made me snap my head in that direction, but whatever it was, it was gone. I swung back to inspect my truck and froze.

      A faceless creature was crouched in the darkness under the Badger-Mobile.

      It was difficult to make out in the low resolution of the night vision, but it was humanoid and almost impossibly slender, with an oversized head balanced on its stick-thin neck. It was either wearing a full bodysuit or was covered in a rubbery hide, with symbols and grooves in its body like some kind of organic circuitry. My meta-senses were definitely picking it up, but it was way too faint for something this close to me. It was like it was cloaked or able to evade my perception somehow.

      I swallowed hard and eased back towards the elevator, reaching behind me to press the button and get some backup.  As my hand drifted towards the control panel, a horrible skittering sound came from my left, and another of the creatures leaped at me. I dove away from the freakish thing, reaching out and drawing in a surprising amount of physical strength from it. They might be concealing their power, but there was definitely plenty packed into their wiry frames.

      It scrambled after me, and I backhanded it into the rear end of my truck, shuddering at the feel of its cool, blubbery flesh. It slammed into the back bumper with a sickening thud and crumpled into a boneless heap of tangled limbs. The one under the Badger-Mobile tilted its bulbous head at his companion and scurried backward, darting off to hide among the other vehicles.

      I considered making a break for the armored car but hesitated. Trapping myself inside the truck might protect me, but the next one to come up was a sitting duck. Besides, six of these things with super-strength might well be able to flip my tank and leave me with no easy escape. I needed to draw these things into the open.

      I felt something smack into my forearm like someone threw a pebble at me. I looked down between my feet and saw a small metal cylinder roll away, with a bent needle at one end and three fins at the other. A tranquilizer dart, most likely, but my suit blocked it. Three more darts pelted me from different angles, and I hunkered down, stuffing my hands in my pockets and charging for the exit gate. My open skin was the only place they could land a dart, and I did not want to know what happened to me after I was drugged—or worse.

      A half-dozen more shapes emerged from between the cars, running on all fours after me, still eerily silent except for the scrape of their talons on the concrete. I jumped the gate and broke out onto the sidewalk, staggering from the sunlight slamming into me like a sledgehammer. I yanked off the glasses, which were still in night vision mode, and spun around to see the whole pack of the shiny grey creatures hot on my heels. Well, part one of my plan was working great, I could see them coming for me now.

      I just needed a part two.

      For now, I needed time to think. I ran out into the midday traffic, dodging cars and ignoring the horns and swearing as I headed for the far side of the street. A flash of familiar blue and white moved on the sidewalk across the street, and I felt my blood run cold. At the mouth of an alley was a ruggedly handsome fellow with amazing hair and a dashing Blue Badger outfit.

      He waved and gave me a million-dollar smile before darting into the maze of corridors between the buildings. I got to the entrance of the alley and risked a glance back at my pursuers, who crouched and leaped across four lanes of traffic in a series of zig-zagging dashes. I sucked in the strength of the first one across and booted it back into the street, looking away as it rolled under the wheels of a delivery truck. Five left.

      But my double was getting away, and I’d have to follow him into those alleys with the rest of these things on my heels. I swore and followed Bogus Badger into the dim labyrinth of the alleyways. I couldn’t let him get away. His gangly buddies were thinking the same thing about me and were gaining ground. I drew in their super-strength and tried to catch up with the doppelganger, vaulting over a dumpster and catching sight of him again.

      I reached out with my powers towards him, but there was nothing at all. Was he a regular guy, an illusion, an android, or something else entirely?  Because he definitely wasn’t a meta-human. Unless he really was my copy. Everlast shared the same Nemesis Gene that let me steal and suppress superpowers, and he felt just like this, an empty spot in my senses. This thing could have all of my abilities in addition to my good looks. I was only a few yards behind him now, and he actually turned to look over his shoulder and wink at me before he broke away down a side passage to my left.

      He called out after me as he headed towards the far end of the alley, my own voice full of mockery as it echoed back to me. “Come on, Mickey, catch me if you can!” It was genuinely eerie how much he sounded like me. Of course, I had much snappier banter.

      I drew in the enhanced strength and speed from my pursuers and caught the corner of the passageway my double had dashed down, yanking myself forward and cannonballing into the impostor’s back. We tumbled together in a heap about five yards from the exit to the maze of alleys, and I was pounding him before we even stopped rolling.

      “Looks like I caught you, you son of a bitch!” I straddled his chest, rearing back to ruin those good looks of his when four wiry arms wrapped around mine. My double rolled over and clawed his way out from under me as I struggled with his faceless friends. I crushed two of them and flung another to splatter against the brickwork in a rage. I cried out and twisted my face away as the creatures burst like grey balloons filled with wet mud. There was no blood, just a uniform grey sludge coating me and oozing from the collapsed bodies. Now I knew why Triassic Man called these freaks clay men.

      At the moment I paused to get his goons off of me, my double dashed to the sunlit exit of the alley, watching with delight as the last two Clay Men wrapped themselves around my legs, buying him another precious second while I smashed them into gooey pulp.

      He reached out into the passing foot traffic and hoisted a young girl of no more than six high into the air, waving her back and forth like a rag doll. “You caught me once, Badger, I’ll give you that. But can you do it again?” The girl’s mother was screaming even louder than the child, as she rained ineffective blows onto the fake me. “Or will you choose to catch something even more irritating, like this brat?”

      I was already sprinting towards him as he reared back and flung the child into the midday traffic like a football.

      I swore and ran past him, feeling the last of the Clay Men’s borrowed strength ebb as I flung myself into the road after the little girl, heedless of the oncoming cars. I caught her and just had time to curl my body around her small frame before a taxi slammed into my hip, bouncing me into another vehicle.

      The suit’s enhanced armor saved me from dying, but not being pinballed back and forth as traffic finally came to a halt in a flurry of car horns and shouting. Eventually, I rolled to a stop and carefully relaxed my protective huddle around the girl, who was ominously quiet. I groaned and slowly cracked one eye open, afraid of what I’d see, but was greeted by the wide, fascinated eyes of the little girl.

      She slowly climbed to her feet, brushing bits of gravel off of her dress, and looking around at the island of calm in the middle of the traffic jam we’d created. “Wow, that was really scary. Can we do it again, mister?” She reached her tiny hand out to help me up.

      I chuckled, wincing at my bruises as I got to my feet, scooping her up and trudging back to her mother, who was currently trying to climb over a van to get to her daughter. “I’m not doing that again without a helmet and some pads, and even then, I’m pretty sure your Mom will ground us both forever if we try it, kid. Sorry.” I handed her over to her mother, who was a mess of tears and thank-yous. I looked around the scene, but I knew it was hopeless. Bogus Badger was long gone, the bastard.

      In the dimness of the alleyway, the bodies of the creatures were already breaking down, falling in on themselves like a time-lapse image of a jack-o-lantern on a doorstep for three months. I sighed and looked down at the mass of tangled bodies, seeing that they were all stamped with some kind of symbol on their chests. I leaned down to inspect it and nodded at the confirmation of my suspicions. Each of the clay men had a gold symbol that looked a bit like a ladder, with black and white rungs stamped into their seamless hides. The ‘ladder’ shape had been twisted in half at the middle, forming a stylized capital H out of the golden lines and, of course, created a symbol most grade-schoolers could recognize nowadays, a strand of DNA. Doktor Helix had been busy down in the dark tunnels under the city.

      A loud, electronic voice blasted from down the alley, and I swung my head to see a huge silhouette walking towards me. “Blue Badger. It would appear you have ignored my directive to utilize minimal force.” Patrol-Tron clomped to the intersection, shoulders scraping against the narrow alley walls, and stared down at the remains of Helix’s creations.

      I looked down at the mess and rubbed at my neck, hoping that little dive into traffic hadn’t done any more serious damage than road rash. “Typical, even robo-police can’t get anywhere on time. I really could have used some help popping these things.” The robot tilted its head quizzically at me, and a stun baton extended from its left forearm. “Easy there, big fella. Uh … I know you’re not going to believe me, but this really isn’t what it looks like, honest.” I gave it the best smile I could muster in the circumstances, but the machine did not seem particularly swayed.

      A much more human, but even more emotionless voice called out from behind Patrol-Tron. “It better not be what it looks like, Badger. ‘Cause this looks like a horror movie.” Frank came out from the shadow of the steel sentinel, tilting his visor up and whistling. “Someone on the street just flagged us down and said that the Blue Badger was murdering people behind this building.” His cold eyes flickered to the twisted bodies and the dark ichor splattered everywhere. “Care to explain this?”

      I sighed and tried to walk over to Frank, but a very large, crackling baton under my nose kept me from getting very far. “They weren’t real people, killing them doesn’t count, Frank.” I blinked, realizing how horrifying that had to sound out of context. “What I mean is, they’re clones or puppets or something. Come see for yourself, your guard dog has me cornered. I won’t try anything funny. I don’t have a high enough Comedic Index.” I glared at Patrol-Tron and took a careful step back, slowly raising my hands into plain view.

      Frank circled around the robot and pulled out his flashlight, flipping it on and grimacing at the carnage. “Jesus. Those things are definitely dead, but they also are definitely not people.” He looked over at his partner as he holstered his pistol. “All clear, Patrol-Tron. Stand down, we got an inaccurate tip.”

      I sighed with relief as the electric baton retracted into the robot and it stepped away. “Inaccurate is an understatement.” I paused, tilting my head in thought. “Wait a sec, what tip? Nobody could have seen me from the street. Who told you I was killing people?” I was developing a very distinct image of who it might have been in the back of my mind. Great smile, washboard abs, and a penchant for hoodies.

      Frank clicked off the flashlight and clipped it to his belt. “It came in over the Hero band on our radio. Patrol-Tron verified the cape calling it in, so we came in hot.”

      The robot gave a curt nod. “Correct, Lieutenant Thompson. Voice-match was within 0.05% of baseline for positive identification, and a Type 2 Emergency call requires immediate dispatch.” A Type 2 call brought in the first responders and police when a Hero needed a mop-up squad. That was smart; if they had used a Type 3, other capes would have closed in on the scene, and my double would have trapped himself.

      I frowned in confusion. “Guys, I was chasing down my doppelganger when I got swarmed by these … things. He must have given you the fake tip to stall me. Are you saying I turned myself in for mass murder over the Hero band? That makes no damn sense at all.” I glared at Patrol-Tron. “Didn’t that seem a little odd to you, you overgrown Roomba?”

      Patrol-Tron shook its head. “Incorrect, Blue Badger. You were not the one to file the report. The alert was called in by The Inky Avenger, Class-C Hero. It was sent from his assigned transmitter. Nothing about the report was anomalous.”

      I leaned back against the wall, wiping my hand down my face and sighing. “There’s just one problem with that.” I stared hard at Frank, nudging one of the crumbling bodies with my boot, and kicking a wrist-mounted dart-launcher over to Frank.

      “I’m pretty sure that some of these things have already gotten to Inky.”
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      We walked back to the garage, picking our way through the remains of the clay men. The one that got run over by the truck was just a dull grey stain on the asphalt, and the rest weren’t far behind. Whatever these things were, they were at least biodegradable. Helix must be an environmentally-conscious mad scientist.

      Frank was more than a little skeptical of my cryptic theories regarding the fate of Inky Avenger. “Gotten to? What is that supposed to mean?” Frank threw his hands out. “What, are these freaky things pod people, snatching up heroes and taking their place?” He shivered. “If that’s the case, there’s no telling how many heroes have been replaced by now.” He stopped walking and pointed a finger at me, eyes narrowing. “What if you’re the fake Badger, huh? How would I know?”

      I sighed in frustration. “Scary to think about, isn’t it? But I don’t think these things are body-snatchers. They already had meta-human strength, but it felt … different from natural powers. I’d be able to sense if other heroes were giving off those weird vibes.” I shrugged and put my own hands up. “As for proving I’m the real Badger, what do you want me to say, Frank? I know you, and you know me.”

      Frank was still eyeballing me like I was about to sprout antennae and pull out a ray gun. “Prove it. Tell me something only the real Badger would know.”

      Patrol-Tron paused to watch us both, apparently fascinated by the situation. I suppose the idea of proving that you were real might be of interest to an advanced AI. Still, while it might be a little annoying, I understood Frank’s position. I mean, with multiple devilishly handsome me’s running around, I’d want to know for sure who I was talking to.

      I grinned and crossed my arms. “Okay, Frank, fair enough. The day we first met, I called myself a professional moron and almost got a car dropped on you. You drive like a damn lunatic, your little girl is four, and she wants to be an insurance actuary when she grows up.” I chuckled and shook my head. “You and Gwen have no idea where she even heard the word ‘actuary’ before.” I gave him another shrug. “That’s all I got, man. Take it or leave it.”

      Frank stared for another long moment, then sighed. “It just doesn’t make any damn sense. Insurance? I don’t know what she’s watching on TV, but it’s rotting her brain.” He chuckled. “Alright, Badger. If you’re a fake, you’re a damn good one. What do you think, Patrol-Tron?”

      I turned to look at the robot, who was standing next to the entrance of the garage, still staring.

      “Voice-match and facial recognition are within 0.01 % of baseline for positive identification, and my DNA scan has detected no anomalies, checked against the entire record of the Blue Badger’s repeated security scans. Additionally, he displays the same speech patterns and body language from multiple media interviews.” I was surprised it didn’t say I was also not funny. “This unit has determined with 99.967% certainty that you are, in fact, Blue Badger. Congratulations.”

      I rolled my eyes and thumped the walking calculator on its arm. “Gee, thanks. I’m a real boy after all. Guess I’m doing better than you, huh?”

      Patrol-Tron’s shoulders sagged slightly, and I felt an irrational desire to apologize to him. It. Whatever.

      Frank scratched the back of his head and blew out a breath. “Okay, I’m glad we all got that settled. But what about Inky? Are you saying the fake Badger—“

      A squawk over his radio cut him off, the call very urgent, if indistinct.

      Patrol-Tron perked back up and swung to face Frank. “Lieutenant Thompson, emergency call for Hero assistance from a police transmitter. Code H-181.” Frank frowned, but I hadn’t memorized all of the Hero codes yet. “The call is coming from Siegel Field, via Emergency Dispatch.”

      I looked at Frank, hoping he could translate for me. “The ballpark? What’s an H-181, anyway?” I swiped my ID over the entrance gate, raising the barrier. I wanted to be able to get down there if another cape was getting jumped by these clay things.

      Frank scowled at looked from me to Patrol-Tron with a cold expression. “Civilians at risk from meta-human activity. Hero fighting Hero.” He tapped Patrol-Tron and jogged back to the edge of the street, putting his hands up to get traffic to let him back across. “We gotta move, this might be your double at it again.”

      I nodded grimly. “I’ll drive myself. It’s safer, and I’m not staying out of this.” I pulled out my glasses, resetting them for information display, and moved towards the garage entrance. A steel hand clamped down on my shoulder, and Patrol-Tron shook his head at me.

      “Your vehicle is not an authorized emergency vehicle, and you will severely disrupt civilian traffic if you attempt high-speed deployment to the scene.” I scowled at the robot, but it cut me off before I could curse it out properly. “I will provide police escort for your vehicle.” He swung his head to Frank. “We will meet you at the indicated address, Lieutenant Thompson. Go.” He released me, the dome light on top of his head spinning up and flashing bright blue.

      I nodded at them both, and ran for the Badger-Mobile, firing her up and grabbing my handset, switching to the Hero band. “Blue Badger here, responding to the call at Siegel Field, bringing V.E.T. and Patrol-Tron 3000 for support. Police units on scene should try and keep civilians clear until we arrive.”

      I slammed the handset back onto its cradle and peeled out over the mushy remains of the other clay creature. Patrol-Tron was waiting for me, squatting slightly. He swung out onto the street, activating his hover jets and turning on his siren, with me right behind him. We tore down the street, and I got my first chance to bury the needle on this monster truck.

      I was actually grateful for the tin man out in front of me, clearing a path. There’s something deeply satisfying about legally speeding and seeing everyone else get the hell out of your way. The traffic seemed to flicker silently past, muted by the heavy armor shell of the Badger-Mobile. Even the siren on top of Robo-Cop’s head sounded far away and faint, and he was only ten yards ahead of me.

      Frank’s voice came over my radio, brisk and businesslike. “This is VET-109, en route to the code at Siegel. Early reports indicate that the fight is in the main parking area, between El Niño and Crimson Katana. Can anyone on scene confirm?” There was a pause, and his voice sounded more like himself. “Sorry, Badger, sounds like it isn’t your impersonator this time, probably just a pissing match over turf or something.”

      I grabbed the handset again, swerving dangerously close to a guardrail before I got this beast straightened back out. “Maybe not. Katana’s isn’t even in town; he’s filming Seven Seas Samurai with Commodore Cutlass … in Acapulco.” I scowled and examined the map overlay on the inside of my glasses. “ETA four minutes, so get ready. Something fishy may be going on after all.”

      Patrol-Tron answered, tapping straight into our radios so his siren wouldn’t deafen us. “The police cordon is in place at Lot Eleven. Observers on-site are confirming both Hero identities, and social media corroborates Badger’s assertion that Crimson Katana is not in the country. There is a strong possibility that one of the combatants is impersonating a licensed Hero. All responding units are advised to proceed with caution.”

      There was a pause, and then the robot spoke again, with something that sounded suspiciously like reproach in its metallic voice. “I am compelled to remind you to exercise extreme restraint in apprehending any suspects, or I will be forced to—“

      I jabbed the talk button and snarled. “Zip it, Siri. I know how to do my damned job, and if that’s the guy that framed me, I’m taking him down. Doing it politely is not a requirement.” I gripped the wheel tighter, watching my knuckles turn white as we charged down the expressway. I could already see the silhouette of the stadium on our right, a bunch of dark storm clouds gathered over it in the clear blue sky.

      That was definitely the place.
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      El Niño was a pretty powerful weather controller but was not exactly the most motivated when it came to crime-fighting. He spent most of the summer getting paid by local sports teams to make sure they don’t get rained out unless he was needed for big storms or wildfires. I was honestly surprised he didn’t just give up his license and go touring like Miraculous Man. A lot of places would pay big bucks for on-demand climate control. Then again, he was sort of an unofficial mascot of the Metas baseball club, so maybe free box seats and flat beer was worth more to him than fame and fortune. Like I said, he wasn’t a very motivated guy.

      I managed to keep all four of my oversized wheels on the asphalt as we swung down the off-ramp and screamed towards the line of police cars in front of the stadium. There was a tiny but brutal storm in the parking lot, like a cartoon rain cloud following someone in a bad mood. But this one was real and big enough to drench an entire city block. Even through the bulletproof glass, I heard the warning rumble of thunder from overhead. One more reason to be glad I wasn’t a seven-foot-tall robot in the middle of a parking lot.

      The robot in question swooped through the gap in the police perimeter, cutting his siren and swerving to the side to let me pass. I swung off to the right to try to get a glimpse of the fighters through the torrential downpour and saw a couple of human-sized shapes dashing back and forth in an open area about a hundred feet on a side. On the one hand that was a good thing, nobody’s car would get wrecked by the fight. On the other hand, that was only because no one came to see our crummy baseball team in the first place.

      I flipped my hood up and jumped down into a two-inch deep puddle, squinting at the duelists through a screaming wind that I hadn’t even known was there before I opened the door. Katana wasn’t a meta-human, he was just a martial artist with a collection of sharp metal objects in a thunderstorm. There should be no contest here, but this fight had been going long enough for El Niño to completely reshape the sky overhead and create his own private typhoon in the parking lot.

      Patrol-Tron plodded over, impervious to the wind and rain, his hover-jets steaming under the soles of his iron boots. “I should attempt to intervene. There is no need to risk human casualties in this situation. Please stay back.” I rolled my eyes and made an ‘after you’ gesture to let him do his thing.

      I didn’t want them to notice me right away anyways. I needed to see if I could sense anything off about either of them with my powers, and if one of them was the doppelganger, he might try and bolt, or cause a serious emergency just to escape.

      Patrol-Tron held up his hand as he walked towards the fighters. “Attention, citizens. This is the police. Please cease and desist immediately. You are causing a public disturbance. I repeat …” They continued going at it, completely ignoring the police-bot.

      Frank trotted up alongside me, wiping the rain from his clear helmet visor. “What do you think, Badger? Is this just some grudge match?”

      I frowned and started walking after Patrol-Tron, trying to get a better look. The storm-slinger was fighting the way he normally did, with the least effort possible. This guy was a piece of work. His poncho-cape wasn’t even wet, he must be keeping the rain off himself as he slouched around, using gusts of wind to deflect a barrage of shuriken and occasionally being blown away like a tumbleweed when Katana got too close for comfort with his sword.

      I called over my shoulder to Frank, not taking my eyes off the pair. “Not close enough to know for sure yet. Either way, unpack the containment capsule and some manacles, we’ll probably need them even if they’re both on the level.” Frank nodded and headed back to the VET truck he drove in after us, and I frowned as Katana cartwheeled after the laid-back storm god, none of his blinding-fast kicks connecting.

      I was really hoping that Katana was a fake, and not just because I wanted to catch the double. The real Katana was a decent guy if a little obsessed with bogus Far East mysticism, so I didn’t want to see his good name besmirched. Still, for all I knew, these two were having an argument about chakra energy or something; El Niño was a New-Age type who preferred meditation and mild hallucinogens to conflict. Even with Katana swinging three feet of deadly steel at him, it sounded like the weather manipulator was trying to talk the assassin down.

      The red-clad ninja ducked under a windswept garbage can, rolled smoothly to his feet, and drew a huge sickle and chain off his belt, whipping it at El Niño’s ankles. The sky-surfer just hopped over it like a jump rope, a surge of wind floating him ten feet up and away, hands still in his pockets. I was close enough to hear them over the wind that was battering me back and forth as Niño changed its course on a whim.

      He scratched at his five-o’clock shadow, looking bored out of his mind. “Come on man, why must you persist in this futile endeavor? Violence will gain you nothing but negative karma, my friend.” He yawned, seeming to fall over as a swarm of razor-sharp projectiles just missed him. He landed on a cushion of air that pushed him back to his feet and shrugged. “Besides, you can’t, like, hit me either. But I salute your tenaciousness, dude. Most inspirational.”

      Katana snarled and struck a fighting stance, ignoring the whirling tempest around him as well as Patrol-Tron. “Shut up, you dim-witted druggie! I’m not here for your banter, I’m here for your blood!” He dashed forward, leaning expertly into the hurricane force winds to maintain his balance as he tried to tangle his target up in his chain. He waited for the wind to shift in his favor and hurled the sickle out to one side, letting it be blown straight into the path of El Niño.

      Patrol-Tron’s hand shot out like a piston, grabbing the chain and yanking it from Katana’s hands. “I repeat, cease and desist immediately. Failure to comply will result in further action. Thank you for your cooperation.” Okay, that was pretty impressive.

      I staggered closer, arm in front of me to ward off the rain pelting me. Katana wasn’t picking up on my senses, but that might just have been because he was non-meta anyway. Niño was definitely who he appeared to be, and I was amazed at just how much power he had at his disposal. You’d never know from his beach-bum appearance and stoner personality.

      I waved urgently to him, shouting for his attention. “Careful, Niño! I think that he’s an impostor!” I pointed to Katana, who glared at me through the slit in his scarlet ski mask.

      The weather-dude frowned, letting the winds subside so he could call back without shouting. “Oh hey, Badger-Man. Namaste. Katana’s not an impostor, he’s just an Aries. Too much unresolved aggression in his turbulent spirit, you dig? He just needs to—“

      Niño stopped abruptly, looking down at the small dart that was protruding from his chest. He plucked it out and squinted at it as he began to sway on his sandaled feet. “What is this, ketamine? This is good stuff, man. I need to know where you’re getting it.” He pitched forward and landed face-first on the asphalt, his snores barely audible over the rain.

      Katana cackled in triumph, lowering a silver dart launcher that was strapped to his forearm. “What a cretin! Your Pacific Coast pacifism has secured my victory!” He pointed at the chrome tranquilizer dart, practically hopping with glee. “It looks as if all of your clouds had a silver lining after all! Bwahahahaha!”

      I knew that laugh, even coming out of my friend’s mouth. The maniac piloting the giant monster that attacked the city for Everlast talked just like that. He had the same awful jokes too. This guy definitely worked for Helix, and that meant he was going down. I silently drew in El Niño’s power, keeping the storm from fading, and trying to figure out how to aim a lightning bolt.

      Patrol-Tron had come to the same conclusion, extending his stun baton, which crackled alarmingly in the torrent of rain. “Attention, Crimson Katana. You are under arrest. Please lie down on the ground, with your hands above your head.” He started towards Katana, even as I shouted for him to stay back.

      Katana stared at the robot like he was an insect. “An automaton? I cannot be stopped by some vending machine that dispenses justice. Stand aside and let me finish my work.” I gasped in horror as the ninja seemed to reach inside his chest, drawing an enormous silver cannon from his body and pointing at El Niño. “Let’s see how well your friend fares against a device of my design, you miserable wind-up toy!” He pulled back on a handle on the gun, which unfolded into a terrifying array of scalpels, syringes and a pair of whirling buzzsaws.

      Patrol-Tron activated his boot-jets and took off at the fake Katana, who started running for his unwilling organ donor. I was out of time. I reached one hand up and swept it down at the bogus ninja, trying my best to blast him before he got to his target. I pulled down a blinding fork of searing blue-white light from the storm clouds overhead. The explosion of thunder was so loud it had physical force, compressing my chest and making every one of my hairs stand on end.

      When the afterimages cleared and the ringing in my ears started to subside, I staggered over to the spot where the lightning hit. All in all, my aim was pretty good. Katana was lying stunned in a shallow crater blown into the parking lot, his vivisection device thrown a good twenty feet from the point of impact. Holding a pile of metal was a bad idea when lightning struck, as it turned out. So was being made of metal …

      Patrol-Tron was squatting in place, arms dangling at its sides, baton inactive and steaming in the rain. I swore and dispelled the thunderstorm overhead, reaching out and knocking on the robot’s head. “Hey, buddy, you in there? I tried to tell you to stay back …”

      No response. Great, I just fried several million dollars in municipal property and possibly killed a police officer. I had no idea what a jury would say about that, but it was not the headline I wanted in the paper tomorrow morning. And I definitely didn’t want the Mayor to send me the bill for this bucket of bolts.

      I knocked harder, looking into the robot’s blank metal face for any signs of activity. As far as I could tell, Patrol-Tron was Patrol-Toast. A whirr of an electric motor gave me a brief flash of hope, but it was coming from behind me.

      “I should have guessed it would be you to rain on my parade, Badger. Bwahahahaha!” I spun around to see a very not-fried Katana rushing towards me, the saws on his mangler-cannon revving up as he thrust it at my chest.
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      I threw myself to the side, landing in a mud puddle as Crimson Copycat lunged with his organ harvester. It crashed against Patrol-Tron’s inert body with a shriek of saws grinding against his metal hide. Several of the scalpels and needles bent and shattered from the force of the blow, sending shrapnel clattering across the wet asphalt.

      Even if my suit would have taken that, I didn’t want that blender anywhere near my face. I spun on the wet ground, kicking the off-balance ninja in the ankle. The person disassembler bucked in his grip, and he flung it aside, spinning around to glare at me through the slit of his mask. I stretched out with my powers to suppress them if I could, but there was nothing there. He was solid, he was breathing, but … it was like he wasn’t ‘real’ in some way. He backed off, eyes darting side to side as he looked for an escape route.

      I shook my head, the rain flicking off my hood. “Don’t even think about it, pal. There’s no way I’m letting you go twice.” His mangler-cannon whirred sadly, slowly spinning to a stop on the asphalt, as I dashed in and slammed a fist into his midsection. “What’s wrong, don’t you want to cut me into a bunch of tiny pieces? That’s why you came for El Niño and Mesmeric Mummy, right?”

      To my left, Patrol-Tron mercifully jerked and started slowly powering up.

      The faux Katana scoffed and kept backing away, blocking my blows with impressive speed. “Pah, I have no need of the Nemesis Gene. I have everything I need from you already, Mickey.” He pulled his mask down, revealing my grinning face, flinging the scarlet hood back and shaking out his hair. His soaked-through ninja costume rippled and shifted, becoming an exact replica of mine. “Your face and your reputation were more than enough to get what I needed from the meta-humans in this city with useful abilities.”

      I snarled and charged the shapeshifter, never wanting to punch myself more than right now. Who knew how many heroes he had lured down a dark alley at night to talk, mask to mask? What other luckless villains were brought down with people watching and cheering, only to find themselves ripped apart by one of this lunatic’s dissection tools once the civilians headed off to their own lives? He underestimated my rage-fueled speed, and I tackled him around the waist, straddling his chest and raining blow after blow into my own grinning face. It was surprisingly therapeutic.

      My copy took each punch like it was nothing, chatting with me amiably as if we were long-lost friends catching up in the grocery store. “Ah, Badger, you’re so predictable. You talk a good story about wanting to fight evil, but you never really work hard until you’re driven by guilt.”

      I snarled and clamped my hands down on his throat, just to shut him up. My doppleganger’s form rippled again, taking on the form of a goateed Japanese man in a black suit, and my hands gripped tighter. Looking like Everlast, the man who destroyed the Hall of Heroes, was not going to make me ease up.

      He chuckled, even though his windpipe should be pulp. “Even Everlast could see how easy it was to manipulate you. Just remind you of how many people have suffered because you were too worried about your pitiful reputation, instead of using the power you were given to rebuild the world. At least Everlast had a vision. You … you’re just pathetic.”

      I snarled, lifting the smug shapeshifter by the throat and slamming his head back against the asphalt. “Shut … up.” I slammed him again, and he laughed harder. “You and Helix backed the wrong horse anyways, asshole. Everlast failed. He’s rotting in Blackstone Supermax because of me, the ‘pathetic’ Blue Badger.” I let go with one hand to smash another punch into his face. “You’re just another one of their puppets.” I grabbed his tie and yanked him nose to nose with me. “A toy made for the amusement of more powerful men. I broke them, and I’ll break you, too.”

      The fake Everlast practically screamed with laughter at that, head-butting me and shoving me back, dazed. “Oh, Mickey. I’m so glad we had this time together to talk. I haven’t laughed so much in decades.”

      I rolled to a stop next to his torture device, trying to understand how he could be so strong and not be meta-human. He was definitely alive, I had felt his pulse in his neck as I choked him. What the hell was this guy?

      Behind me, he climbed back to his feet and brushed himself off. “You’re so close to the truth, but so far. Everlast was my toy, you conceited little worm. I suppose I should thank you for stopping him though. He was somehow even more arrogant than you.”

      I grabbed the surgical chainsaw and climbed to my feet, pointing the portable coroner at his chest. “Choking doesn’t seem to work, so let’s see how much talking you do with no lungs.” I pressed the trigger on the handle, watching with satisfaction as the blades revved up. “Or are you just made of goo, like the other puppets?”

      Everlast morphed into the form of one of the clay men, then to Inky Avenger, and settling on Mesmeric Mummy, adjusting his golden headdress and smiling through his bandages. “There’s only one way to find out, isn’t there? Of course, you’d be killing a defenseless, unarmed man. That’s not really who Blue Badger is, is it? Or are your convictions as weak as your fists?” He tapped his linen-wrapped chest, grinning like a jackal. “Come on, try it out. You deserve to see for yourself just how good it felt to rip this two-bit snake charmer to pieces.”

      He ran at me with that smile still peeking out from his bandages, his eyes glowing a brilliant gold. I cursed and tried to look away, but my muscles had all locked. Somehow, he had access to the Mummy’s paralytic stare. His bony knuckles connected with my chin, toppling me like a statue. I couldn’t sense the Mummy’s powers though, much less suppress them. And my body still wasn’t responding. This was not good.

      I felt his hand clamp down on my hood, hauling me effortlessly up to dangle a few inches above the ground, paralyzed and defenseless. “Good grief, are you really this helpless if you can’t steal someone else’s powers? Truly disappointing.” He grabbed my jaw and turned me to look deep into his glowing eyes. “I guess I should stop wasting my time and wrap this up. Bwahahahaha!” His scrawny fingers slid down to clamp onto my throat, squeezing like a vice, as he cackled into my face.

      Patrol-Tron’s voice rang with enough force to make my ears ring. “Stand down immediately, or I will be forced to take action!”

      The Phony Pharoah glanced over at the robot, and I forced my eyes closed with every bit of willpower I had. I clenched my fists and dimly heard the motor of the mangler-cannon still in my hand. I thrust it forward, feeling it hit something and bite in. The shapeshifter staggered back and let me fall to the pavement again, gasping for air and trying to stop the world from spinning.

      My vision swam, but I could make out the Phony Pharaoh staggering around in a circle, wrestling with the mechanical device trying to chew him in half. I coughed, rubbing at my bruised windpipe, and crawled to my feet. “Hey, you’re right,” I rasped in between lungfuls of air. “That did feel pretty good.” I slowly straightened up, cracking my knuckles and taking a few steps towards the shapeshifter. “What was that you said? It’s time to wrap this up? I couldn’t agree more.”

      The Mummy finally got a hand on the power switch, powering the thing down and pulling it from his chest like it was a gigantic splinter. He didn’t have so much as a paper cut, not a single drop of blood on the white bandages all over him. He looked down at the blender and tossed it aside with an expression of disgust.

      “That was not very pleasant, Badger.” His eyes flickered to something behind me, and he shifted forms again, into a middle-aged woman in sweatpants and a Metas t-shirt. “The next time we meet, I’ll be sure to pay you back for that. Until then.”

      He … she? The shapeshifter turned to run, and I dove after it, tackling it around the waist. There was no way I’d let him melt away into another crowd. Behind me, I heard an ominous crackling of electricity and caught a whiff of ozone.

      “Due to your continued non-compliance, I am now authorized to utilize nonlethal force to subdue you both.” I turned to look over my shoulder in panic, as a sphere of pale blue light enveloped my struggling prisoner and me.

      Everything went dark after that.
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      The first thing I saw when I woke up was the blank face of Patrol-Toaster, and I reared back with my fist to smash it in. “You stupid piece of junk! You blasted me, just when I had him!” I was in the back of Frank’s VET containment vehicle, sitting on the floor with Frank sitting on the bench across from me. The stupid robot was standing outside, looking in on the two of us impassively.

      Frank’s hand shot out and grabbed my wrist, laying another hand on my chest. “Stand down, Badger. He made a mistake, that’s all. Now hold still and relax for a minute, those stun cannons are no fun to get zapped by. Patrol-Tron’s programmed to issue a warning, and then act if the subjects ignore him. It would have been fine, but …”

      Patrol-Tron’s shoulders drooped slightly, and he glanced back out into the parking lot. “On observation of the durability of the suspect, I undertook a calculated risk. When I used the stun-blaster, usually 99.3% effective, you both should have been affected, but the suspect was for some reason immune. They escaped after you lost consciousness and released your grip.” His head sagged, the tone of his mechanical voice sounding remorseful. “My response to the situation allowed your suspect to evade capture. I … apologize.”

      Frank explained the rest. “When the metamorph thing got up after the stun-blast, I opened fire, because I was close enough to see it wasn’t really a harmless lady. But it just shrugged it off and bolted. We did the best we could to salvage a bad situation, but it wasn’t enough.”

      I took a deep breath, letting it out in a low sigh. As much as I wanted to be angry at the tin can, its plan of attack actually made sense. Hell, I might have tried the same thing under the circumstances. Besides, getting pissed wouldn’t catch Helix’s toy. I slid out of the truck and looked around at the scene, which was being swept over by police and EMTs, who were loading El Niño into an ambulance. I hadn’t been out for too long, at least.

      Patrol-Tron rubbed at the back of its armored head, a surprisingly human gesture. “Lieutenant Thompson has reviewed my sensor logs of the conflict with me and explained that circumstances can arise which make standard protocol inadvisable. I will attempt to exercise more sophisticated reasoning next time.”

      I shook my head, giving the bot a conciliatory smile. “No hard feelings, man. I mean, don’t do that again, but it wasn’t the worst idea.” I clenched my fists, thoughts concentrating on the real threat. “Still, that was my best chance to bring my impostor in, and now he could be anywhere. We need to find him before someone else gets carved up.”

      Frank clapped a hand on my shoulder. “We will, Badger. And thanks for being understanding about my partner, too. Patrol-Tron’s a prototype, and he’s been on the streets about three days now. This is why he’s going through a trial phase, to work these kinds of bugs out of his programming.” He patted his mechanical partner on the arm and shook his head. “Everyone screws up as a rookie, Badger. You did too a few times, as I recall.”

      I sighed and nodded. I was starting to realize that my double was doing half the things he was simply to get under my skin, and while anger could be a tool, it could also screw you up something fierce. “You’re welcome, Frank, and yeah, maybe I had a few stumbles myself.” I looked back to El Niño, who gave me a feeble wave and flashed me a peace sign. “How’s super-stoner doing?”

      Frank chuckled and shrugged. “Seems okay. The paramedics said he had taken enough tranquilizers to drop a rhino, but he doesn’t really seem to have noticed. He seems to have a quite a tolerance, for some reason.”

      I rubbed my temple, feeling the tender skin where I got zapped. “Lucky him.” I hoped to hell I never got used to getting my brain cooked by stunners. Once was one time too many.

      Frank pointed across the crime scene to a group of reporters forcing their way past the police perimeter. “Maybe not so lucky, Badger. Niño’s in no shape to get away from the press.”

      I followed his finger and swore under my breath as I spotted Brock Quarrie, jackass-on-the-street, at the front of the media crush. I considered asking Patrol-Tron to zap me again just to spare me from Brock.

      But, as Frank had pointed out, I wasn’t the one in Brock’s crosshairs for once. The camera crews were all crowding around El Niño’s stretcher, trying to get a statement from the semi-delirious slacker.

      I sighed and turned back to Frank and his rookie robot, jerking my thumb at the mob. “Look, I gotta go deal with them. Tolerance or not, the poor guy needs to get medical attention. Besides, he was out cold when the impostor revealed himself. For all he knows, that was the real Crimson Katana that was trying to turn him into surfer sashimi.” I owed it to my friend Katana to try and save his rep from Brock’s smear machine. He wasn’t even in the country to defend himself.

      Patrol-Tron looked to the mob around the stretcher, then back to me. “I apologize again, Blue Badger. My program is clearly not flexible enough to deal with non-simulation scenarios. If I can help to correct the damage I have caused, I will do so.”

      I nodded, hoping the hunk of junk would get his shot. Jokes about robot overlords aside, that apology of his had been surprisingly real, and we could seriously use back-up on the streets. I waved to Frank and jogged over to get the media vultures off the wounded hero.

      Brock was leaning over the stretcher, one foot surreptitiously pressed down on one wheel to pin it in place. With his level of strength, it would take a team of mules to drag it into the ambulance unless he let go. The paramedics didn’t stand a chance, despite their herculean efforts. “Is this flagrant assault from a fellow ‘Hero’ a sign of growing conflict among the crime-fighting community? Or was this a racially-motivated crime?”

      Dear God, this guy never changed.

      El Niño blinked slowly at Brock, looking more confused than usual. “Racial? I’m like … from San Diego, dude.” He saw me running over and held up his hand again. “Hey, it’s the Badger-Man. You’re still okay. I’m okay, too, brother. We’re both here, being okay. It’s great.”

      I grinned and gave him a thumbs-up, which he returned after taking a second to figure out which digit was his thumb.

      I chuckled in spite of myself. “Yeah, we’re both okay. I’m glad. Now, let’s get you to the hospital, okay? It’s been a pretty stressful day for you.” I was talking to the patient but glaring at the guy keeping him trapped. “How about it?”

      Brock gave me an icy stare, easing his foot of the wheel. Four paramedics jerked backward with the pressure gone, almost hurling the gurney onto the ambulance. He pushed his glasses up on his nose and gave me a brilliant but insincere smile.

      “Blue Badger, everyone! What an absolute pleasure to be able to interview you about this incident.” The camera swung to face me, and I crossed my arms, waiting for the ridiculousness to start. “You’re a well-known colleague of the alleged attacker of one of the city’s most … interesting heroes. Was it you who encouraged Crimson Katana to resort to the use of deadly force, or did his assassin’s philosophy lead you astray?”

      I blinked at the bespectacled bozo for a moment, then laughed. “Is that really what you’re going to ask me? You’re the first reporter on the scene, and you just … take everything at face value, huh?”

      I gestured to the still-wet asphalt and the steaming crater a few yards away. “There’s a hurricane in the middle of the city, and two heroes who’ve never had a beef before were fighting to the death. One of them changes shape and turns into a half-dozen different people, and when you get a chance to ask questions, not one of them is about why any of this happened?” His cameraman panned back and forth across the battlefield like he was just noticing it. “You’re a credit to your profession, Brock. Truly one of the greats in the field of investigative journalism.”

      Brock sniffed angrily and adjusted his glasses, voice cold. “As a matter of fact, I am a great in my field. I wasn’t going to ask you about what happened because the people don’t trust you, Blue Badger. Just two days ago you were filmed attacking a villain in almost precisely the same manner.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and tried hard not to scream. “No, Brock. Two days ago, the same exact guy who attacked El Niño attacked Mesmeric Mummy, only he was wearing my face that time. If you had bothered to do any actual investigating the other day, you’d have found out I was nowhere near the attack. But that’s not really your style, is it?”

      I grinned and punched him in the shoulder lightly, giving him a conspiratorial wink. “Nope. You just went off half-Brocked, baying for my blood like some revivalist preacher. And today, surprise! A shapeshifting villain appears! Boy, that’s got to be embarrassing. Or it would be if you weren’t completely ignoring it.”

      The camera slowly panned back to Brock, whose jaw was clenched so tight I thought his teeth were going to shatter. He noticed the camera and took a deep breath, putting his polite mask back on. “It’s a little convenient for a body double to be running around trying to ruin your reputation after finally being exposed, isn’t it?” He grinned like a shark. “Not to mention, there’s no concrete evidence such a fantastically convenient villain even exists. There’s no video footage of this person, and no eyewitness accounts, either. Except of course, from the man who’s now a pariah.” The cameraman swung back to me eagerly. This guy should be hired for the next Wimbledon.

      A cold, robotic voice cut me off before I could get really pissed. “That is incorrect, mild-mannered man-on-the-street reporter Brock Quarrie. My sensors logs clearly show the anomalous activity described by Blue Badger.”

      Patrol-Tron’s chest opened, and a holographic recording of my fight with the shapeshifter started playing out silently. The lawbot provided a dispassionate voiceover like the whole thing was a nature documentary. “As you can see, the individual erroneously identified as Crimson Katana acquired six other positive IDs through the course of Badger’s engagement with them.” Mercifully, he cut the tape before I stabbed the bastard or we got tazed. The projector flickered off, and the panels slid back together. “Do not be upset, Brock Quarrie. You have simply made a … rookie mistake. We all do sometimes.”

      I didn’t even bother to try hiding my explosion of laughter.

      Brock glared at the robot with open hostility, lantern jaw thrust out like he was trying to knock Patrol-Tron over with it. “That footage doesn’t prove anything. It could be a glitch or a malfunction. It could even be fabricated.”

      I actually gasped at that, but Frank had strolled up, and he was the one to respond to it.

      “You mean, like a cell phone video?” Frank’s eyes were cold as he stared down Brock, patting his partner on the back amiably. “Patrol-Tron 3000’s sensor logs are admissible as evidence in a court of law, and he is considered a sworn officer of the law. Are you suggesting that an impartial machine, and a fellow police officer, fabricated evidence for some reason, Mister Quarrie?”

      Everyone leaned closer to Brock, suddenly very curious.

      Brock leaned back, aware of how uncomfortably close the camera was to his face. “Of course not, Lieutenant. My point was most of the Heroes in this city would not need to defend themselves from such accusations in the first place.” He shifted from foot to foot uncomfortably, and I bet he wished this wasn’t a live feed right about now.

      I shrugged, adjusting my hoodie. “There are all kinds of things that most Heroes don’t have to worry about, Brock. Like what to wear when they’re receiving the Key to the City.” I stroked an imaginary beard, making a show of being deep in thought. “Now that I think of it, Captain Courteous has never had a problem like that, has he?”

      Brock froze in place, face slowly turning a deep red.

      I turned and headed back to the Badger-Mobile, feeling better about how this day was turning out after all.
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      The next few days were mercifully free of Brock Quarrie for me. He never offered an official apology for slandering me or trying to accuse a robot of corruption, but he was getting a lot of blowback on social media. Whether or not Sarah was automating any of those comments was not something I was going to inquire about.

      Unfortunately, it was also free of clay men or doppelganger sightings. Considering that there was an entire underground labyrinth for them to hide in, that wasn’t surprising. It wasn’t doing my paranoia any favors, though. I half-expected every person I gave a handshake on the street to try and eviscerate me. It was more than a little nerve-wracking.

      Fortunately, I had a lot of friends on my side. They were great for moral support, plus King Justice and the rest of the team were helping me look for any sign of the copycat and keep tabs on the waterfront. If someone so much as double-parked down there, one of us spotted it in our patrols. I had to call Papa Bear in to swap shifts with him today, though, because I had an afternoon appointment with Mayor Olivetti.

      I pulled up to the pavilion at the Municipal Park at four thirty on the dot. Patrol-Tron gave me a salute as I climbed the stairs to the chairs behind the podium, slipping past the Mayor who was in the middle of one of her stump speeches. The event had started at four, but I was in no mood to get waylaid by the press before the award ceremony. Besides, these speeches all went the same. I could practically lip-sync along with Her Honor.

      She eventually wrapped up her campaign rally script and gestured back to the two of us on the stage behind her. “And now, before we honor our most celebrated Hero, I’d like to take a moment to welcome our newest symbol of this administration’s commitment to protecting the city.” Patrol-Tron stood to full attention, looking out at the crowd gathered across the rolling lawn facing the pavilion. The Mayor looked at the robot like a proud parent, then turned back to the microphone. “It is my privilege and distinct honor to officially introduce the Prototype Autonomous Threat-Reducing Officer of the Law, or as we like to call him at City Hall, the Patrol-Tron Three Thousand!”

      Officer Acronym marched stiffly across the stage to stand alongside the Mayor, saluting with, well, mechanical precision as the crowd cheered. I gave him a round of applause, mostly because I owed him for helping me make Brock look like a horse’s ass on live TV. All things being equal though, I would have much rather had the doppelganger in custody to prove my point.

      The Mayor was still going on about how advanced and reliable her new toy was. “If this trial run is a success, I can promise you all that these tireless defenders of law and order will be put into mass-production, and the criminals that threaten our city will feel the true weight of justice!”

      I cocked an eyebrow at that. I’d never seen so many people cheer for a cop on every corner. They must all have working tail lights. The speech took on a somber tone, the Mayor putting on her best Sincere Face™.

      “But regardless of the advancement of technology, nothing can replace the brave men and women that exemplify the ideals of our fair city. And when threats to our liberty become too great for our law enforcement, we can still rest easy for the members of our Super Hero community have been stalwart and unshakable in their defense of all of us!”

      That got a much more enthusiastic round of applause, and I waved out to the crowd. Public opinion on me had mellowed out quite a bit since Patrol-Tron’s little show-and-tell session, but the downside was the fact that everyone knew about the shapeshifter now. People were getting very worried, just like I was. Just about anyone with a weird neighbor had called them in as a body snatcher or alien invader in the last few days.

      Worse than that, a Hero arriving at a crime scene wasn’t welcomed as warmly as they used to be, because no one was sure if it was the cape they said they were. We were all under a lot more scrutiny, forcing us to show more restraint even as the villains continued to ramp things up. I offered my Blue Goo cannon to Silencer as a temporary replacement for his usual arsenal, and he made some very inappropriate gestures indicating where I could put the non-lethal weapon.

      While the Mayor droned on, I quickly tapped at my glasses, scrolling through the speech notes I had written up. The last thing I wanted was to give another hour-long monologue to the folks out there in the afternoon heat, but I still had a couple things on my mind I wanted to say while the cameras were rolling.

      The Mayor gripped the sides of the podium as if the excitement of the moment was making her knees weak. “And without further ado, I am proud to honor the Hero who best embodies the spirit of the city. Fierce, tireless, maybe even a little stubborn.” She looked back at me and winked as the crowd chuckled. “But above all else, committed to overcoming the problems that no one else can handle. That’s what all of you out there do every day, and we’re making this city better because we have the Blue Badger to protect us!” She stepped back, applauding along with the crowd. “Come on up here, Badger, take a bow!”

      I stood and walked to the edge of the grandstand, waving down to the people who had come out to see me. It was a good feeling, knowing that so many people looked up to me, and not just because I was up on a stage. The Mayor invited me to come over and say a few words, and I walked over and shook her hand for the cameras.

      “Thank you so very much, Camille, for such a kind and very thorough introduction. I sure hope everyone here is gonna get a pass on their parking meter violations, most of them hadn’t expected to pack a lunch for this.” The crowd broke up into laughter, and the Mayor grinned and waved a hand at me. “I don’t want to stand up here and repeat everything that Her Honor has already covered, so I’ll make this short and to the point.” A round of grateful applause followed that announcement, and I paused to try to sort out my thoughts, scanning the keywords and points that were floating on my heads-up display.

      I took a deep breath and looked out across the crowd, face growing more serious. “Our town is unlike any other in the nation, in the world. It’s the City of Heroes, the place where the impossible happens every day, usually when we’re stuck in traffic somewhere.”

      That got another ripple of laughter, but most people were quiet, listening intently.

      “The Meta-Human phenomenon has changed the world and not always for the better. Not everyone has the betterment of society in mind, with or without super-powers. But our society, our bonds of trust and cooperation, those are chains that no amount of super strength can break. This city’s Super-Heroes don’t use their powers for fame or petty personal reasons, although getting on TV can be nice every now and then.”

      I chuckled, then got serious again. “We’re out there on the front lines, staying up late, freezing our butts off on rooftops or crawling through sewers, for all of you. Because you’re all worth it. The people are what makes this the greatest city in the world, and it’s my honor to have your trust. I won’t ever let you down, and I hope you’ll never give up on the Heroes fighting on your behalf, even when things get ugly. Like they did a few months ago.”

      Everyone was quiet now, looking up at me silently. “I’m not gonna lie and say everything’s back to normal, we all know that’s not really true. But I will say that you, and me, and even Patrol-Tron over there, and the Mayor too, all of us are working to get the city back on its feet. Everlast wanted to enslave or kill anyone who wouldn’t kneel to him, just because he was strong. Pretty much stronger than any of us. A lot of capes found that out when he attacked, and they paid for that info with their lives. Everyone lost someone when he attacked the City.” Staring out at the faces of the people who’d survived his most recent attack reminded me of my own loss when he killed my family twenty years ago.

      I swallowed hard and continued, hoping my voice wouldn’t break. “The destruction of the Hall of Heroes was a tragedy for the Hero community, forcing us all to come together to defeat Everlast. And we did it. Not for payback, either. We did it because if we failed, it would be all of you who would suffer. We did it because we’re all on the same team, doing whatever each of us can to save this city. And no gang, no supervillain, no invading army from beyond space will ever be able to defeat us, because when the people of this city come together, there’s nothing more powerful than our spirit!”

      The crowd surged up out of their chairs, screaming and pumping their fists in the air, as I waved and stepped back from the microphone, letting the Mayor take the podium again.

      She smiled what might have been a genuine grin, voice cutting through the tail end of my ovation. “Hey Badger, do me a favor and don’t run for office, okay? I don’t want that kind of competition.” Everyone roared with laughter, and I held my hands up as if to ward off the very idea of trying to get elected. She reached down to pull a small wooden box out from a shelf in the podium, setting it down and opening it solemnly. “Blue Badger is absolutely right. It’s our trust in each other that makes our city so remarkable. And this,” - she held up an antique brass skeleton key, about six inches long, and turned to face me - “this symbolizes that trust in you, the Savior of the City. This is much more than a symbol, however. Those entrusted with the Key to our City have full access to any and all municipal locations, at any time. It is my honor to present it to you, Blue Badger. There are no doors barred to you in this city because our trust in you is absolute!”

      I was almost overcome by the earnest emotion of the Mayor and the screaming crowd, who had started chanting my name. I took the small key carefully, feeling the weight of that immense privilege in my palm, and shook the Mayor’s hand again. I was glad I wore the sunglasses, the flashbulbs were almost blinding as I smiled and waved to the roaring crowd.

      The Mayor waited for the audience to settle down, then gestured to the mic again. “Any final remarks, Badger?”

      I leaned in and looked out at the crowd with a broad smile. “I just wanted to say how very honored I am and to ask all of you wonderful folks out there to come out and share all of your support with the rest of the capes in town at the Hero’s Day Parade, Sunday morning. I didn’t save the City all by myself, and I hope you’ll let the other Heroes in town know how much you appreciate them, too. Now get the heck out of here, already! I was a half-hour late, and even I’m starving.”

      The crowd broke up as the Mayor went over to the press, leaving me alone on stage with Patrol-Tron, who hadn’t stopped saluting. I tapped lightly on his arm, leaning in to whisper to him. “Show’s over, friend. At ease.” He looked back and forth, then slowly lowered his arm, turning to face me.

      He looked surprisingly emotional for someone with the facial range of a kitchen appliance. “I wanted to apologize again, Blue Badger. I allowed your suspect to escape capture, and it has been … difficult resolving my failure with my programming. My error will likely result in this trial being declared a failure.” His shoulders lowered, and he hung his head. “The Mayor is incorrect to praise my ability.”

      I frowned, and I felt a surge of sympathy for the big galoot. He would be lucky if they wiped his AI and reprogrammed him. If he weren’t lucky, he’d get sent to the scrap heap, while the engineers went back to the drawing board. “It’s not as black-and-white as that, you know. Making a mistake just gives you a chance to learn and do better next time, right? That’s what you’re designed to do, isn’t it?”

      He gave a very slow, precise shrug, walking away from the edge of the stage. “My intentions are secondary to my results. Currently, I have no way of correcting this mistake. There has been no positive identification of the suspect since I permitted them to escape.”

      I walked over and looked back and forth quickly, making sure no one was paying too much attention to us. “Maybe there is a way you can help. I need to question a person of interest to this investigation, and I think you can get me in to do it.” I held out the Key, letting him examine it. “Is what the Mayor said true, about me having access to anywhere in the city if I have this?” A plan had been forming in the back of my head since the Mayor mentioned that little tidbit, and I wanted to check with Mr. Roboto’s legal database before I tried it.

      Because if I screwed this up, I’d be behind bars.

      Patrol-Tron tilted his head to the side, accessing the databases of the city’s history. “That would appear to be accurate, although I can find no legal statute that mandates admittance to restricted areas. It is generally treated as a courtesy extended to the Keyholder, and refusal has not been attempted in any of my historical records.” He slowly looked at me as I tucked the Key into my utility belt. “Who is this person of interest that requires unlimited access to question?”

      I hedged around the question, trying to make sure I explained as carefully as possible to my new partner. “Okay, you overheard what the shapeshifter said about me almost having things figured out, right?” He nodded. “I know that he’s working for Doktor Helix, but nobody can find him. But I know someone else I can ask about Helix’s toys, and he’s the one we need to go see.”

      Patrol-Tron wasn’t as easily distracted as I’d hoped. “You have not answered my question, Blue Badger. Who is this person of interest, and why do they require the unlimited access granted by the Key of the City to interview?”

      I took a deep breath and hoped the robot didn’t taze me on general principle. “I need the Key because we have to go to Blackstone Supermax, Patrol-Tron.” He drew back, refocusing his single eye on me with what looked like suspicion. “And the man I need to talk to … is Everlast.”
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      Blackstone Prison was at the outermost edge of what was considered the city limits, far north of the city center. Vic had once told me that it was the grimmest place he’d ever seen, and that was just the outside. He’d never actually gone inside.

      Most Heroes hadn’t; the Villain Extraction Teams were the only ones outside the Supermax that knew anything about the inside of the prison. It wasn’t unheard of for meta-humans to switch sides, and it was deemed an unnecessary risk to make knowledge of the interior known to people that might fall from grace and liberate the other super-criminals. As for the guards who worked on the inside, well … they were prisoners too, apparently.

      I turned on the comm system in my glasses as I followed Patrol-Tron on the winding road leading to the north coast. “So, wait, you’re telling me that everyone inside is stuck? What about vacation or time off? Do the guards have families? How does that even work?”

      Patrol-Tron skated over the lonely stretch of road ahead of me, siren-hat flashing but silent. “I am not authorized to share information of that nature, Blue Badger. Only members of the Villain Extraction Team are ever permitted to enter the facility and leave again, and they are restricted to the first security zone. Beyond that, all information is classified beyond even my clearance.”

      Good lord, who would ever sign up for a gig like that? The salary was meaningless if you never had a chance to spend it. Sure, you’d be able to set your family up for life, but you’d also never get to see them again. And your only company would be the supervillains that society had deemed irredeemably. Not a pleasant prospect.

      I gripped the wheel tighter, slowing down a bit to navigate a series of winding turns, as the woods closed in around us. “But you can get me into Everlast, right? And back out?”

      The longer I spent thinking about this plan, the less confident I felt about it. If this went bad, I’d just disappear, as far as everyone else was concerned. And there was already someone in town just itching to take Blue Badger’s place, permanently.

      Patrol-Tron issued a faint buzz of static, like an electronic sigh. “The probability that your plan will be approved by Warden Murphy is less than seven percent. Still, it is unlikely that a rejection of your proposal will result in immediate imprisonment.” He paused and added. “Somewhat unlikely.”

      I frowned, seeing the silhouette of the prison crouched on the landscape like a concrete beast behind a screen of trees. “That’s not very reassuring, pal. Look, Everlast is the only person that knows what Helix has been up to all these years, and they worked side-by-side on planning the attack on the city. Murphy’s got to let us ask him about it.”

      My police escort sighed again through the radio. “I cannot find fault with your reasoning, Blue Badger. But ‘reasoning’ is not the greatest strength of most humans I have encountered. You will have to persuade Warden Murphy that the information we stand to gain is valuable enough to violate his own security protocols.”

      Patrol-Tron slowed and swung onto an access road even more lonely and less-traveled than the meandering highway we’d just been on, and I swung the Badger-Mobile to follow. “What do you know about Murphy? He’s been head warden at Blackstone since it opened, right?”

      Man, that guy must be ancient by now. Blackstone had been slowly collecting meta-humans since they arrived on the scene half a century ago. No wonder he didn’t like people on his lawn.

      There was another pause as the robot scanned the database, and my dashboard display threw the information onto an overlay across the windshield. A series of ghostly photos and newspaper articles drifted by, over the equally dreary gloom of the darkening forest path. “Charles Fredrick Murphy was born eighty-seven years ago on the fourth of September. He joined the police force at the age of eighteen and moved to the Department of Corrections at the age of twenty-six. Five years later, he was named Head Warden of the newly-built Blackstone ‘Super-Maximum’ Security Penitentiary for Abnormal Humans.”

      There was a pause, and Patrol-Tron sounded a bit befuddled. “All other information access regarding the Warden has been blocked in response to my attempt to access it. I apologize. Please stand by, we are approaching the first security checkpoint.”

      He slowed down, stopping in front of a heavy concrete building that looked like a military bunker, and I pulled up behind him. Two guys in heavy body armor hopped out of the gatehouse and walked up to the police-bot, visors down and weapons drawn. Two more came up to my truck, taking station on either side of the Badger-Mobile.

      I lowered my inch-thick window with a smile and rested my arm on the doorframe. “Evening, officer. We were just hoping that—” A very advanced and very loaded rifle was pointed at my face. “We were hoping to keep our heads attached. I need to talk to the warden, okay? I have a favor to ask him.” I carefully reached for my Hero ID and held it out for the guard. “Blue Badger, you might have heard of me? Savior of the City? Took down Everlast?”

      The guard made no move to take the card or answer me.

      “I’m the star of ‘Blue Badger and the Badger Brigade’, the hit children’s cartoon, on at ten o’clock sharp every Saturday morning? No? Probably don’t have kids, is that it?” The black reflective visor on his helmet left only his mouth and stubbled chin visible, and he didn’t seem very impressed. I took a deep breath and tried again. “You, uh … you like fruit pies?” It always worked in those cheesy ads in the comics. It was worth a shot here.

      Patrol-Tron walked over, and the guard went to talk to him for a few minutes while I sat and stared at the other guys pointing weapons at their uninvited guests. The meeting broke up, and the guards filed silently back inside the squat gatehouse, apparently bored with threatening us.

      Patrol-Tron tilted his head at the solid steel door painted in black and yellow stripes. “I have explained the situation, and Warden Murphy has agreed to meet us and discuss your proposal. We will have to subject ourselves to a quantum-tunneling scan to be granted access. I hope that you have not eaten any solid food recently. The scan can be somewhat … unpleasant for organic life-forms.”

      I sighed, looking at the empty drive-thru bag on the passenger seat. “Let’s just get this over with. I’ll have plenty of space to get seconds when we leave.” Or I’d actually be hungry enough for the chow in the prison cafeteria if they refused to let us leave.

      It was nightfall by the time we had gotten through the security checkpoints, and I was just about done with the faceless army of guards poking and prodding me. The one holding the quantum tunneling probe must have been bucking for Employee of the Month. The least he could’ve done was buy me a drink. I shifted uncomfortably on the seat as we finally pulled into the prison yard proper, waiting for the solid gate to close behind us before the ring of guards would allow me to open the door and jump down to the concrete of the yard.

      I stretched my back as Patrol-Tron came over to check on me. “I’m fine, buddy. Actually happy to not be sitting down for a little while.” The guards that were still stationed in the area suddenly dispersed, and we both turned to look over at the main entrance to the prison itself.

      A man in his late forties was coming down the steps, wearing a dark grey wool suit and sporting a neatly trimmed mustache the same color. He was flanked by two more of the interchangeable guards, and he smiled warmly at Patrol-Tron and me, laugh lines crinkling at the corners of his grey eyes.

      He walked over and took my hand in both of his, shaking it eagerly. “Blue Badger, an absolute pleasure to have you here! As I’m sure you know, we don’t get a lot of visitors around here.” He chuckled and clapped me on the arm before walking up to Patrol-Tron, staring up with undisguised awe. “Oh my, you are a big fellow, aren’t you? I read up on your design process with real interest. You could be the future of corrections, my mechanical friend.” He held his hand out to the robot, who looked down and stared at the gesture before carefully taking the outstretched hand and shaking.

      The man grinned like a child meeting his idol and waved us inside. “Come on in, let’s get up to the Warden’s office so I can see what we can do for you, all right?” He trotted up the stairs, his armed escort pivoting and following him back up the steps, and Patrol-Tron and I fell in behind them.

      I nudged my partner’s elbow and whispered low enough for only him to hear it. “Seems like a cheerful enough guy. So, why am I getting a very bad feeling about all this?”

      Patrol-Tron gave me a tiny shrug as we passed through the doors and into the prison.

      The inside was stark and very institutional in its design, all unpainted concrete walls and tall, narrow corridors with barred windows at the top, letting you have one last glimpse of the sky before you headed off to your cell. None of the prisoners were out in the halls, of course, but I didn’t get a chance to see inside any of the cells. Our guide wasn’t very interested in giving us a tour, after all. He was still power-walking down the main hallway, finally putting his hand on a slightly old-fashioned scanner and opening the heavy steel door in the heart of the corridors. We walked through into a hall that could have been in an Ivy-League college academic building.

      Marble floors and warmly-stained oak walls lined the broad hall, the lights overhead warm and reminiscent of actual sunlight. I suppose you’d need a break from the oppressive concrete and steel outside, but it was still a bit of a shock. We were ushered through another door into a richly appointed office lined with books and what looked like real plants, growing in the cheery light from the panels overhead. The guards pulled the door closed from outside, leaving us with Mr. Moustache, who walked around the huge wooden desk and settled himself onto the high leather chair.

      He slid a small stack of folders to one side, clasping his hands together on the vast desk blotter, and gave us another charming smile. “So, what is it I can do for you, fine citizens?” He saw the look Patrol-Tron and I exchanged, and he laughed softly again. “Oh dear, I’m sorry, I didn’t even introduce myself to you, did I? It’s not something I think about very much, I hope you’ll forgive me. Chuck Murphy, Head Warden.” He gestured to the other chairs. “Please, sit.”

      Patrol-Tron remained where he was, probably too heavy to risk sitting in the chair. I wasn’t too eager to sit down, but I was starting to feel my head spinning and slid onto the chair on the right. “Wait … you’re Warden Murphy? I don’t get it, Murphy is pushing ninety, you’re not more than half that. What gives?”

      Patrol-Tron tilted his head, then nodded. “Facial recognition does confirm your identity as Charles Murphy, though the photo reference I have available for the comparison is of low resolution. And over thirty years old.” He swung his head to look down at me. “Most peculiar.”

      The ageless Warden chuckled and nodded. “It is peculiar, isn’t it? That’s alright, I’ll try and clear this up, although I hope that you realize this information is not to leave the facility. Yes?” I nodded, and so did the robot. “Excellent. Let me tell you a story. It starts with the arrival of the meta-humans.” He leaned forward, face suddenly creased with worry. “That is the modern term still, yes?”

      I nodded, and he sighed with relief. “Thank goodness, I didn’t want to cause any offense. Where was I? Ah, the meta-humans. Of course. Well, I’m sure I don’t need to go over the whole mess, but when superhumans appeared, no one knew what it meant. There was a lot of talk that they were the next stage in human evolution, and normal people were doomed to extinction.”

      He shook his head sadly. “A few of the metas came to the same conclusion and became the first super-villains. All over the world, people who couldn’t be stopped started popping up, and claiming cities as their own personal kingdoms. Only a few places had a way to fight back, this city being one of them.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, we had The Champion years before meta-humans showed up. He vanished not long after the first generation of meta-heroes came onto the scene though.”

      Murphy nodded solemnly. “That was a tragic day for our city. I actually knew him, a long, long time ago. But he never came back, and we were left to deal with supervillains on our own. A great friend to the city, a humanitarian and philanthropist, funded Blackstone and helped develop the earliest technology to keep them contained. He was a true genius, old Dr. Wertham.” He gestured to the portrait on the wall, of a grim, dark-haired man with a cold stare and unkempt hair. “Not very sociable, but a mind like no other. He created the first generation of isolation tanks to … neutralize meta-humans who couldn’t be controlled. Eventually, of course, we upgraded to the containment fields you saw on the way here.”

      I held my hand up and shook my head. “Look, this is all fascinating, but it isn’t really getting us anywhere, is it? I’ve been poked, prodded, stripped, and one of your guys owes me a card on Valentine’s Day. I didn’t go through all this to sit and reminisce about the good old days. I came here to talk to Everlast, and I don’t have forever, even if you do.”

      Patrol-Tron nodded, voice colder than usual. “You are also avoiding the question. How can you be Warden Murphy? He was not a meta-human, and you are far too young for the man described in the public record.” I nodded in agreement, impressed at my partner’s focus on the matter.

      Murphy sighed and nodded, the corners of his mouth turning down under his mustache. “You’re right, of course. I’m rambling. It’s just a bit difficult to explain. Ah, well, I suppose there’s nothing else for it.” He pressed a button on the desk next to his phone. “Could you come inside, gentlemen? I need your assistance for a moment.”

      I shot up out of the chair as the door opened and the guards marched in, guns in hand. “What the hell is this? Are you just gonna take us out? What the hell is going on in this prison?”

      The Warden put his hands out, gesturing for me to sit back down. Patrol-Tron was in a half-crouch, head moving back and forth between the Warden and his goons, trying to decide what to do.

      Murphy looked very frustrated, still shooing me back into my seat. “Please, calm down, there’s no need to panic, really.” He gestured to the guards, who slung their rifles and stood at ease. “Gentlemen, would you be so kind as to remove your helmets?” He looked at me with an unreadable expression, and I slowly settled back into the chair.

      The guards looked at the Warden from behind their blank face masks and unbuckled the chin straps on their helmets in unison. They pulled the helmets off, and I felt my eyes bulge in their sockets. They had the same face as the man behind the desk. The one on the left had no mustache, and the other was a good ten years younger than the man calling himself Warden, but there was no mistaking it.

      Murphy seemed to settle down as he saw my expression and waved them back out of the room. “Everyone in Blackstone Penitentiary, besides the inmates, is Head Warden Charles Murphy, my friends.” The two copies of the Warden put their helmets back on and filed back out, closing the door behind them. “As I said, it’s a long story. Put simply, when the prison was authorized, it was an experiment, and Dr. Wertham and I were the only ones given authority by the city to handle the moral challenges of reforming super-villains. As the number of inmates grew, we were overworked and understaffed, and that’s when Wertham suggested a brilliant solution.”

      I scowled, already guessing at the answer. “Clones. You two cloned yourselves, and you’ve been doing it ever since.” No wonder they didn’t let people inside or ever leave. The city would explode if they found out that there was a city-sanctioned clone army already in town and running a goddamned prison, to boot.

      Murphy saw the look on my face and nodded, looking downcast. “We had no other options. The traditional prison system was completely inadequate for people who could walk through walls or punch through reinforced concrete. And the meta-humans kept on appearing, like a weed that you can never root out of a garden. Wertham refused to go through the process. He was a psychiatrist, and said he lacked the … temperament to deal with being non-unique. Fortunately, I was moral, kind, and gregarious, and those qualities, along with my training in criminal justice and rehabilitation, made me perfectly suited to staff the entire facility.” He spread his hands and smiled, a bit sheepishly. “And now you know.”

      I nodded sourly. “Yeah, I guess I do. Guess you don’t have many workplace disputes, hm? Convenient.” I folded my arms and looked over at the painting of Dr. Wertham, wondering how arrogant you had to be to just copy someone over and over rather than trust anyone else to do a job, even one as tough as this one. “Look, if you’re the Warden, and they’re the Warden, and everyone’s the damn Warden, why are we in here? Anyone of you could authorize a visit to Everlast’s cell, and even the damn janitor’s hand-print would let us in. What’s with the parent-teacher conference? I need information only Everlast has to stop Doktor Helix, and I’m sitting here wasting time when you could have had any of these guys walk us right to the man I have to see!”

      Patrol-Tron shook his head. “Incorrect. A clone has no official legal authority related to the cell donor’s skills or title. Only the original Charles Murphy was granted that mandate, and only he can enforce it.”

      Murphy grinned and pressed another button. “They did a heck of a job with you, my friend. You’re one hundred percent correct. Only the first head Warden can grant you two access.” An oak panel in the wall behind the desk slowly slid back, revealing a sleek, six-foot tall black tube with a narrow window near the top, and I felt my blood run cold. Murphy pressed his intercom button again and leaned close to the speaker, enunciating his words with care. “Charles, you’ve been listening, yes? What do you think?”

      There were a faint bubbling and a hint of motion in the pale green fluid inside the tank, and I looked at Chuck in horror. “My God, that’s you, I mean, him, isn’t it? The first Murphy?” Chuck nodded solemnly, looking fondly at the stasis tank.

      The speaker crackled, and an ancient but strong voice came through. Even through the static, it was the same damn voice of his younger self, sitting at the desk. “Permission … granted. Good luck, Blue Badger. Everlast is not … a cooperative prisoner.”

      The wall panel slid back, and Chuck stood up, wiping his hands briskly together.

      “Well, that’s settled. Shall we go?”
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      The antique freight elevator we were all crammed into was probably over its weight capacity, but I insisted that Patrol-Tron follow me down to the isolation ward where Everlast was being held. The robot overruled the protests from the multiple Wardens as well, stating that the safety risk was acceptable, and legally, there had to be a member of the police force present during the interrogation.

      That was the real reason I wanted him to be my partner on this mission. He couldn’t be bullied or distracted, and his inability to bend the rules would prevent anyone from trying to overreach their authority.

      I shuffled a bit closer to his crouched steel frame, much more willing to snuggle with a machine that I was starting to like more and more than the three copies of the old man walled up in the Warden’s office. The whole thing had cats climbing up and down my spine. The guards ignored me, but I could tell that Chuck was sad to see me uncomfortable around him now. He really did seem to be a decent enough guy, it was just that there was way too much Chuck to go around, in my opinion.

      I looked over at the clone, who was looking up at the frayed cables with worry. “So, why exactly are we in this rickety bucket, anyway? You’ve got one of the most dangerous men in the world under lock and key, and the only way to get access to him is in this thing? I’ve been on carnival rides sturdier than this.”

      Chuck gave me a thin smile, a hand clamped onto the rail inside the car with a death grip. “It was the only place we had to store Mr. Watanabe, I’m afraid. The report on his … Nemesis Gene? Yes, that’s it. It suggested that we would need to keep him a minimum of one hundred feet from every other meta-human in the facility so he would be unable to access their abilities.”

      I nodded reluctantly. The range for both of us seemed to be a bit closer to fifty feet, but you didn’t want to take any chances. A place like this would be a cornucopia of super-powers for Everlast to use. That meant that he was down in the utility level, among the steam tunnels and the old coal boilers that kept the place warm over the long, lonely winters at Blackstone.

      I watched the glacial progress of the elevator car through the sliding grate that constituted the door. “So, what’s the protocol for interacting with the prisoner, Warden? I don’t want your … buddies here to gun me down because I don’t know the rules.” I shuddered again, looking at the cloned guards. “I’m guessing it’s stuff like stay back from the glass, don’t talk about myself, don’t let him seduce me with his twisted intellect, shit like that?”

      The car finally came to a halt, and the guards swung the gate to one side, marching off down the cramped tunnel. Patrol-Tron was practically sitting down on his hover-jets, ducking each time we went under a steam pipe to keep his siren from getting smashed.

      Warden Murphy chuckled and shook his head. “No, no. We don’t have any rules you can break when talking to Mr. Watanabe. In fact, it’s recommended that you stay close to the glass. Just don’t tap on it. He hates that.”

      I frowned, about to ask what he meant by that, when the guards in front of us stepped smartly to the side, letting me through. And then I understood completely.

      Everlast was in the same kind of fish tank as the original Murphy.

      He was bobbing gently in the same pale green juice as the old man, too, although this tank was made of some kind of clear acrylic or plexiglass. He was only wearing some kind of boxer-briefs with hoses attached to it to let him relieve himself, and a fancy breathing apparatus that covered the bottom half of his face. He seemed to be sleeping, floating like a fishing lure in the suspension fluid. His wrists and ankles were chained to the back wall of the tank.

      I spun in the tight corridor and grabbed Warden Murphy by the lapels of his wool coat. “Are you insane? The deadliest supervillain in the city’s history is just sitting in the middle of an unguarded hallway like he was an old pair of snowshoes in your fucking basement?” I glanced back at Everlast, horrified by his treatment as much as the sloppy security. “Jesus, he’s a bastard, but he’s not a goddamned jar of peaches! Why are you pickling him? I thought the whole point of prison was to rehabilitate criminals, not turn them into lava lamps!”

      Murphy gently pried my hands off his jacket, surprisingly nonchalant about having an enormous jar of pickled bastard in his root cellar. “This was the only place in the facility that met the one-hundred-foot distance requirement, Badger. And there’s no way for him to escape. He’s not mistreated, either. He has access to whatever recordings we have on file if he wants entertainment, and we have a counseling session once a week, with myself and Charles.” He gave me a hurt look. “As for the containment fluid, it’s oxygenated just in case the breathing tube malfunctions, temperature controlled and filtered constantly. If anything, being in that tank is extending his life, just like the original Charles Murphy.”

      I glared at the Warden throwing a hand at the tank. “Oxygen in that goop or not, you can’t chain a man up inside a water cooler! It’s inhumane!” Or at the very least, ripping off one of Miraculous Man’s crappy endurance stunts.

      The guards snickered in unison, and the Warden raised a dubious eyebrow. “I thought you wanted him restrained? Please, try and understand. Joseph is … unique. I would never allow him to come to harm, and I am doing everything in my power to help him see that he is misguided. But he and all the other inmates here are too dangerous to allow to wander around unrestrained. These containment devices keep them and the entire city safe.”

      I paused, thinking about what he’d just said, when a speaker on the side of the tank chimed in, the voice low and faintly amused. “That’s right, Mickey. Every single one of the prisoners here is in tanks like these. They’re quite comfortable, actually. Perhaps someday soon, they can put you in one, right next to mine. Think of the lovely conversations we could have.”

      I turned slowly to face the fishbowl on the wall, stomach dropping. Everlast was awake, his dark eyes alert and gleaming in the bubbling fluid he floated in.

      I sighed, trying not to be swamped by the wave of anger hearing that smug voice sent rolling through me. “Sorry, Joseph, they don’t make that goop in blue. I have a brand to maintain, and Green Badger doesn’t have the same ring to it.” I walked closer, leaning in until my breath fogged the glass slightly. “You’re looking well, for something that should be flushed instead of left floating in the bowl.”

      Everlast chuckled behind his mask, a series of bubbles leaking from the side of the apparatus. “As witty as ever, I see. You should consider my offer for a matching tank more carefully though, brother. The regenerative aspects of a swim in one cannot be overstated. The multiple fractures you inflicted upon me are completely healed. Even my shattered hip has mended. If I were freed, I could easily run a marathon.” His face was obscured by the mask, but I could hear his taunting smirk.

      I stuck my bottom lip out in an exaggerated display of sadness. “Too bad you aren’t getting out any time soon, Joe. Now, pay attention, I didn’t come here to trade wisecracks with you.” I rapped my fingernail against the front of the tank, and I saw Murphy wince from the corner of my eye. “Tell me everything you know about Doktor Helix. I don’t have all night either, so make it snappy.”

      Everlast’s eyes narrowed at me, and he shook his head, his white-streaked hair drifting around his head like a cloud. “Perhaps not, brother, but I have all the time in the world.” He chuckled again, and I considered punching through the glass to try and wring his neck. “I take it Helix has resurfaced? How fortunate. I was afraid the miserable egomaniac had perished when my Citadel collapsed. I shall have the opportunity to kill him myself after all.”

      I laughed in his face, buffing the condensation off the tank with the sleeve of my hoodie. “Pretty optimistic of you. You can’t even scratch your nose in there. Now, tell me about Helix. What was he planning to do for you?”

      Everlast raised an eyebrow, tilting his head slightly to the side. “Do? For me? You have a very myopic understanding of our relationship. If anything, I would say that Helix is planning to kill me as soon as the opportunity presents itself. I have outlived my usefulness to him twice now.”

      That made me pause, frowning at the genocidal villain. “His assassin did call you Helix’s pet, or something to that effect. What are you telling me, that you were his pawn?”

      Everlast shrugged in the tank, the swirling tattoos on his shoulders and chest rippling. “I was his … project, I suppose. Helix wanted to create an ultimate counter to the meta-human gene so that he would be unstoppable once he achieved immortality. He designed me, raised me from a genetically-engineered embryo, and hoped that in time, I could usher in a new age of meta-human dominance. One that he alone would be able to rule.”

      I scratched my head, frowning. “Helix grew you? Like, he made a baby Everlast and took you to preschool and shit? That is a very inefficient way to take over the world.”

      The villain chuckled and shook his head, eyes shining in the dim light of the tunnel. “He made many of us, brother. It took him several attempts to perfect the Nemesis Gene you and I carry. Until I met you, I believed that I was the only one on this earth that still possessed a version of it.”

      I tried to keep the terror out of my voice. “Are you saying there are other Everlasts out there? Did Helix clone you, like the Warden over there?” Chuck looked deeply offended that I would compare him to the man in the tank, but he already was a man in a tank, in a way. Goddamned clones.

      Everlast glanced over at the Warden and chuckled out another cloud of bubbles. “So, you know some of the secrets of Blackstone. Excellent. But perhaps not all of them, not yet.” He looked back at me and shook his head. “I was the only one to survive the trials. After that, I was sold off to an organized crime family in Japan, to the head of a zaibatsu that had been unable to conceive an heir. When he unexpectedly died, I took control of the organization. Helix needed funding for his research, and I needed to learn ruthlessness. And I did, brother. At a very young age.” His eyes were boring into me, but I refused to look away.

      “Helix tried multiple times to find ways to achieve his ends, I was but one of them. I knew that eventually, I would outlive my usefulness to him, and he would have to kill me. So, I threw all of my will and passion into creating the world that Helix was yearning for. I had to appear not just loyal but fanatical to his cause so I could be above suspicion. And when I had won, I would strike him down before he could do the same to me.” Another shrug. “But you ruined all of that, brother. And now, he has no one to stop him from realizing his ambition.”

      I threw my hands up in frustration. “What ambition, dammit?! Why does he have an army of faceless drones in the sewers? Why is one of his henchmen sucking organs out of every meta-human he can get his shapeshifting hands on? What is Helix trying to do, Everlast?” I slammed my fist on the tank, watching Everlast flinch with satisfaction.

      The villain’s eyes were staring at me with keen interest. “Shapeshifter? Can he regenerate?” I nodded, and Everlast seemed to sag inside the tank, sinking a bit in the fluid. “So, he has done it. I should have killed him when I had the opportunity to.” He saw my blank look and tilted his head. “Tell me, brother. This … ‘henchman’ as you say is in town. You cannot copy his powers despite the Nemesis Gene, can you?”

      I shook my head, and he closed his eyes. “That was no henchman, brother. That was Helix himself. He has created his perfect body.”

      I shook my head, frowning. “No, he said he was working for Helix, I’m pretty sure.” Patrol-Tron suddenly whirred and tried to stand, tapping his siren on the ceiling and hunkering back down sheepishly.

      He swung his metal head from me to Everlast, voice urgent. “Incorrect, Blue Badger. I have reviewed the logs of your conflict with the suspect that Everlast identifies as Doktor Helix. The suspect claimed that Everlast was his toy, not Helix’s. That would corroborate Everlast’s claim that it was Helix himself, rather than one of his agents.”

      I hung my head, clenching my fists in frustration. “I had him. I had my hands around his neck, and he still got away. Son of a bitch!” I punched the tank again, needing to release my frustration somehow. Patrol-Tron looked down at the filthy tunnel floor, silent and seemingly ashamed.

      Everlast shook his head sadly, expression unreadable behind his respirator. “I do not envy you, brother. He had dreamed of that perfect, immortal body since before he created me, and was experimenting on children as a reputable doctor. Now that he has it, I do not know how you will stop him.”

      I blew out a frustrated breath. “Neither do I, but I have to.” I was thinking about what Everlast had just said about Helix and his other experiments. One of them had made Angela nearly immortal ages ago. He must have perfected his formula at some point after Everlast was defeated … or waited to use it until his psychotic ally was locked up.

      I clenched my jaw and thumped the tank again. “How do I beat him, Everlast? He was using powers like we do, but I couldn’t grab hold of them. You’ve got two lifetimes worth of experience using this Nemesis Gene thing and want him to go down at least as bad as I do. Help me.” I put my hand on the glass and looked away. “Please. Just once, do something decent in your rotten life, and help me.”

      I turned away, choking back a sob, and saw Patrol-Tron staring at me intently. I grinned and gave him a wink, before turning back to face Everlast, face once again a mask of misery. He wasn’t the only one who could manipulate people.

      Patrol-Tron may have been confused by my sudden change in emotions, but he kept quiet and had a great poker face. Everlast was all too eager to believe that I really had been broken, seeing the naked despair and need stamped on my face. He nodded, apparently satisfied that I was admitting he was stronger.

      “Very well, brother. Defeating Helix would serve my purposes as well. The only assistance I can give you is something you must already have suspected. The Nemesis Gene is exactly that, the ultimate counteragent. It will match and eventually overpower any obstacle and opponent if the need is great enough. I do not know what triggered your own powers, but I suspect it was a desperate need to survive.”

      I was happy that I was fake-crying already, so he couldn’t see just how close to the truth he had come.

      He still nodded, too pleased with himself to see how thick I was laying it on. “You cannot be weak if you wish to triumph, brother. You cannot fear. Helix is far more dangerous than I was, and you defeated me only by chance.”

      I sniffled loudly and wiped my face with my sleeve so he couldn’t see me roll my eyes. Helix was right about one thing, Everlast’s ego was big enough to need a holding tank from Sea World. I blew my nose and looked at my ‘brother’ with red-rimmed eyes. “So, what do I do? Just want to be strong enough to stop Helix?”

      Everlast shook his head fervently, trying to raise a fist and jerking against the manacles restraining him. “No, my brother! You must know that you will be victorious, and your power will rise to meet the challenge! Now, go and defeat our enemy, for the both of us!”

      I nodded and spun away, no longer able to keep a straight face. “Th-thank you … brother. I will.” I sauntered past an astonished Warden Murphy and a very confused Patrol-Tron when I heard Everlast’s voice come through the speakers, sounding like a whisper from this far away.

      “One last thing, brother. You wished to know all that I knew of Helix, so allow me to share this last tidbit. The man who designed the tank that holds me, who first perfected the human cloning process? He was a brilliant inventor. A student of philosophy, psychology, and the sciences named Doctor Heinrich Wertham. He was celebrated by the scientific community until he began talking about ‘perfecting’ the human race. When he was discovered to be performing experiments on prisoners, he disappeared forever. Or did he, I wonder?”

      I walked back to the elevator with Everlast’s maddening chuckle ringing in my ears.
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      No one spoke in the cramped confines of the freight elevator on the way back up. Even Patrol-Tron could sense the explosive cloud of tension hanging over us. We headed silently back to the Warden’s office, my fists clenched so tightly I thought the skin would split. I wanted to punch Murphy’s face in, and there might even be enough of that face to let me work my anger out on. I honestly wasn’t sure which Murphy I wanted to start with.

      The Head Warden made the decision for me. He sat back down behind his desk and folded his hands, looking at me like a stern father. “That was very risky, Badger. Playing to Mr. Watanabe’s superiority complex to get information is dangerous, and more than a little unethical.”

      I shot out of my padded chair and grabbed him by the lapels, dragging him halfway across the broad oak desk until we were nose to nose. “Unethical? You’ve got a lot of goddamned nerve even speaking the word ‘unethical’ around me, you bastard!” The door burst open, and the guard Murphys piled in, but Patrol-Tron yanked their weapons away and extended both of his stun batons, holding them at bay.

      “I must remind you, Charles Murphy, that your legal rights as clones are not clearly delineated.” He tilted his steel head in my direction, still staring down the guards. “Attempting to assault a licensed Hero with lethal force requires my direct intervention.” Patrol-Tron turned to look over his shoulder at me, giving a small nod. “Please proceed, Blue Badger.”

      I gave him a quick nod back, then turned to glare at the Warden. “You keep human beings in coffins, you made dozens of copies of yourself, and you keep the real Charles Murphy mounted inside the wall like a fold-down bed, and you have the gall to lecture me on ethics!” I shoved him away before I did something the law might allow, but my own morals wouldn’t. “And the icing on the cake? Your ‘genius humanitarian’ buddy was Doktor Helix, and you didn’t think to mention it to me! You didn’t consider that relevant to my inquiries?” I glared at the portrait on the wall, wanting to yank Wertham’s picture down and burn it.

      Warden Murphy slumped back in his chair, the creases in his face making him look as old as the original must. “I didn’t know, Badger. Not for certain. When Heinrich disappeared, Charles, the original Charles … was overworked past the point of sound judgment.” He wiped a hand down his face. We had other concerns besides Wertham’s penchant for … experimentation. We had a prison to administrate.”

      I gestured around at the warm, inviting study with disgust. “This isn’t a prison, Chuck. This whole place is a fridge where Helix keeps his leftovers, and he left you to guard it for him!” The Warden blanched, and I folded my arms across my chest. “You’re the first clone he ever made, and his new body can perfectly mimic people. How hard do you think it is to fool one of these antique handprint scanners when you’re a shapeshifter who decoded to the original Warden’s DNA sequence? Who knows how many times he’s been in here, stealing pieces of helpless supervillains while he wore your face?”

      Murphy looked ready to puke, and I wasn’t the least bit sad about it. He hung his head, and the speaker on his desk was the one to respond to me. “You’re right, Blue Badger. We’ve made a terrible mistake here.” The clone looked down at the intercom, then to the wall panel where the real Murphy was concealed. “We need to change, to let nature take its course again. We can no longer carry this responsibility alone, my brothers.”

      The guards backed away, as the Warden sighed and slowly stood. Patrol-Tron retracted his stun batons, and Chuck straightened his jacket out, looking completely defeated. “So, it’s finally over then. I don’t have to keep living this nightmare, over and over.” He looked up at me and took a deep breath. “I owe you an apology Blue Badger, and you have my thanks. I have a lot of work to do, as do you. Let me walk you back to the main gate.” He extended his hand out to me.

      I looked down at it but didn’t shake it. “I can find my own way out of this place, Warden. And keep your apologies. Just fix this damn place.” I squeezed my way past the guards, and Patrol-Tron followed after me.

      No one made any move to stop us as we left. In fact, the guards waved us past every checkpoint in silence. Patrol-Tron and I didn’t speak until we were back on the winding forest road, driving through the dark night with the ghosts of Blackstone following us the whole way.

      The robot’s voice was as subdued as I had ever heard it. “I am sorry that Everlast was not more cooperative. I will continue to aid you in your pursuit of the suspect Helix unless you wish me to stop interfering.”

      I chuckled and activated the comms in my glasses again, turning on the infrared image enhancer on the windshield so I could see the road more clearly. “Ease off on the angst, there, partner. You saved my bacon a couple of times back there and even figured out that it was Helix I was after in the first place. You’ve been a great help.” Of all the things I thought I’d be doing tonight, giving a pep talk to a mopey robot was not one of them. “Do me a favor and check into Wertham for me, okay? Anything you can dig up might help us find him now.”

      Patrol-Tron nodded and hunkered down, turning his road-jets up to the max and disappearing up the winding roads, leaving me to rumble along by myself. Even with all the upgraded systems, this tank of mine wasn’t half as fast or maneuverable as a jet-powered computer.

      A small icon was blinking in the corner of my heads-up display, and I cursed under my breath, scanning through my missed calls. The first one was from Frank, probably wanting to know where I abducted his partner to. Eight of the nine missed calls were from Lumber Jill, who I was supposed to be on patrol with. I groaned and punched the call button.

      Excuses didn’t usually fly with the six-foot-seven lady from the Great White North. She was at least as strong as Chet and loved a good scrap at least as much as Vic, not to mention the fact that she could probably drink all three of us under the table without breaking a sweat. She swung that ax-handle of hers with reckless abandon, and more than a few muggers in town had learned to fear the sight of flannel because of her.

      Jill answered on the third ring, sounding ominously calm. “Evenin’ Badger. I’m guessin’ you got caught in traffic, eh?” I pressed a little harder on the gas, taking the winding roads as quickly as I dared. “You were s’posed to be coverin’ fer Papa Bear tonight.”

      I cleared my throat and put on my best ‘the check’s in the mail’ voice. “Oh, hey, Jill! How’s it been going tonight? Nice and quiet?” The bridge back to the city was still fifteen miles away, and it was pushing midnight. I briefly wondered if I should stop along the way to pick up donuts.

      She laughed, and I thought I heard the murmur of voices and music in the background. Was she blowing patrol off, too? “Quiet? Not at all, actually. Been on the club circuit all night, an’ every degenerate not wearing a mask has been up ta no good. Mabel’s been workin’ overtime.” Mabel was the ax handle that she’d tried to clobber us with during the training exercise.

      I cursed under my breath, and the Badger-Mobile screamed around a curve at eighty. I heard a familiar giggle in the background of the call, and I frowned. “Hey, that sucks, Jill. I’m sorry, really. I was stuck in—”

      She cut me off with a growl. “You save that ‘sorry’ shit, Badger. That’s cultural appropriation, an’ we Canadians don’t appreciate it. Getcher ass down to Glass Houses an’ park that gas guzzler ‘round back. I’m not in the mood ta get mobbed by tourists lookin’ ta take a selfie with you.” She cut the call, and I spent the rest of the ride back to town wondering if she was plastered and looking to settle up after that whole ‘spiking her like a volleyball’ thing.

      I pulled in behind the tourist trap called Glass Houses on the west side twenty minutes later. I had been making good time till I hit the city traffic, and after that, I had to crawl the rest of the way to the nightclub. I jumped down onto the litter-strewn asphalt in the alley behind the place, spotting Jill in the darkness by the service entrance, tapping Mabel thoughtfully into her palm.

      I strolled over as casually as I could manage, giving her my best lady-killer smile. “Jill! You’re looking extra-ripped tonight. You got a new workout routine? I was just saying to Vic that we needed some dance-aerobics down at the gym—” I shut up as four feet of hickory ax handle stopped an inch from my nose.

      “Can it, Blue Otter. If there’s one thing I hate, it’s when a man lets me down. Mabel an’ I have been thinkin’ o’ ways ta replace the whole bunch of you.” She kept pointing Mabel at me, voice colder than winter in Calgary.

      I felt my eyes crossing as I stared at her whoopin’ stick, and took a step back, tapping the smooth wood pole with a fingernail. “Looks like you’re already halfway there, Jill. Now all you need is a lawnmower that runs itself, right?” I broke into a smile and grinned at the big lady.

      Jill blinked in surprise and roared with laughter, swiping at her eyes and lowering Mabel. “You sure got that right, Badger! Holy shit, that was good. Okay, you girls were right, he’s okay.” The darkness behind Jill dissipated, revealing Audrey and Angela, the one I’d heard giggling over the phone. “We were just joshin’ ya, Badger. Glad you’re okay.”

      I relaxed and walked over, staggering as Jill slapped me on the back amiably. “No worries, Jill. I deserved it for being so late.” Angela ran into my arms, and I rushed to cancel her powers as she nuzzled me, clinging to me like I was going to float away if she didn’t hold me down. “Hey, hey, what’s the fuss? I’m okay, really!”

      Audrey walked up and looked at me with worry etched on her face. “We lost track of you after the Key ceremony, and when Jill called us looking for you, we did a trace on your commlink. It came back from Blackstone.”

      Jill nodded. “I was more than a bit pissed you stood me up, but the girls here got me calmed back down. When I heard that th’ sun had gone down on you while you were in Blackstone, I was afraid I’d never get a chance to thump ya fer leavin’ me hanging.” She swatted me on the arm again, and I was grateful for the extra armor in the uniform. “You can make it up ta me by lettin’ the Crew come over and watching the puck drop this fall sometime. Hear you got a nice pad an’ a beer tank, ta boot.”

      Jill knowing I had a few thousand pints of beer at home was bad news. She could probably chug half of it on a bet. Bringing the rest of the Canadian heroes in town there to watch a hockey game was a recipe for an upgrade to my renter’s insurance.

      “Are those guys any better behaved than they used to be? I just moved in, Jill. I don’t want to have to rebuild the place already.” All this talk about Canadian courtesy was a bunch of propaganda, at least when it came to their reps in town.

      Angela looked up at me and nodded. “They’re not so bad, Mickey. Manitoba Constrictor knows to keep his hands to himself since he went into a coma trying to be fresh with me.”

      Audrey shrugged, shaking her head. “You were too nice to that creep. He’s lucky to still have a hand.” She looked over at me, putting her hands out. “They’re not as bad as the old Behemoth Boys used to be, though. I mean, Kid Quebec only swears in French now. But he might get upset and declare the bathroom an independent province if he’s drunk and Montreal loses.”

      I threw my hands up in surrender, chuckling. “Okay, okay, you all win. It might be fun.” I was gonna need a bigger beer tank. “Anything else? I’m feeling generous.”

      Jill smirked. “Yeah, your generosity is legendary among the ladies in town. That reminds, me, ya need to call Snow Leopard sometime.” The woodswoman narrowed her eyes at me, and I nodded, perplexed. She seemed to read my mind, crossing her muscled arms across her chest. “Yeah, all us girls do talk to each other. It’s bad form, one-and-done-ing her like that.”

      Audrey and Angela nodded in unison, and I gave up. “You’re right, that was pretty jerkish of me. Isabel’s good, just inexperienced. I mean, not to say she was inexperienced that way, just in— I mean, she was great, er—“ Angie leaned up to kiss me quiet before I made an ass of myself.

      Jill shook her head and turned away. “You kids enjoy yerselves. Badger, you’re officially relieved from patrol duty, eh? You’ve had enough trouble fer tonight. Go have some fun.” She tromped past us all, chuckling to herself and heading off to find more fun for Mabel.

      I looked between Audrey and Angela, slightly confused. “What’s she talking about? I don’t have time to party, I just found out more about the guy I’ve been after, and have to—“

      Angie gave me another kiss, slower and more insistent.

      Audrey smiled, her pale eyes shining in the dim alley light. “What you need is to relax, you’ve been working yourself into the ground all week chasing this shapeshifter. You need to … what’s the phrase Sarah uses? ‘Blow off some steam’.” She gave me a wink and floated over to the Badger-Mobile.

      Angie looked up at me, blushing faintly and biting her bottom lip. “Is that okay? Audrey and I have been talking about it for a while now, and … we thought you might like an extra birthday present.” She looked down and ran a hand across my chest. “If that’s okay, I mean.”

      I leaned down to kiss her forehead gently, walking her over to the car. “That sounds … absolutely incredible, honey. Let’s enjoy the rest of the night.”

      I made it back to the Badger’s Den in record time.
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      It had never been so much fun unwrapping birthday presents before, even when I was a little kid, and it was even better the second night in a row I got to do it.

      The three of us were lying in my bed in the brewery, watching TV and relaxing after a couple of very thrilling, and occasionally terrifying hours. Keeping both of the girl’s superhuman abilities suppressed while I was very … distracted had been a roller coaster of adrenaline. If I had slipped up, at least one of us would have wound up in the hospital, probably me. I hadn’t ever been able to tamp down meta-abilities for that long before. Maybe there was something to what Everlast had said about the Nemesis Gene matching challenges if the need was great enough. But he was the last person I wanted on my mind at a moment like this.

      Angela shifted her nanite clothes to a sleek black full bodysuit she affectionately referred to as her ‘jammies’ and slid out of bed, promising to be back with some drinks for us all. Audrey and I watched her walk out, both of us admiring the Countess’ curves.

      “She’s really something, isn’t she, Mickey?” Audrey smiled.

      I nodded, blowing out an exhausted breath. Since Angela’d met me and realized I could actually let her touch people, she had been eager to make up for lost time. Angela had been changed by Helix and his child experiments decades ago, turning a happy child with mild psychic powers into a lonely, nearly ageless life-energy vampire. I cursed and sat up, turning the TV off in frustration. Doktor Helix again, always fucking Helix. His shadow seemed to hang over anything good lately.

      Audrey leaned in, resting her head on my bare chest. “I don’t have my super-hearing right now, but I don’t need it to feel your heartbeat this close, Mickey. Something’s got you upset.” She tucked her platinum blonde hair behind her ear, looking up at me with worry on her face.

      I stroked my hand up and down the valley of her spine, shaking my head. “Just the whole Helix mess. I have to bring him down, and I can’t even find the bastard. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t be thinking about work right now.”

      But it wasn’t as easy as that. What I’d learned at Blackstone was haunting me. This whole town was riddled with the corruption of Wertham’s amoral obsession with human perfection. And now, he had the perfection that he craved for all these years.

      Audrey nodded, sitting up alongside me and resting her head on my shoulder, letting the sheets pool in our laps. “You’re right about both things. You do need to stop Helix, and you will, I know it. But you also shouldn’t be sitting here, thinking about it right now. You’re supposed to be relaxing.”

      I nodded as Angela came back in, looking at the TV and then back at us in bed, holding a tray with glasses for all of us on it. “Did I miss the end of the movie? Or are we gonna have more fun?” She giggled and trotted over, setting the tray on the nightstand and dissolving her pajamas into a cloud of black fog that she stepped out of, climbing into bed with us.

      I groaned and let the back of my head fall against the headboard. “Angie, come on, we’re not trying to win a trophy here. Save some of that energy for the Hero Tournament next month.” Touch-starved didn’t begin to cover Angie, who pouted and lay across both Audrey and my legs, stroking my thigh idly.

      Audrey chuckled and ran her fingers through Angela’s jet-black hair, feeling her purr into her usually unfeeling hand. “Don’t be mean to Angie, she’s just happy to be with us both when the city’s not exploding.”

      Angie nodded, looking up at me with her big brown eyes.

      I nodded, patting her pale shoulder. “I’m sorry. Just tired. Keeping the two of you happy is a full-time gig sometimes.” They both giggled, each taking a drink off the nightstand as I grabbed a beer and cracked it open.

      Angela took a sip and set her glass back on the tray, looking serious for a moment. “Mickey, I know this is your special birthday present, and we weren’t supposed to talk about job stuff tonight, but …” She looked down, worried she’d made a mistake until Audrey lifted her chin and smiled at her. “It’s just that, I’ve been thinking about Helix’s shapeshifting. I think it’s nanites.”

      Audrey nodded, finishing her glass off. “That makes a lot of sense, actually. He did what he did to you with nanites, didn’t he, Angie?” She nodded, eyes downcast. “Those were prototypes, and they made you almost immortal.”

      Angie continued on, climbing up the bed to set on the other side of me. “I’ve been working with all kinds of nanites ever since, trying to cure myself. My jammies are nanites, and they’re all I ever need to wear. They can simulate fabric, metal, leather, just about anything. He might have turned his whole body into them somehow.”

      I took a swig of my beer, thinking. That would explain a lot. “And my powers don’t work on machines, not even biomachines like the nanites in your blood, Angie. That’s damned good thinking.” She beamed at me, but I was frowning behind the beer can. “Those things are self-repairing and can replicate themselves. He really could be immortal.” Worse, if even one of the microscopic Helix-germs got away, he might be able to reconstitute himself. Plunging a chainsaw into his chest had just annoyed him.

      Audrey snapped her finger, looking over at me. “I bet that’s why he’s attacking meta-humans too. He wants tissue samples. He’s a geneticist, and you said he invented the Nemesis Gene. He’s using the pieces of the metas he’s been carving up to not just mimic them, but to collect all their powers too.” This was going from bad to worse. The Nemesis Gene didn’t work on his new body, and he could switch between powers at will, with no way for me to copy them or shut them down.

      Angie frowned, clutching at the sheets worriedly. “He’d only need one cell from a meta-human to do that, though. Why … why hurt people so badly? It’s so cruel.” Angie’s eyes brimmed with tears, and Audrey reached across my lap to hold her hand. I squirmed as her hand brushed over me and shook my head to keep my mind on the problem.

      I scowled, finishing off my beer and setting it down a bit harder than I’d meant to. “Why? Because he isn’t just collecting them for himself. He’s got a whole clone army to share them with.”

      I thought back to the clay men in the alley and their super-strength. I didn’t know who had donated that superpower to them, but it was strong, and Helix had a lot of it to spread around. And I was pretty sure that he had more than six or seven of them scuttling around in the dark tunnels under the city. What the hell was his endgame, though? Just collect every meta-human ability like baseball cards, and rule the earth?

      Wertham … Helix … was a big thinker. He’d spent three-quarters of a century moving his plans forward. Hell, he designed Everlast as a side project, as some other way to force humanity to become perfect. He might have created Triassic Man for the same reason. Take the most successful lifeforms in Earth’s history, and merge humanity with the tenaciousness of the dinosaurs.

      That hadn’t worked out any better than his gambit with Everlast, but the son of a bitch was patient, and always seemed to have a backup plan or three. Like his meta-storage facility in Blackstone. And now, he might be able to live forever.

      My heavy thoughts were interrupted by the faint buzz of one of our communicators going off. Audrey sighed and climbed out of bed, plucking the offending earpiece up off the carpet and screwing it into her ear. Her face grew dark as she listened to the chatter, finally pulling the earbud out and turning it off.

      She sat down on the bed, shoulders slumped. “That was a Type 3 distress call. Helix jumped Snow Leopard.” Angie and I stared at her, and tears started silently rolling down Invulnerable Girl’s face. “Lumber Jill caught Helix in the act. He was wearing Inky Avenger’s face. Jill stopped him before he could do too much damage, but Isabel’s in the hospital.”

      Thank God Jill was a swing first, ask questions later kind of Hero. She’d probably saved Leopard’s life.

      I reached out to Audrey, pulling her close, and comforting her with Angela. Time was not on my side, and Helix wasn’t going to stop on his own. I needed to do something, and soon. More than that, I needed to find this bastard.

      And for that, I needed information.
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      Even though everyone was exhausted after spending most of the night next to Isabel’s side at the hospital, I still got up early and fired up the Badger-Mobile though I left the girls to sleep in.

      As I drove into town, I kept thinking about what Everlast has said about Helix. He disappeared forever. Or did he, I wonder? I was done wondering, and I had to go on the offense if I was going to bring him in. I had asked cops, and crooks, even my arch-enemy for information about Helix, but I had realized there were still a few trees to shake.

      Amusingly enough, it was Lumber Jill who’d made me think of it. All of the super-girls talked to each other. Heck, I bet even the female villains were allowed into the gossip club now and then.

      I pulled into the parking garage of the Hero Commission, killing the engine and sitting for a moment in the silence. Sometimes you just needed to find the right club. This wasn’t about good or evil, it was about brains. Wertham had been miles ahead of his time, and the early designs he invented for things like handprint scanners and bio-machines were still in use, even today. Even here, at the Commission, they used tech derived from his work, because it was brilliant.

      If anyone knew anything about the man who became Helix, they’d be some of the top eggheads at the Commission.

      I swiped my Hero ID on the elevator, tapping my foot impatiently, as I stared at the dark patch where one of the faceless clones had jumped me the other day. Helix couldn’t be trying to turn humanity into those rubber-skinned freaks, they were a far cry from perfection. They must just be for muscle. And Helix was arrogant, too. Making everyone else immortal like him didn’t seem to make sense, he didn’t like competition. That was why he’d been angling to take Everlast out of the picture once the city was conquered.

      I jumped a bit as the doors opened behind me, and I shook my head, clearing my mind. It wasn’t getting me anywhere trying to out-think a super genius. I was no mook, but Wertham had been on a whole other level. I kind of missed the times when bad guys would just get on TV and call you out in the middle of the town square. That was how they did it in Champion’s day. I turned my hand back and forth, watching the prismatic sparkle in the center of his ring. It seemed even brighter under the fluorescent lights of the elevator. I’d told Angie I’d do my best to live up to his example, and I was being put to the test a lot faster than I’d expected.

      The doors opened onto the main floor of the Commission, and I turned and stalked off for the R&D department. They’d be up bright and early if I knew anything about those eager beavers. ‘Collateral’ Damage and Doc Wysermann were long gone, back to Scout’s satellite research facilities, but that didn’t matter. There were plenty of guys on-staff right here that I could talk to. And if they were here, they were definitely not in it for money or even the explosions. City jobs paid a fraction of what they’d get developing patents for private sector companies. No, the techs here were all about the science.

      I swiped my ID on the main R&D lab, and I strolled into the labs with not much more than a few puzzled, bleary-eyed glances. A few softly-spoken inquiries of the techs I passed in the halls lead me to the Director’s Office of the research division, and I knocked on his featureless door sharply.

      With my luck, he’d be another damned clone of Murphy.

      An irritated groan came from the other side of the door, and a brief and intense conversation began inside the room. I pulled my comb out, working the last of my bed-head out, and patiently waiting for the occupants to wrap things up. I didn’t want to make a scene and get thrown out, not when I was this close.

      A minute or so after I knocked, a very nervous young man who needed my comb a lot more than me popped the door open, looking at me like I had taken a wrong turn at Albuquerque. “Yes? Oh, Blue Badger. I’m sorry, we’ve shipped all of the equipment your team brought in back to—”

      I shouldered the door open and stepped into the Director’s office, forcing the young scientist into the room with me, and closing the door. “Morning! Lovely day for science, isn’t it …?” I peered down at the brass placard on his desk, “Dr. Tomino. I have a few questions for you.”

      The elderly Japanese man adjusted his frameless glasses, looking extremely unimpressed. “I do not have time to explain a grapple gun to you, Hero. Please get out, I have several projects I need to review before noon.” He stood, and nodded curtly to his associate, who reached for the doorknob.

      I leaned back against the door, putting all of my weight against it, and folded my arms. “This will only take a second, honest. I want to know about Dr. Heinrich Wertham, and I think that you might be the man to tell me.”

      The young tech gasped and jumped away from me like I’d poked him with a cattle prod, but the Director didn’t so much as twitch. “Wertham? He was insane, obsessed with eugenics. That means the study of genetically improving the human race, by the way.” He smirked and shook his head. “He died, I don’t know, forty, fifty years ago? Go to a library and bully some textbooks, young man. I don’t have time for this foolishness.”

      I shook my head. “No offense, Doc, but that’s bullshit. Wertham didn’t die, he went underground … literally. He’s alive and kicking. You might even have heard of him, goes by the name of ‘Doktor Helix’ these days?” I walked over and planted my hands on his metal desk. “And I don’t have time for you to give me the damned runaround, Doc.”

      Tomino sighed theatrically, walking back to sit down in his chair, gesturing for me to do the same. I sat down across from him, watching him closely. “You’re looking for Helix, and you assume that just because I’m someone who solves problems without punching them, that I must be in cahoots with the arch-villain?” He shook his head, dark eyes skewering me. “You Heroes are unbelievable.”

      I shrugged, ignoring his sarcasm. “I’m not a scientist or a detective. I’m just a meatheaded, stubborn superhero. But us Heroes stick together. It’s the one unbreakable rule in this line of work. Never turn your back on another cape.” I leaned forward. “I bet lots of groups are like that.”

      The younger man at the door tiptoed back towards the desk, acting more afraid of his boss than he was of me. “It can’t help to tell him what we know, Doctor. Maybe he can even stop whatever Helix is planning. Badger is the Savior of the City, after all.”

      I rubbed my temple, closing my eyes. “So, you know something about the guy carving my friends up out there on the street, and you think it’s a good idea to hold out on me, Doc? I thought you scientist types were smart.” I looked at him very calmly. “Hearing things like that makes me a very unhappy Badger.”

      Tomino scowled and sat back, punctuating each sentence with a wag of his arthritic finger. “You want to know about Helix? All right, let’s go back to the beginning. The beginning of people like you.” He laughed mirthlessly. “No one can prove it, but it’s very likely that Wertham - Helix - invented the meta-human gene somehow and released it into the general population. You Heroes wouldn’t even exist if he hadn’t created you. And we wouldn’t be in this mess right now.”

      I started to protest, but he cut me off. Seemed that once he got around to talking about the geneticist, he had a fair bit to say. “And in case you think I mean ‘The Hero Commission’ or some such nonsense, let me be clear. The advent of the meta-humans wasn’t just a leap of evolution, a miracle, or some kind of a revolution. It was the trigger for a fight to save the integrity of the entire human race. We still don’t know the vector for the meta-gene. It’s passable by heredity, but where did it come from? A contaminant in the water supply? An airborne retro-virus? A hidden satellite, bombarding population centers with cosmic radiation? We don’t know. And someday, these mutations could turn harmful, even fatal. And humanity could be wiped out.”

      I frowned, trying to process that casual bombshell. “Do you think Helix is trying to exterminate humanity and start over? Why give out superpowers like candy? Doesn’t that just make it easier for us to fight back?”

      The mop-haired assistant chimed in. “It’s a lot more than that. The rise of superhumans started an arms race in the fields of engineering, physics, and biology. The more we studied meta-powers, the less we understood anything. Most of them violate some fundamental law of nature as we once understood them, and the scientific community has been scrambling ever since to not just simulate these abilities, but to understand how they work.”

      I nodded, thinking about all of the repulsors and nano-tech that I took for granted as just simple progress. “So, maybe he did us a favor on that count. Nobody in Vic’s day thought we’d ever have flying cars, even if we did have flying people.”

      Tomino sneered and folded his hands on the desk, leaning back towards me. “One favor? Men like Helix have advanced society in countless ways. Those flying cars you mentioned? The technology was developed by a villain. The power armor your golden friend uses came from the design of the Automaton Army that the Iron Emperor invented ages ago. Smart fabric? Team Quantum reverse-engineered Helix’s nano-machines to create it. I bet you’re wearing some of it right now.”

      I squirmed inside my uniform, and Tomino’s assistant chimed in again. “The advanced cybernetics that allow millions to live a full life are based on Professor Nefarious’ schematics. When Team Quantum developed Smart fabric, the Professor turned around and innovated that into the combat class of Smart Suit.”

      Tomino gave a small smile. “The ‘Mad Scientists’ you’re so eager to bring down are improving the world in a thousand ways. Lord Desolation’s work in mind control and reprogramming might one day give us the key to curing untold numbers of people suffering from mental illness. How have you helped make the world better today, Hero?”

      I took a deep breath and walked to the door. “Well, I kept myself from punching your lights out, Doc. It’s a start.” I paused, hand on the doorknob. “And I’ll tell you something else. All those advancements out on the street, even the ones I’m wearing on my back? You only got to take them apart and figure out how they work because a Superhero took their inventor down at some point, and you got to pick through their garbage.”

      I turned back to stare hard into Tomino’s impassive face. “People like me slay the giants, so you can climb onto their shoulders and admire the view. Without us, you’d be in a labor camp, or your giant brain would be floating in a jar in some whacko’s lab. Or you’d just be ashes along with all the little people. We’re on the same side, you know. Maybe you could try and remember that the next time we save the world for you.”

      I stormed out of the office, closing my eyes and taking a deep breath. That had been a waste of time, and I was mad enough to spit nails. The whole situation was out of control, and trust was turning into a scarce commodity. I just had to remember that not everyone was drug into the pit of paranoia..

      That was something I was proven right about a hand touched my shoulder. I spun to find the unkempt junior scientist looking at me nervously. “Hey,  look, I … I wanted to tell you I’m sorry that Dr. Tomino wasn’t more helpful. You Heroes aren’t exactly popular with the Tech Divisions, Badger.”

      I grunted and scrubbed my hand over my face. “Why, because we don’t respect our utility belts enough? Or maybe because there’s nothing but bad news about us on TV lately, hm?” I patted the jumpy tech on the shoulder and smiled. “Not your fault, kid. You can call me Mickey, by the way.”

      He shrugged like it wouldn’t have been the first time he got punched just for being him. “No problem, Mickey. I’m Hector, by the way. Hector Aguilera. It’s nice to get to meet you in person.” He hesitated, then held his hand out, drawing a few glares from the scientists walking by.

      I shook his hand, looking more closely at his features. “Aguilera? Any relation to Vic’s wife? Her maiden name was Aguilera, I think.” His face brightened at once, and he nodded happily.

      “That’s right. Tia Rosa’s one of my aunts, yeah. Uncle Victor was nice enough to cover my tuition, it’s how I got my physics degree.”

      I smiled, a little absently. Vic was always quietly helping folks out here and there. Tomino ought to compare notes with him when it came to helping the city.

      “Hey, listen. You probably don’t want to hear about this but …” Hector dragged his hand through his tangled hair and sighed. “There’s some kind of anti-hero rally or something later today, I heard about it in the break room. Maybe you could go, make a speech like you did at the Key ceremony? I’m worried about the way people are talking like maybe all of this would just go away if there weren’t any Heroes anymore.”

      I nodded. “I might just do that, Hector. Thanks for the heads-up.” I thought about facing down a mob of anti-Hero protesters, probably getting egged on by Brock Quarrie on live TV. “Sometimes I think this town would be better off without a few of these Heroes, too, kid.” Starting with Captain Courteous.

      I looked down at the Champion’s ring again and silently asked for a little luck. This was probably going to get messy.
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      I was glad for my incognito mode, standing in the crowd at the Anti-Hero Rally at the same Grandstand I’d just gotten the Key to the City to a day ago. If I got found out, I’d need to be torch-and-pitchfork proof. I should have snatched up that wing pack from Scout’s engineers too, just in case.

      The crowd wasn’t exactly huge, but there were a lot more people here than I’d hoped. At least a thousand or so regular folks were giving up a gorgeous Saturday to wave banners that read ‘NO MORE METAS’ and ‘heroes fly away’. A few of them had stuffed superhero dolls hanging from ropes they were swinging around as they chanted their slogans. There were a lot of Blue Badgers. Maybe Scout shouldn’t have made those to sell after all, even if they were adorable.

      The leaders of the rally were a straight-laced woman in a pantsuit and pearls, who looked like she wouldn’t raise her voice to her Pekinese, much less call for mob justice. Then again, you never could tell with some people. Her co-instigator was every inch the wild-eyed maniac I had expected, with shabby clothes and a grey-streaked beard, slowly getting soaked in the spittle flying from his mouth as he led the crowds in the more violent chants. I was going to need an umbrella if I got any closer to the stage.

      When the weirdo with the beardo finally screamed himself hoarse, Ms. Pearls walked to the podium, gesturing for everyone to settle down, like the mob was just a bunch of unruly kindergartners. “All right everyone, can I have your attention, please?”

      The crowd wasn’t particularly happy about reigning it in but eventually stopped screaming like they were on fire. I pulled my hood further down over my face, glancing at the protesters on either side to see if they’d gotten suspicious of such a naturally handsome and charismatic specimen in their midst.

      So far, my good looks had gone unnoticed, but it was only a matter of time before I was recognized.

      Pearl Pantsuit smiled down on us all like the obedient children we were pretending to be before continuing. “I wanted to take a moment to thank you all for coming out on such a lovely day to exercise your right to speak out about the menace of meta-humans. These lawless, sometimes faceless terrorists fight every day in our fair city, leaving us to pick up the pieces of their vendettas against one another.”

      I actually gave a half-hearted cheer at that. God knows we made the little people pay for our brawls way too often.

      She nodded solemnly as the crowd cheered, like hating the people keeping the city from being incinerated on a daily basis was just good common sense. “And we’re not the only ones who want to see this city returned to the rule of actual law, not the playground tit-for-tat that leaves our homes, our business, our families, in ruins. It is my distinct honor, and pleasure, to welcome our surprise Keynote Speaker for this rally. Ladies and gentlemen, please give a warm welcome to the head of our city’s law enforcement division, the Honorable Police Commissioner Joseph Oswald Valentine!”

      The crowd erupted as Commissioner Valentine jogged up the stairs and crossed the stage, waving back to the protesters. I stared at him in confusion. Valentine never had a bad word to say about the job we did, and even with Helix’s attempt to muddy my name, he had voiced his support for me in private as well. But more than that, it was beyond irregular for him to be at a protest rally in anything like an official capacity. And the keynote speaker? It was unheard of. My hand shot up to my glasses to activate my comm system, and I froze, turning the gesture into a casual adjustment of my shades. Exposing myself as a Hero right now might be downright suicidal.

      Valentine shook Pearl’s hand and walked confidently to the podium, looking out at the screaming crowd and smiling benevolently. “Good afternoon, everyone! It’s so encouraging to see all of you brave citizens here today, taking a stand against the reckless antics of the masked marauders that plague our once-fine city!”

      Another huge cheer exploded, and I felt my heart drop into my stomach. Valentine had never taken a hard line like this before, and I knew something was deadly wrong. Whatever it was, I knew Helix was behind it. The problem was in what capacity? It could be Helix himself in Valentine’s shape, or it could be the mind control powers he swiped from the Mesmeric Mummy hypnotizing the commish to be a patsy. I needed to figure out which, and fast.

      He leaned into the microphone, raising one fist into the air. “What do we want?” The crowd had been waiting for that question all day, and screamed back as one.

      “Heroes Out!”

      Valentine grinned even wider. “And when do we want it?” The crowd obliged eagerly.

      “Now!”

      The commish leaned away from the mic, nodding. I looked around, seeing the raw emotion on the faces of the people around me. These folks were ready to kill, and there was gonna be a riot at this rate. In fact, I could see a few police cruisers pulling up on the outskirts of the park, with SWAT types piling out of vans and fanning out around the perimeter of the rally. This just kept getting worse. I started shoving my way closer to the front of the crowd, hoping to get a clue to act on, to stop this before it went more south than it already was.

      Valentine seemed oblivious to the powder keg he was sitting on. “That’s right! These so-called ‘Super Heroes’ attract criminals like garbage attracts flies! All of them trying to prove they are the kings of the garbage heap they are turning our city into! And who gets caught in the middle of their grandstanding? You do!”

      The crowd roared like a feral beast, straining at its leash. If Valentine let that leash go now, there was going to be a whole lot of bloodshed.

      I was practically to the base of the stage now, and I could feel the electric energy of the crowd surging around me, just waiting to be given a target. On my right, I could see the SWAT team trying to force its way through the crowd, too. Something was very wrong here.

      Valentine was starting to get fired up, feeding off the energy of the mob. “This used to be a city for human beings! Not freaks of nature, with their absurd little gimmicks and jolly nicknames! The time has come for us to establish order! And any who try and resist?” His blue eyes shone with an unnatural light in the afternoon sun. “We will crush them!”

      Something about the roar of primal rage almost swamped me, but under all of it, I felt something faint, but all too familiar in my bones. Meta-human power, and close.

      I glanced back up at Valentine and looked back down fast. It wasn’t the sunlight glinting off his eyes, they were glowing. Glowing a bright gold, in fact. It was Helix, using the Mummy’s powers to whip the mob into a frenzy. And I was surrounded on all sides, with no way out.

      Helix/Valentine was practically shrieking into the microphone now. “We will wash over the city like a scourge of cleansing fire, wiping every one of these pitiful ‘Heroes’ from our city! None will oppose us!” I was close enough to hear him pounding his fist on the podium, even over the roars of the crowd. “And when the city belongs to us, to me, I will give you the order you worms all crave so pathetically!”

      The SWAT team was only a few yards from the stage now, and their visors were all down. Hopefully, they hadn’t gotten whammied like the rest of the mob, or Helix would have some real firepower to turn loose on the city. One of them paused and raised a megaphone, calling up to the fake Commissioner. “You at the podium! Hands behind your head, you’re under arrest!” Several of them cocked their rifles, right in the middle of the goddamned crowd.

      I couldn’t wait any longer. I reached up and tapped the stud on my sunglasses three times, talking loud enough to carry over the crowd, but hoping no one close would be listening through their hypnosis. “This is a Blue Badger, calling in a Type 3 distress call. I’m in the middle of the Anti-Hero rally, and there’s about to be a fucking riot. I need backup, and I need it right now before people start dying!” I bulldozed my way past the front ranks and ran alongside the stage, heading for the stairs up onto the grandstand.

      Helix wasn’t paying attention to me, he was too busy hyping up his horde of new minions. Mesmeric Mummy wasn’t strong enough to completely brainwash a crowd this size normally, Helix must be amping up his power like I could. Then again, the crowd was already on board with firing up the torches long before he ever started talking. It probably hadn’t taken much to nudge all of them into this frenzy. Maybe that’s why the cops weren’t under his control, they must have known he was a phony.

      I had to do something before he turned this mob on the armed cops. It would be a bloodbath no matter who won. I made it to the steps leading to the grandstand, where Mr. Crazybeard was waiting for me.

      “You can’t come up here, pal, this is off-limits to—” His huge eyes blinked a few times, and he turned to warn Valentine. “Commissioner, it’s him, he’s here! Blue—”

      I dropped him like a bad habit with a right cross, taking a half-second to wipe his saliva off my knuckles. As I climbed the steps to the stage, I twisted the dial on my watch back to Hero mode. I threw my hood back as I crept up behind Helix, who was too busy raving to hear me. But the crowd had seen me, glaring at me like I was Public Enemy Number One. I didn’t like being this exposed, but I didn’t have a choice.

      If I had been able to steal powers from Helix, I would have tried to counter his control of the mob. God knows they were all looking straight at me. But all I had was the direct approach, and this was my best shot at doing something before it was too late, and I might be able to stall long enough if people were looking up at me instead of marching through the streets.

      Valentine was still going. His throat definitely had regenerative powers. “The hour is nigh! The age of the meta-human is over, now is the dawn of the age of Dok—”

      My forearm clamped down on his windpipe as I put the mind-controller in a headlock. It wouldn’t shut him up for long, but at least I had him sort of restrained, and unable to face me to hypnotize me. Just as I feared, he had no problem talking, unaffected by the chokehold.

      “Ah, Mickey. So nice to see you exercising your right to peaceful assembly. And you’d do well to stay peaceful, you imbecile. I can have your head on a platter with a single word.”

      I cranked harder on his throat, but it was more to try and twist his head away from the crowd. “Yeah, I know, but not if I break your stinking neck first.” It was an empty threat; he probably didn’t even have any damned bones under this Commissioner-suit anymore, but I needed to buy time for backup to arrive.

      Helix shrugged, the motion lifting me briefly off the ground. Damn, I’d forgotten just how strong this body was. He could snap my arm like a toothpick if he wanted to, but he was apparently having too much fun to do it. “Well? I’m waiting, Badger. Murder the Police Commissioner in front of the entire city! Won’t that be fun?” He laughed crazily, and I sagged, shoving him away from me.

      Goddamnit, he was right.

      He turned to face me, the glow fading from his eyes. “Come on then, Blue Badger!” He gestured out at the crowd. “They don’t need to be under my control to kill you anymore! Show them all what a mighty hero you truly are! Bwahahahaha! You fool, can’t you see that I’ve finally—”

      Valentine’s head burst like a balloon filled with pale pink jelly, and his body toppled to the stage. The cops surged past the screaming crowd, aiming their rifles at me. I dropped to my knees and planted my hands on my head, scanning the crowd while I waited for them to arrest me. And probably kick the everloving shit out of me, too. My glasses lit up, targeting a patch of trees a good quarter of a mile away on the far side of the park. The area zoomed in with a close up of The Silencer perched in a grove of trees, staring back at me from the scope of a high-powered rifle.

      He gave me a professional nod, which I returned.

      To my left, I heard a horrible gurgling, that formed itself into a very offended voice I knew all too well. “That … was extremely unpleasant, you wretched vermin!” Valentine climbed back to his feet to the horror of the crowd. The pink ooze pulled itself back together, crawling over the stage, as his head reformed, totally un-blown up. Pearls Pantsuit fainted dead away.

      The SWAT team had reached the stage but were trying to figure out who to aim their guns at. I just held my ground, waiting for the rest of the cavalry.

      The bogus Commish turned to scream at the armored cops, pointing at me. “He shot me, you fools! Kill him!” The SWAT team exchanged glances behind their helmets, then nodded and opened fire on Valentine.

      He turned to glare at me as his torso was shredded, spraying slime out across the stage. “You think that you’ve beaten me, don’t you, Badger.” He waved a dismissive hand at the horrified crowd, ignoring the hail of bullets passing through his amorphous body. “I didn’t need this pathetic army, fool! I brought my own! Bwahahahaha!”

      From behind the grandstand, I felt that faint meta-signature again, as six new and improved Clay Men leaped into the crowd.
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      The crowd went from entranced to panicked in record time, trying to flee the monsters among them. The SWAT team jumped on their radios, filing back off the stage and trying to calm everyone down, but shock troopers in black combat armor were almost as terrifying as the dark grey monsters batting people around like ragdolls.

      Helix laughed and dove into the press of bodies, making his escape in the chaos. I ran to the edge of the stage to jump after him, debating if I should attempt to crowd-surf or just roll the dice on being trampled like a cigarette butt. Before I could decide, a splintering crash came from the grandstand behind me, accompanied by a terrified scream and a shriek of feedback.

      One of the Clay Men had clambered up onto the stage and casually smashed the podium that Pearls Pantsuit had been cowering behind. She would have been better off still playing dead, like her fanatic partner with the glass jaw. These new Clay Men were larger than the faceless scarecrows that attacked me at the Commission; not just taller and darker, but more solid-seeming and more heavily muscled. Doktor Helix must have given them an extra shot of super-strength. I could sense it roiling under that glistening hide, along with something else, something vaguely familiar.

      The creature moved forward on its knuckles, like a faceless gorilla, and I noticed the broad, angular stripes of bright blue tattooed on its flesh. The temperature began to drop as it reached a clawed hand out for the petrified protester, and mine started to rise in righteous anger. This monster had Snow Leopard’s powers grafted into it.

      Helix would have to wait. Seeing the evidence of what happened when we didn’t protect people in front of me in the Clay Man’s stolen power, I knew the important thing to do would be to save the people here, even if some of them had just been chanting to throw us Heroes out of town a minute before. Heroism was more important than revenge.

      I roared at the faceless thing and charged, drawing every last ounce of power out of it, and cranking the whole unnatural cocktail up to eleven. It turned its smooth head to me and tried to swat me away, but I ignored the blow and grabbed it by the throat, hoisting it up to struggle in my grip. It tried to disembowel me with its talons, but they just dragged across my belly like it was trying to tickle me. I wasn’t laughing, though. Not anymore. I exhaled a cloud of ice crystals as I activated Isabel’s powers, reaching into the gooey center of the hideous beast and freezing it solid.

      It thrashed even more frantically in my grip as its core cracked and iced over, trying to gouge my eyes out in panic. I batted the arm away, gritting my teeth as I hunted down every goddamned water molecule inside it and arresting it in place. It jerked one last time in my hand, slowly frosting over. I reared back and punched it with the best left hook I could manage at this range, smiling grimly as the Clay Snowman exploded into a thousand jagged shards of frozen muck.

      I took a deep, calming breath, looking down at Pearls, and exhaling a cloud of vapor as I spoke. “You’re welcome, by the way, lady.”

      She blinked and scooted away from the mound of dirty slush that had just tried to murder her, and swallowed hard, looking up at me like I was going to do the same thing to her. “P-please, don’t hurt us. Morris and I were told to put this rally on by the Commissioner. He said it would be good, to restore faith in our police in this uncertain time.” She hung her head and muttered at the floor. “T-thank you. I’m so very sorry.”

      I shook my head and looked back out at the crowd. “You be sure to tell the press that, lady. And tell your partner to switch to decaf and buy a damned razor.” I leaped down to the churned lawn and looked for the next monster.

      I didn’t have to go far. Another faceless pseudo-ape with brown markings saw me and stomped the mud, sending out a heavy ripple that knocked everyone near the stage off their feet. I rolled to the side as the foot came down again, aiming for my face this time. The wave of turf thrown up flung me back against the stage, leaving my head spinning. This wasn’t just super-strength; this one had Tektonik’s seismic powers. Their creator had apparently color-coded his monsters, so he could tell their abilities apart.

      Helix might have been a deranged lunatic, but at least he was organized.

      I drew in its power before it could get another stomp off, but before I could attack, a pair of pulsing silvery concussion-beams blew the monster to shreds. A very welcome voice came in over my comms, and I looked skyward to see Invulnerable Girl streak over the park. “Sorry I’m late, hon, I couldn’t wake up Angie right away. I think we wore her out more than she let on.”

      I chuckled and brushed the mud off, running across the rapidly emptying pavilion after a new target. Another voice came on the line, familiar but much less pleasant to hear again. “This is an open channel, you degenerates, try and keep the sordid details of your private lives to yourself. It’s distracting me from being … Miraculous.”

      I groaned and caught sight of Miracle Mitch, who was weaving frantic but probably unnecessary mystic patterns in the air before another blue homunculus burst into flames and collapsed to the ground.

      I kept closing on another earthquake creature, shouting to the rest of the Heroes on the scene. “Heads up, folks. The things with blue stripes have ice powers, and the brown ones have earth ones. Melt the blue ones if you can and get the brown ones into the air where they can’t use their powers. And if all else fails, blow ‘em the hell up.”

      Countess swooped low over the far side of the park, wrapping one of the Clay Men up in the animated tendrils of her nanite cloak, and lifting it into the air, planting her palm on the creature’s chest and shuddering as she sucked out its manufactured life force.

      I was close enough to the Tektonik copy to use its power, and I wrenched deep into the open ground, trapping the clay man inside an immense stone fist. The one arm sticking out between the giant fingers pounded uselessly on the fingers of the granite prison, twitching and going limp and I squeezed, releasing a flood of dark grey protoplasm.

      I paused, glancing back at the grandstand and the ruined parade grounds, and reached out again with Tektonik’s earth-shifting power, sending a pulse through the park that smoothed over most of the damage and fixing the gouges the battle had torn in the ground.

      I was surprised at how long I was holding the power after the Clay Man’s destruction; my Nemesis Gene must have been getting stronger after all. I heard a soft thump behind me and whirled around to see the last monster, reared back to pound me into the ground like a tent peg. Its head disappeared in a cloud of hot grey slime, splattering into my open mouth. I gagged and spat the foul-smelling filth out, seeing another wave from Silencer in his perch in the distance.

      I waved back, wiping the goo off my shades, and tapping my comms again. “Nice shooting, Silencer. You saved my ass more than once out here. I owe you.” Through the telescopic zoom on the glasses, I saw him draw back on the bolt of his rifle, ejecting a casing and nodding grimly. He was definitely gonna call this favor in someday, and it was gonna cost a lot more than sitting through a hockey game.

      Miraculous Man sauntered over, looking absolutely ridiculous in his emerald green tuxedo with gold mask and matching cape. “Looks like you can’t count, Badger. Good thing the lunatic mime can, for your sake.” He sighed, hands on his hips as he surveyed the now deserted park. “I think you missed your true calling, Badger, you’d make a fine landscaper. Or you would if you actually had any powers of your own, you showboating super-mooch.”

      I clenched my fist, ready to repeat Behemoth Man’s famous ‘Knock Miraculous Man the Hell Out’ trick, when a whisper of wind passed by my ear and Mitchell’s top hat flew spinning off of his head, with a rather large bullet hole in it. Mitch screamed and flung himself to the newly-smoothed out dirt, covering his swelled head with his gold satin gloves.  Looked like Chao's first-gen fabrics didn't hold up too well to really high caliber rounds. For not the first time, I was glad I upgraded.

      I gave another wave to the silent sharpshooter and grinned. He was a bit homicidal, but damn if he wasn’t a crack shot.

      Audrey came in over the radio, and I walked away from the panicked prestidigitator, trying to listen in on my private channel over his wailing. “Mickey, can you hear me? I flew over to the Commissioner’s Office, and it’s not good.”

      Angie floated down next to me and walked over, eyes glazed with fear and probably nausea from consuming that monster’s life energy. I patted Countess’ cheek and gave her a reassuring smile, wishing I felt as confident as I looked. “Yeah, I’m here, Invulnerable Girl. Give it to me straight. Is Valentine dead?”

      Angie gasped and clapped her hands over her mouth, flinching and waiting for the news from Audrey.

      IG came back, voice low but steady. “Too soon to say. He was nailed with about five of Helix’s tranquilizer darts, and there’s a lot of smashed furniture and missed darts here. Looks like the Commish went down fighting. But they’ve got him on life support. All that muscle relaxer stopped his breathing and his heart.” I swore and shook my head. “Luckily, the sound of the fight drew enough attention to get help here fast. Helix probably only had a few seconds head start on the SWAT teams. They think it happened early this morning.”

      That would have been while I was shaking down the eggheads at the R&D department. I considered the thought that Tomino had tipped him off somehow, but I couldn’t let my thoughts go down that rabbit hole of paranoia. I blew out a relieved breath, grateful that Valentine was still hanging in there.

      “That explains the stormtroopers rushing Helix before Silencer exposed him, they had the real Commissioner in an ambulance by then. Well, I guess it could have been a lot worse. Good work, everyb—”

      Audrey cut me off mid-congratulations. “It is worse. The bastard only had a minute or two, but he made them count. He copied the entire ID scan records out of the Hero Registration Database. And he … he got to the prison infirmary. Where they were holding Tektonik. They found him when they hustled Valentine down for emergency treatment. Or at least, what was left.”

      She sighed, and I felt my blood run cold. “They aren’t sure how much of him they can save. He was already pretty badly torn up from that fight earlier this week. They had just gotten him stabilized two days ago. The Mayor’s considering declaring a state of emergency and asking the National Guard to come in. Everyone here’s spooked pretty bad, Mickey.”

      I nodded grimly, looking at Angie and cursing in frustration. This was getting too big, too fast, and once the military rolled in, we were going to be pushed to the sidelines, or expected to soldier up and work as a unit, when half of us couldn’t stand the other. We had to get the public on our side and make the city trust in its heroes again, and more importantly, make us trust in each other again.
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      The Mayor was decidedly less friendly over the phone than she’d been in person. Calling the holographic video communication rig in her office just a ‘phone’ was a bit of an oversimplification, but it sure rolled off the tongue easier. We were at King Justice’s base, where we’d gathered up any Hero who was willing to work together. The fact that we all fit in his comm center was a little worrying.

      I slammed my hands down in frustration on the table in King Justice’s base, glaring at the 3D projection of the Mayor, who was dressing us down with calculated precision. “With all due respect, Your Honor, if we bring in federal help, we’ll be giving up all of our control over the situation! We can still—”

      “Control? What control, Badger?” Olivetti’s voice was sharp and cold. “Eighty-nine people were trampled in that riot in the park this afternoon. Six of them were children. Children, Badger.” I cursed under my breath. “The fact that no one died was pure luck, not your ability to contain the situation. Not to mention that with no verifiable evidence to the contrary, that murderous clown used a kill-shot with a high-powered sniper rifle on my god-damned Police Commissioner!”

      From the back wall, Silencer tipped his military-style beret and winked at the floating image of the Mayor, making a ‘bang’ motion at her with a thumb and forefinger. I winced, as Camille roared at him for a few moments, vowing to throw him in prison for threatening her life. Silencer just grinned and tilted his head down to shade his eyes like an Old West gunslinger.

      King waited until the red-faced mayor was forced to take a breath, before trying to plead on the mute’s behalf. “Please, calm yourself, Mayor Olivetti. Silencer knew exactly who he was shooting at because he had complete faith in Blue Badger. And his swift action probably prevented Helix from turning a mob of mind-controlled citizens loose on the city. He deserves a medal, not this vitriol.”

      I stepped up alongside King Justice, nodding. “Listen, I just reamed Silencer out for excessive force a few days ago, but today, he used his skill, discipline, and good judgment to suss out that Valentine was a fake. He knew about the shapeshifter and trusted one hundred percent that I hadn’t gone bonkers. He saved my life, the life of your SWAT members, and untold numbers of civilians, so give the man a break, Camille.”

      Her Honor tapped a polished fingernail on her desk. “And what if the impostor had been you, Badger? He’d have helped this mimic cripple this City’s entire police force.” She sighed and shook her head. “The situation is out of hand. I can’t guarantee the safety of the citizens anymore, I can’t even keep my own appointees safe! How long until this shapeshifter climbs through my bedroom window and replaces me? What will you do when that happens? Kill the Mayor on live television?”

      Invulnerable Girl folded her arms and gave the Mayor a cool stare. “And what happens when the military rolls into your city and Helix replaces the commanding officer? You will have delivered an army to him, gift-wrapped.” Olivetti scowled but nodded. “Helix has been avoiding me this whole time, and I’m starting to suspect why. If we can draw him out, I can identify him no matter who he’s impersonating.”

      I snapped my fingers and look at Audrey excitedly. “Of course! Invulnerable Girl’s vision is sharp enough to see individual cells, and Helix is nothing but a pile of nanites. If we draw him out, we can hunt him down and end this.” I folded my arms, glancing down at the Champion’s ring and taking a calming breath. “Calling in the National Guard won’t make him show his face, it’ll make him even sneakier. But I know a perfect trap to get his arrogant ass to come out from hiding. And it’s the Parade tomorrow morning.”

      The Mayor let her head fall into her hands, voice miserable. “That fiasco earlier today probably sealed my fate as a public official, and now you want me to gamble with more innocent lives, and use them as bait to settle your score with this bad guy? I’ll end up in Blackstone myself if I don’t cancel the Parade.”

      I shook my head vehemently. “We can’t risk not having the Parade, Your Honor.” She stared at me like I was insane, and I could feel more than a few of the Heroes in the room wondering if I was the phony. “Listen, just hear me out, all of you. Helix didn’t have to impersonate me, Crimson Katana, or Commissioner Valentine to do what he’s been doing. He did it so that he could be seen doing it. That’s why he hijacked the rally and blew his own cover. He wanted people cheering for him instead of for Heroes.”

      Miraculous Man snorted, adjusting his gloves. “So, an immortal shapeshifter decided to climb out of the sewers and carve up superheroes because he’s lonely? You’re an imbecile, Badger.”

      Countess shook her head, stepping alongside me and looking earnestly into the Mayor’s holographic face. “Not lonely, jealous. I know Dr. Helix, Mayor Olivetti. He’s always wanted, needed, people to tell him he’s the greatest that has ever lived. Mickey says that he created Everlast, and I believe it. He created me, after all.” Audrey gasped, putting a hand out to her friend, but Angie gently pushed it away. “He wanted to learn how to live forever, and so he experimented on me as a little girl, but he did it under a false identity. He wouldn’t risk his reputation on me being a failure, I think.”

      Gawain stroked his blonde beard with a gauntleted hand. “And now that he believes that he has succeeded, you think he wants to show the world? It is possible. There is no reason a shapeshifter should ever be photographed if he is as smart as he believes.” He shrugged, his power armor whirring faintly. “But what does that have to do with the festival tomorrow?”

      Iron Condor tapped the side of his old-fashioned leather flight cap. “Everything, Goose. Every camera in the city will be watching. He’ll never have a bigger audience than the Parade, and he’ll never have a better chance to show he’s stronger than us. Taking on every Hero in town all at once, and winning on live TV? Not even Everlast pulled that off.”

      Papa Bear nodded, eyeing Miraculous Man from under the brim of his leather biker cap. “Flyboy has a point. He sounds like he’s tryin’ to compensate for somethin’. I know the type.” Jill snickered under her breath at that.

      King Justice jumped back in. “If Helix has perfected his immortal body, then the only weakness we can exploit may be his ego. A chance to humiliate all the Heroes in the city is too good an opportunity for him to pass up.” King glanced over at me, clearly understanding what I was getting at. “And if we cancel, he might disappear back into the darkness.”

      I sighed, scrubbing my hand through my hair. “Exactly. Helix could just go to ground and wait another fifty years if he needed to, picking off more meta-humans and turning public opinion against us from the shadows in the meantime. The next time he surfaced, we’d never see him coming, much less be equipped to fight back. Our only sane option is to force him to keep acting right here and right now. He wants to prove that he’s stronger than the Heroes in the city. That no one can stop him. Let us prove him wrong, please.”

      I could feel the weight of the old gold ring on my hand, the weight of the potential consequences if I screwed this up. “Mayor Olivetti. Camille. I’m not going to let the people of this city down, not now … not ever. If you meant even one word of the speech you gave when you gave me the Key to the City, I need you to trust me. We can beat him if we can draw him out. And if I’m wrong, you can throw me in Blackstone yourself.”

      Angela looked over at me with naked terror on her face. Her empathic powers told her that I meant every damned word.

      The Mayor cupped her chin in one hand, looking carefully at me through the camera on her desk. Finally, she leaned back in her chair, nodding. “All right, Badger. I’ll trust you, and you can be damned sure that if this goes wrong, I’ll take you up on that offer before I’m forced to resign. I’ll call a press conference in five, and announce the city isn’t going to roll over and hide. But I can’t promise anyone’s going to show up tomorrow. God knows I wouldn’t if I didn’t have to.”

      The image of the Mayor flickered and vanished as she cut the connection.

      Silencer turned and headed out of the comm center, heading for the King’s central meeting room. Gawain followed after him, with his group of squires. One by one we headed out, none of us talking until we reassembled. I could feel the serious mood radiating from the group. All of knew this was for real, and they were looking to me to make this gamble pay off.

      The good thing was that despite the seriousness, most of them were confident that they were betting on the right horse.

      We fanned out against the wall, and I took stock of the Heroes I had to work with. Naturally, we had most of the team we had been training this past month. King and his warrior women, of course. Invulnerable Girl, Countess, and Silencer. Papa Bear and Lumber Jill, who already worked with each other on patrol. Moon-Lyte, too, shuffling his seven-foot furry frame into line with the rest of the crew. His savagery and enhanced senses might come in handy for sniffing out Helix’s faceless horrors and taking them down.

      The star-spangled Standard had been nice enough to throw in with us and was letting me take the lead on this, despite his top position in the rankings. It was good to see him put his money where his mouth was and show his belief that the bogus rating system didn’t make him better than anyone else. Golden Goose in his powered plate-mail, and the ex-Behemoth Boys who’d become his vassal knights, as well. Iron Condor was an ace pilot, and the maneuverability of his mechanical wing-pack would be great for scouting and over-watch.

      I had asked Patrol-Tron to come, but he informed me that active members of the police force were barred from acting as licensed Heroes. Snow Leopard was still laid up, and El Niño has turned his comms off after the tenth ring. Vic had also declined to come to this ‘clubhouse meeting’, as he put it, but promised he’d be right alongside us if the shit hit the fan. At least I knew the old man wasn’t blowing smoke up my ass on that one. I hadn’t wasted the time to call Captain Courteous, and as far as I knew, neither had anyone else. Still, we had a powerhouse of a team, though I was still forgetting someone …

      “This group is an absolute joke.” Miraculous Man. He took a step out of ranks, looking at his new teammates, and wiped a hand down his face. “This isn’t a super-team, it’s a poster for a circus! We’ve got the ringmaster, wild animals, the dancing bear, and a clown.” Standard, Moon-Lyte, Papa Bear, and Silencer all glared at his mocking sneer. “And let’s not forget the Bearded Lady.” Jill hefted Mabel and charged, but Audrey grabbed her by the arm and managed to haul her back into line. He eyed the other assembled ladies and shrugged. “The dancing girls aren’t bad, but they need to cut the costumes higher, show off a bit more leg.” Even Gawain and his squires facepalmed at that, and they had downright medieval notions of equality.

      I sighed and strolled over to Miraculous Man before he dug his grave any deeper, folding my arms over my chest. “We’re supposed to be a team, Mitch. Do you even know what that means?” I reached out with my powers and strangled his ‘mystical’ abilities, the same way I wanted to wring his chicken neck.

      Miraculous Mouth looked at me like I had asked if he could count to three. “Of course, I know what it means, you arrogant newbie. It means you all do what I say, and I let you share in the glory. Maybe I’ll even bother to mention you by name in an interview if I can remember any of them.” He squinted at me from behind his gaudy mask. “You’ve been a hero for what, three months? Four? You really think I’m going to take orders from you?”

      I sagged in defeat. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I’m not the man for the job. I should probably just call it a night, it must be getting late.” I looked down at my watch and poked at it morosely. “Hey, you got the time? My watch got busted in the fight.”

      Miraculous Man blew out a disgusted breath, shaking his head. “Low-rent, low class, and low skill. It’s embarrassing, really.” He held his arm up, pushing the hem of his sequined sleeve up to expose his gold watch. “It’s—”

      My fist caught him square in the bridge of his nose, and I felt the bone snap like a fortune cookie. A clean right hook caught him on the side of the jaw and switched him off before he even had time to drop, bleeding all over King’s floor. “It’s bedtime, asshole.” I nodded at Moon-Lyte. “Can you do us all a favor, and dump this trash outside where it belongs?”

      The werewolf nodded, smiling a toothy grin as he grabbed Mitch by the ankle and dragged him out of the training are. Standard tilted his head back and wiped a tear from the corner of his eye. “Ho-lee shit, son. You jus’ got him with the oldest one in the book. What an absolute idjit.” He hooted with laughter, and the rest of the crew joined in.

      King walked over and clapped me on the shoulder. “Thank you for saving me the trouble of throwing him out of my home. I had to give him a chance, you understand.”

      I nodded, waving Moon-Lyte back into line as he prowled back through the door. “I know, King. You want to do this right. We all do.” I turned to the group and started pacing back and forth, face grim. “Tomorrow was supposed to be fun, just some good-natured PR, and a chance to maybe get on TV for a few of us who aren’t in the big-time. But now it’s our chance to show why we all signed up to be Heroes. Not for ‘exposure’, or ‘branding’. Not for merchandising deals, or TV shows, or even cool toys like my car, or King’s castle, here.” King nodded solemnly, falling back into line alongside his Honor Guard.

      I shook my head and kept pacing. “That’s all kid stuff, all just toys and silly games. None of that makes us heroes. Tomorrow, we’re gonna go out there and protect the people of this city from a maniac who wants everyone under his thumb. We’re not gonna let that happen. We’re going to stop him, so the folks in town can go about their lives in peace. That’s what makes you all Heroes.” I stopped and looked at all of them in turn. “And if we don’t stop Helix tomorrow, this city, our city, might not survive.”

      Papa Bear shook his head, punching his gloved fists together. “Ain’t gonna let that happen, Badger.” He grinned and jerked a thumb down the row of capes. “None of us are. So how are we gonna do this?”

      I blew out a slow breath, straightening up and folding my arms. “We’re going the do this the way we should have been doing things from the beginning. We’re going to work as a team, and we don’t have much time left to practice that. So, let’s get to it, we’ve only got a few hours.” The group nodded and headed out to the practice yard to work up some team tactics and combination moves.

      I knew that it was going to be enough.
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      So far, the biggest menace we’d had to face was Brock Quarrie’s brand of investigative journalism.

      After the Mayor kicked the festivities off from City Hall, he’d been in one of the media blimps overhead, upgrading to ‘mild-mannered-eye-in-the-sky’ Brock. From there, he’d been focusing on various Heroes and doing a quick Year in Review segment, showing the capes’ highs and especially their lows since the last Parade. Then he invited them up to a live interview with him with the city skyline as a backdrop, grilling them with his trademarked passive aggression. I’d never been so glad I couldn’t fly.

      We passed the remains of the Hall of Heroes, the various bands and booster clubs falling silent in tribute to the fallen protectors of our city as we lowered our heads. I tapped my comms discreetly and murmured onto our team channel. “Gimme a status report, folks. Anything out of the ordinary out there?”

      From my position on the lead float, I could survey the half-block or so in front of the marching bands and the first responder’s groups. I’d have to rely on the rest of the team staying alert.

      Condor came in first. “Parade route looks clear all the way out to the ballpark. All this air traffic is making it hard to see the rest of you though. The blimp with that nosy reporter in it almost forced me into a skyscraper.”

      I glanced up to see Brock’s smug face projected on the sides of the multiple blimps, carrying his live coverage of the parade. Condor effortlessly swooped and wove between them and several of the immense balloons of the greatest Heroes from the city’s history. It was pretty impressive watching him avoid all the lines the ground crews were using to steer them, his clockwork wings gleaming in the morning sunshine.

      Gawain was running the main ground forces, and he jumped on the line to reassure our air unit. “Not to worry, Iron Condor. If anything dares attack from below, we shall be well-prepared to engage them.”

      Goose and the Knights were our rear guard, but their powered armor suits could redeploy up and down the line with ease. Vic and Papa Bear were paired up with his group too, riding their Harleys instead of the floats. I stood alongside the Badger-Mobile, which was parked on a raised platform at the top of the first float. Directly behind me was a thirty-foot tall Blue badger balloon, inflated fists raised in my signature boxing stance. Vic has opined that the unwieldy balloon still probably had better footwork than I did.

      I was surreptitiously scanning the crowds with my data-shades as we moved. It was unlikely that Helix would choose the face of a criminal to attack us, but that didn’t mean some deranged or idiotic villain might try and get his fifteen seconds of fame. Super-vision would reveal Helix, but the sensor package crammed into these glasses gave me a huge boost to threat identification of any other kind.

      King Justice was in the middle of the parade, marching in full regalia with his Honor Guard, weapons out and making an impressive display of martial discipline. The balloon handlers were keeping pace with King’s group, navigating an Indomitable Man balloon around one of the turns on the route. I knew that Dr. Lazarus wasn’t very pleased about his retired heroic identity being in the parade, but it was meant as a tribute to his team that had been struck down by Everlast, much like the Hall of Heroes had.

      King sounded apprehensive, and I couldn’t blame him. “Nothing here either. Do you suppose that we’ve miscalculated? Perhaps Helix will resist his impulse to disrupt the celebration.”

      I waved to the crowd, putting on my best PR smile. “I could live with that honestly. But something’s off, I just can’t put my finger on it yet.” I didn’t like having to rely on a hunch with this much at stake. “Patrol-Tron, how're things on the police side of things?”

      “Minor disturbances only, Blue Badger. No calls for backup at any point on the route as yet.” Patrol-Tron was technically not on the team; serving members of the police force were barred from acting as licensed Heroes. But he was our liaison to the cops and monitoring the huge amount of media traffic that was happening behind the scenes. Every signal flying around in the ether was passing through his filters while he puttered along with the Police Benevolent Association, just ahead of my float.

      Angie chimed in, sounding absolutely exhausted already. “I don’t see anything strange either, but I can hardly see out of this mask at all to begin with. Why do heroes ever wear these?” She sighed, and I could hear the adorable pout in her voice. “If I smile for much longer, I think my face might get stuck, Mickey.” I felt bad for Angie, but I had to laugh.

      I climbed up onto the hood of the Badger-Mobile with some effort, getting onto the roof of the tank and turning back to wave at Angie on the Miss Metropolitan float. “Hang in there, honey. You look great.”

      That was definitely true even if she wasn’t particularly comfortable in her disguise. Her vampiric persona as the Countess would have stuck out like a sore thumb and maybe tipped Helix off. And so, she was now Miss Metropolitan, the eye candy of the parade. She was in a cute pink miniskirt and top, with silver go-go boots and gloves to match the tiara and butterfly mask that was currently blinding her. If there had been a pageant to pick a real princess of the parade, she probably would have won it fair and square. Angela was a show-stopper in just about anything.

      I zoomed in on her in the glasses, watching her try and act happy with all the strangers staring up at her and shouting their appreciation. Miraculous Man was right alongside her, very carefully ignoring her. He’d been informed in no uncertain terms by myself and Jill that if the creep so much as bumped into her, he’d wind up with injuries that he couldn’t hide under his mask.

      They weren’t the only reason people were going wild when that section of the parade passed by. The oldest member of the parade was following in their wake, The Champion himself. Well, not the actual Champion, but the first of the character Hero balloons, repaired and refurbished, looking as ferocious and stalwart as it had when it debuted seventy-five years ago. His double-breasted suit and jauntily-tipped fedora were both gleaming white again, the brass buttons sparkling in the sun. The black gloves, simple tied-back cloth mask, and infamous red-lined black cape had become staples of Hero costumes to follow after, regardless of how practical they might be.

      At least it was better than the underwear-on-the-outside circus strongman look that took over when the first bulletproof fabrics came around. About the only thing I objected to was the big red jewel on his golden ring. Theatrical license, I supposed as I looked down at it, but even in broad daylight it merely sparkled with multicolored flecks in the center of the dull back stone.

      Overhead, Invulnerable Girl was the next featured guest on Brock’s hit parade, or hit list, depending on whether or not he had a grudge with the hero. A photo montage of her was on every one of the blimp’s screens now, showing some of her bigger fights. I decided to check in with her too, as I climbed back down off the truck.

      Audrey’s voice was terse and sounding about as stressed as Angie’s. “I got nothing, Mickey. I’m going cross-eyed scanning everyone in this crowd, and they’re all what they seem to be so far. I think I’m actually going to enjoy talking to Brock for once. My eyes need a rest.”

      Vic came on the line, chuckling. “Who’d have thought that muckraker would ever be considered a sight for sore eyes? Watch it, kid. If Audrey goes blind, she won’t be able to see those movie star looks of yours. What’re you gonna use to keep her then? Your winning personality?”

      I laughed in spite of myself, shaking my head. “I’ll always have my delicious fruit pies. No seriously, those things have a shelf life measured in presidents.”

      Moon-Lyte jumped on the line, more snarly than usual. “Can the chatter, guys, we’re on a stakeout, not an ice cream social.” Wow, he really was wound tight. I wondered if all the cars he wasn’t allowed to chase were starting to get under his skin. “Can anybody else smell that? I thought it was Papa Bear’s leather pants at first, but I got upwind of him, and I’m still picking it up.” He growled low over the comms. “It’s like a pile of month-old laundry, and I’ve been smelling it since we passed the old Hall.”

      I frowned, thinking about that mildewed smell in the alley from my first run-in with the Clay Men. “Good catch, Moon-Lyte, that could be them. Everyone focus up and stay sharp, and Standard? Be ready to drop the cage on any uninvited party-crashers.” If his force-fields could trap Mean Streak, they’d bottle up the clones easily. “Hey Audrey, can we borrow your nose down here? Between you and Wolfgang we might be able to hunt down that smell.”

      Condor was the one to reply. “Forget it, Badger. She just flew over to do the interview with Mr. Quarrie. Give her five minutes, she’s probably got her comms turned off.” Of course, right when things might be going wrong, Brock gets his hooks into our big gun. “Cripes, who’s flying that blimp? These guys need their pilot’s licenses revoked.”

      Condor wasn’t kidding. One of the massive dirigibles had banked hard to get clear of the group and was accelerating fast. “They’re probably just peeling off to get the stadium ahead of the parade, so they can film us all coming in. Stay focused.”

      The bird-man in the bomber jacket rolled gracefully away from the rogue blimp, letting them pass. “Copy that, returning to my sweep.”

      I scanned the crowds again, getting a little nervous. Helix had to be close by, but where?

      I got my answer almost immediately, as the parade faltered to a stop, everyone looking around nervously. The ground was vibrating like an earthquake was brewing. I eyed the buildings lining the parade route, wondering if this would get bad enough to put the people on the street in danger.

      Golden Goose came on the line, sounding puzzled. “Why has the procession stopped? We are half a mile from the stadium.” I informed him we were just waiting for the tremor to pass, and then Gawain sounded absolutely perplexed. “Earthquake? Have you all lost your reason? The street does not move.”

      I had to disagree. The float felt like it was going to shake itself apart, and I clung to the side of the Badger-Mobile to keep my feet. “Guys, they’re under us! They’ve got Tektonik’s powers, remember?” Goose must have been too far back to feel the localized quake.

      I opened the main Hero band on my comms and was almost overwhelmed by a hundred babbling voices. All of the heroes were talking at once, and no one could understand anything. Damn it all.

      I switched back to the team channel as the ground started to shake again, and an ominous crack split the asphalt ahead of the marching band from sidewalk to sidewalk. “Patrol-Tron, the street’s breaking up. Get the crowd away from the parade! Standard, try and brace up the buildings on either side of us! Angie, try and warn anyone who’ll listen, they’re trying to drop us into the damn sewers! Everyone, get ready, and pray the whole city block doesn’t come down!”

      The asphalt in front of me started to heave and crumble as the marchers scattered, staggering to the sidewalks and abandoning the balloons, which drifted up into the sky to do battle with the blimps. The police reacted well, drawing the participants in the parade back away from the shifting street. Then the entire length of the street started heaving in fifty-foot sections. This was bad. If the landslide didn’t kill us all outright, we’d all be trapped down in those tunnels with Helix’s clone army.

      Goose came back on the line, as the rear of the parade was rocked by the rippling street. “It seems I was mistaken, Badger. You have my apologies.”

      That was small comfort, considering we were all about to die. The road surged and gave one final heave, then gave up and collapsed with a dull roar of grinding earth. The float tilted forward, towards a yawning abyss in front of me, and I swallowed hard as I rushed forward, drawn down into the dark. And then back up.

      I blinked in confusion. The shattered street was floating like we were all parade balloons. A fifty-ton chunk of street drifted past me like a soap bubble, and I turned back to see the entire parade levitating in the same way. My glasses zoomed in on the green-and-gold figure on the Miss Metropolitan float, who had his hands thrust out, fingers splayed and sweating through his tuxedo.

      Miraculous Man’s voice came over our private channel, the self-satisfaction in his voice almost swamped by the strain of exertion. “And you thought I wasn’t a team player, Badger.” I had to admit he was living up to his name right now. “Listen, I can hold this, but not forever, so take them down fast.”

      I was about to ask him who, when a hundred faceless monsters launched up out of the darkness of the tunnels like super-powered sharks. Oh, right. I watched the sleek creatures sail up into the air after the Heroes, and nodded, cracking my knuckles.

      “You heard the man, people. It’s time to go to work.”
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      The Badger-Mobile’s weapon locker was at the back end of the vehicle, seemingly a mile away in the vertigo-inducing levitation field Mitch was projecting. Luckily, the tank had plenty of handholds scattered across its hull. Thank goodness for toy designers. I clambered along, half feeling like an astronaut until I got to the sealed compartments on the back and popped one open, grinning.

      This was a perfect opportunity to test out my other new toys.

      I strapped my totally non-nuclear powered, definitely-not-a-jetpack on, grabbed the restraining cannon, and launched myself out into the floating sea of debris, saying a silent prayer to whoever might listen.

      Flying while semi-weightless was taking some getting used to, and getting the hang of it was not any easier with a horde of monsters zipping around like angry missiles. It seemed like the levitation field or whatever the hell it was that Miraculous Man was creating had turned the air into something you could propel yourself through with thrusters or a good running leap. The immense chunks of debris floating around were handy stepping stones or dangerous obstacles, depending on your method of transportation. But they were stable and had their own private gravity. Get to one, land safely, and you were fine. It was the getting there that was the tricky part sometimes.

      I streaked around a tumbling police cruiser, drawing a bead and firing a volley of the dark blue gunk at one of the apelike clones. They were easily the most destructive of the bunch, but without a direct connection to the ground, their powers were temporarily useless. They still had enough strength to fling large chunks of debris around, making the airspace even more dangerous, though. I caught one of the creatures in the back with several blasts, watching as the foaming goop swarmed over it and completely covered the Clay Man. It seemed that having a low body temperature did not work in your favor when dealing with heat-curing restraints. It flopped around helplessly, flinging gobs of the blue slime everywhere, and I resolved to never eat another Badger-Berry pie again.

      Iron Condor flew up alongside me, silk scarf trailing behind him like a small vapor trail. “Mornin’, Badger. See you’ve taken to the new situation pretty quickly. That’s good, most people’d worry about crashing into a big chunk of rock.” He folded his mechanical wings and rolled away to one side, letting a car whiz between us and flapping back. “Gravity’s all screwy, so do yourself a favor and forget about up and down. It’s a lil’ spooky at first, but you’ll get the hang of it in no time.”

      I nodded, following him through a few basic maneuvers to get a handle on the flight-pack as we mopped up the rest of the big gorilla creatures. That left us with ‘only’ a few dozen others, some of which we’d never seen until today. Helix was working overtime.

      Right now, the biggest problem was that more than a few of the parade-goers had gotten swept up in the ‘spell’ that Mitch was casting. Even the balloons and one unlucky blimp were caught in the weird floating effect and were drifting around like icebergs.

      The flying Heroes were doing pretty well overall, streaking back and forth, collecting civilians and splattering the brown-striped creatures with ease, but more kept coming, launching themselves from the depths of the tunnels up into the sky. I was doing pretty damned well for my first time in a jet-pack, all things considered. The closest call was when I nearly flew straight through Brock’s smirking face that was projected onto the blimp like a sleazy billboard. Even Goose and his team were doing okay; despite their bulky armor, the boot-jets in their mechanized suits were letting them boost around without much trouble. As for the rest of our team …

      I hit my comms, still trying to keep the team working as a unit. “Condor, there’s a group of tourists stuck over by the Fire Department’s trucks, can you get to them?”

      Our flyers were on intercept duty for civilians, and we were collecting them on what we had already started calling Miracle Island, where Mitch was. It was the biggest single section of street, probably because it was at the center of the effect. The rest of us were sort of in orbit around him, which was almost certainly not an accident.

      Behind me was a half dozen of the black-and-purple Clay Men that seemed to have the powers of Inky Avenger, mixed in with their base super-strength. They clambered over the broken terrain effortlessly with their suction-cupped hands and feet, blasting stringy streams of tarlike ink and using them as bridges to get from rock to rock as they scrambled and dove after me.

      I twisted in mid-flight to dodge another blast of goo, getting a little nervous. These were apparently the newest breed of Helix’s creations, and I couldn’t snuff their powers out. No wonder Helix said he didn’t need the Nemesis Gene; he had started to figure out how to make his puppets immune to it somehow. I could still duplicate their abilities, but that would just add more of these sticky strands in the space we were using to fly. The glue cannon was a more precise option at the moment when I could land a hit.

      One of the squid-monsters clipped my ankle with a jet of goo, and yanked me to the ‘ground’, trapping  me like a bug on flypaper. They leaped at me in a group, only to be pummeled by over six and a half feet of flannel-clad Canadian fury, as Jill cannoned into my little world. She smashed one of the dazed creatures with her ax-handle and rolled her shoulders, grinning.

      “Beauty, eh? This is actually getting kind o’ fun. Didn’t mean to cramp your style, you just looked like you could use a hand.” I borrowed her strength and yanked myself free of the tar, punting one of the beasts into the sky to be used as target practice by King’s javelin team.

      I nodded, brushing myself off and looking for another hotspot. “I did, as a matter of fact. You have pretty good timing.” I tapped the comms again, trying not to faint as the chunk of masonry turned in midair. “How are we doing, people? And has anyone seen Invulnerable Girl? We could really use her out here.” This urban asteroid field was so crowded that it was easy to lose track of one particular person in it, but I hadn’t seen Audrey since she went to do that interview on the blimp.

      Vic sounded distracted but answered first. “No sign of her, kid. And we’ve done at least three laps around Miracle Island by now.” The roar of twin motorcycle engines drowned out anything else he might have said, as Vic and Papa Bear jumped their bikes past my floating island, crashing into a group of Clay Men and sending them careening off into the void, where Condor dive-bombed them, shredding them with his wrist-blasters.

      All in all, we were getting pretty good at this.

      Goose came back, voice surprisingly calm considering the circumstances. Nothing seemed to faze him. “We’ve secured the perimeter around the civilians and Miraculous Man, but I believe the sorcerer is tiring. And look yonder; she still speaks with mild-mannered-eye-in-the-sky, Brock Quarrie.” His voice was full of disappointment. “It is most unlike her to shirk her duties in the midst of battle.”

      I spun around, finally spotting the blimp still turning over and over in the field of rubble. Goose was right. Audrey was staring dully into the camera, talking to Brock like she was half-asleep. What the hell was she doing? We didn’t have time for a Q&A session with that lantern-jawed creep.

      “I certainly hope you’re planning on cleaning all of this mess up, you naughty children.” I knew that smarmy voice, and it chilled me to the bone. Brock’s heroic alter-ego was sailing calmly through the barrage of boulders, effortlessly crushing any Clay Men that blundered into his reach. He was also on television. I could feel a horrible suspicion growing in the pit of my stomach, and the image of Audrey’s slack stare was only making it worse.

      I winced as Goose shouted in triumph over the comms. “Behold! Did I not tell you? Captain Courteous has taken the field of battle, and Brock Quarrie is on live television with Invulnerable Girl! What say you now, Blue Badger?”

      I swallowed hard and stared at the cardigan-wearing goody-two-shoes. “I say, holy shit.” For better or worse, the Captain could rival Invulnerable Girl’s power on the field, and we needed to end this in a hurry. I turned to Jill and pointed to The Casual Male of Steel. “Jill, get back out on the field and crack some heads. I need to go see a man about a reporter.” She nodded happily, and I fired my jet-pack up again, bunching my legs under me and launching myself out towards Captain Courteous.

      I held my arms tight against my body, keeping streamlined as I approached the Captain from below, and called up to him. “Cap! Cap! What’s going on, how the hell are you—”

      My voice died as his hand clamped like a vise around my neck. “I warned you to speak to me with respect, young man. And now you try and attack me from surprise while I save the day? Disgraceful.”

      I reached out and grabbed his arm, copying his immense strength and prying myself free. “I’m not attacking you, asshole!” I flinched back at the sound of my own voice, which rolled across the battlefield like a thunderclap. “Sorry, I didn’t realize how easily that voice came to you. Look, what the f … heck is going on? How are you here? You’re on live television right now!”

      Captain Courteous rolled his eyes and smirked. “How many times do I have to say it? I am not Brock … Quarrie …” His voice faltered as he saw himself on the jumbo screen of the media blimp. “I am not that Brock Quarrie.”

      I turned and looked between them. They were virtually identical if you ignored the faint golden glow coming from behind the reporter’s glasses as he blathered on at the mesmerized Invulnerable Girl. Helix knew me too well. He’d hidden in plain sight, as the one person none of us wanted to be close to. I activated the audio feed from the TV transmission, staring dully at Audrey’s hypnotized face.

      The fake Brock had apparently been monologuing the entire fight. “… and unprecedented prosperity. But these Heroes of yours would force things to remain as they are so they can play Cowboys and Indians with real lives, your lives, caught in the middle.” He patted Audrey’s blank face, and I felt a surge of fury wash over me. “This beautiful girl will be the key to our new utopia, and the pitiful ‘meta-humans’ of old will be washed away by the waves of history.”

      Captain Courteous looked from the blimp to me and back again. “Do you suppose that he can actually clone Invulnerable Girl, young man?”

      I swallowed hard, thinking of what an army of Audreys under Doktor Helix’s control could do to the world. “I’m not going to give him the chance to find out, Cap. I have to get Invulnerable Girl back from him right now.”

      As if he’d heard me, the fake newscaster leaned closer to the camera with a leer. “And if any of you failed experiments of mine feel that you can stop this next stage of humanity, I invite you to try. It will give me immense pleasure to see you fall at my feet. Especially you, Blue Badger! Come, if you dare, and see if you can defeat what awaits you in my laboratory.” He patted Audrey’s slack face again.

      “Come and see what awaits you both.”
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      I wasn't the only one that made a beeline straight for Faux-Brock's blimp. As much as I didn't like Captain Courteous, he didn't seem to appreciate having someone copy his annoying reporter self. We burst through the side of the blimp's crew chamber, but it was already too late.

      I could feel my hairs standing on end as crackles of power ran over the empty cabin, the chairs where Helix and Audrey had been sitting for their interview smoking. What power had Helix used? I didn't know precisely, but there were more than a few teleporters of varying strengths and ability out there, and odds are that the moment I checked Blackstone's records, that at least one of them was in a containment tube.

      Maybe Helix had made a dash with my girl, but I wasn't going to let him get away. I mean, I knew where he had to be going.

      I started piecing Helix’s plan together as I fired my jet-pack up and streaked towards the Badger-Mobile. It was crazy but had worked terrifyingly well. Step one, wait until all of the Heroes are in one place. Step two, attack with his monsters to distract every cape in town, as we try to protect the citizens. Step three? Kidnap one of the most powerful meta-humans on earth in the confusion.

      I didn’t want to wait around to see what step four was.

      I jumped on our team’s private comms, fighting to keep my voice from showing any signs of panic. “Hey, Gawain? I’d really appreciate it if you and your squires could meet me at my car. I need some muscle, and I needed it ten seconds ago.” I had to get myself out of this fishbowl Miraculous Man had us all stuck in, and get to Helix’s lab. Luckily, I had a pretty good idea where it might be, and the Clay Men had blasted me a straight shot from here to the tunnel maze.

      Goose answered me with a hint of irritation in his deep voice. “Badger, we have these devices so that we do not have to meet in person. Can you not see there is a battle to be fought?” I heard the distinctive sizzle of an energy sword being buried in wet clay over the channel. “I am currently in the middle of something.”

      I landed on the chunk of street that still had my tank resting on it, stumbling as I got used to local gravity. “This fight’s just a diversion. Helix got what he wanted already, he’s taken Audrey. He used Mummy’s powers when she went to talk to Brock. I gotta get out of here, Gawain. I have to go get her back.” And I had to put this cackling jackass down for keeps.

      The comms exploded into frantic arguments as my team tried to figure out what to do. I didn’t have time to just sit and talk about the problem anymore, though. I yanked off the flight-pack and threw it into the Badger-Mobile’s weapons locker, yanking open the door and tossing the glue cannon onto the passenger seat.

      King Justice was the first one to cut through the panic chatter and make himself clearly heard. “Enough! I am sorry for Invulnerable Girl, Badger, but we are fighting a war here. We cannot lose you and Gawain’s forces for a rescue, not until we have this situation under control.”

      Angela came over the line, still sounding terrified. “We can’t just leave her with Helix, King! You don’t know what he’ll do to her. What he does to everyone he touches. I’m going, too. I won’t abandon my friends.” Angie knew better than anyone else here just what could happen if we didn’t act fast.

      I fired up the tank and started looking for any kind of thruster systems, as Papa Bear decided to put his two cents in. “Countess has a point. Ya don’t leave a Hero behind. It’s the oldest rule we got, people.” He revved his bike, and I saw him off in the distance, running down another of the ink-creatures. “But we can’t just let these things out of this trap, they’ll kill hundreds of people, maybe more. We gotta deal with this first, IG’s as tough as any chick I’ve ever seen. She’ll be okay for an hour or so.”

      Mitch groaned into the comms, more from exhaustion than annoyance. “Maybe she will, but I won’t. I can’t keep this up forever, people. If we split our forces up, I’m gonna pass out and drop half a city block into the sewers before we take all of these things down. We can’t lose that many big guns now.”

      I strapped on every restraint in the cab, yanking them tight and gripping the steering wheel. “Fine, you’re right. I’ll go by myself.” There was a bright red ‘booster’ button on the dash I was eyeing, knowing it was probably a bad idea to press it. “The safety of the city comes first, always. I’m counting on all of you to protect the people here, and stop these monsters. But we’re also a team, and I’m not going to let my friend get dissected because I was too slow to stop it.” It would take a lot more than a buzzsaw to break Audrey’s skin, which is why he was taking her to the lab. If he got so much as a single drop of her blood, kicking myself for being late would be the least of the world’s problems. We’d have an invulnerable clone army to worry about.

      The tiny moon I was sitting on continued to spin slowly, and I could see the street below roll past in the armored windshield. If I timed it right, I might be able to jump this beast down the throat of the tunnel; after all, Helix’s monsters were jumping in.

      Gawain came back on the line, voice filled with urgency, as my finger hovered over the bright red button, waiting for the right moment to fire. “Wait, you say that Brock Quarrie hypnotized Invulnerable Girl? By Heaven, do you know what this means? Brock Quarrie must, in fact, be Mesmeric Mummy!”

      I rolled my eyes and smashed the boost button, immediately regretting it as the roar of rocket thrusters slammed me back against the cushioned seat. Adrenaline and blind terror made me cry out in the empty cab as the ground rushed to meet me. “Oh God, I really should have asked if this thing has airbags. Not that they’d be any help.”

      A cheerful voice and soft blue light appeared beside me. “Did somebody ask for help? That’s me, your simulated troubleshooting technician! What do you need, Badger?” I tore my eyes away from the yawning abyss I was plummeting towards to see a holographic projection of Collateral Damage riding shotgun with me. “I see we’ve pressed the boost button, I like that one. Zoom!” The hologram grinned and tapped excitedly on the dashboard. “Where are we going, anyway?”

      I shouted as one of the Clay Men launched out of the tunnel ahead of us, splattering into thick chunks of grey ooze and coating the windshield. “We’re goin’ to hell, Doc, unless I figure out how to stop us falling!” I jabbed the red button frantically, trying to cut the jets. Why couldn’t mad scientists just leave you a manual in the glove compartment, like sensible lunatics? “Falling straight down, boosters won’t stop, gonna crash and die, I’m open to suggestions here!”

      Holo-Damage shook his head gravely. “Yeah, those are chemical rockets. Once you fire them, they go till they run out. This sounds bad. Why not hit the repulsors? They might slow you down a little.” His ghostly hand pointed at a small blue button alongside the boosters, which I pushed immediately.

      Our screaming descent did slow, at least a little. I twisted the knob on the turn signal to activate the wipers and floodlights, and immediately wished I hadn’t. Through some miracle, I’d actually gotten into the tunnel shaft, but on all sides there were hordes of Clay Men, clambering up the walls towards the surface. He must have emptied his whole lab to send these things into town. Apparently, they had been programmed to head straight for the city, they didn’t so much as turn their faceless heads in my direction as I sped past.

      My holographic co-pilot grinned at me as the tank seemed to lurch before drifting safely down to the bottom of the air shaft. “There, see? Rockets burned through their fuel, and we landed safe and sound. That was some really useful test data, thanks. No one would ever let me push that button before.”

      The idea that even the on-board help program didn’t really know how this gear worked was less than reassuring. I turned to glare at Damage’s hologram, trying to ignore the last of the faceless drones crawling over the Badger-Mobile on their way to the surface. “Glad to be an honorary tech, it’s always been one of my life’s ambitions.” He gave me an eager thumbs-up, which suggested that sarcasm wasn’t programmed in. “I have to get to the waterfront using these tunnels, any ideas on how to navigate?”

      I slammed down the gas pedal as my new navigator fired up some sort of GPS locator and a map of the city, using the display on the inside of the windshield as a rough guide. Of course, these tunnels didn’t exactly follow the street layout, so we had some trial and error to get to the deepest parts of the labyrinth, always heading in the direction of the docks. Damage seemed to be thrilled just to be along for the ride, though his enthusiasm was starting to stress me out even more than the seemingly endless maze of dank, silent tunnels.

      “… and I said, ‘why wouldn’t you want to know if you could launch a watermelon into orbit with a concussion cannon?!’ Oh, hey, looks like the road ahead is blocked, judging from the scanners. Time to try another way.” He pointed ahead, at a stone archway sealed with a heavy steel door. Something told me this was a lot more than just a dead end.

      I popped the door open and jumped down into several inches of cold seawater, staring at the gigantic ‘H’ stenciled onto the doors. This had to be it. “I’ll go check it out. You just stay there and cover me, okay?” The hologram grinned and gave me a double thumbs-up, and I realized I was counting on it to watch my back. I’d probably live longer if I turned the damned thing off.

      I slogged through the water over to a rusty control box beside the vault doors, wondering if I’d end up electrocuted if I touched anything. Holo-Damage waved from inside the Badger-Mobile, pointing to the corroded metal box urgently. “Badger, I’m patched into your commlink now, can you hear me? Awesome! Listen, I might be wrong, but the scans are showing working hydraulics here, maybe that’s a control panel? There might even be buttons to press.” I was rapidly growing very distrustful of buttons.

      Sure enough, there was a large green button marked ‘Sea-Lock Door Cycle’ in flaked paint smack-dab in the center of the box, dripping condensation and looking about as safe to poke at as a sleeping cobra. I tugged my sleeve over my hand, so the suit would keep me from getting fried and swatted the button, jumping back as the steel door started to lower into the tunnel floor. As the barrier lowered, I could make out a matching hatch on the far side, so I ran back to the car and climbed in, slamming the door behind me. “Hey Doc, this crate you built me really is watertight, right? I really don’t want to drown alone in these tunnels if that airlock thing breaks.”

      Holo-Damage nodded proudly, running a phantom hand over the dash. “Tight as a drum and rated to 300 meters for crush depth. Should be fine.” He frowned briefly as I eased the tank forward into the rust and algae-stained vault. “Do you know how deep we are now? Too late to worry about that now, I suppose. Don’t worry though, you won’t be alone, you’ll have me right here with you while you drown! At least, until the holo-projector gets crushed by the pressure.”

      I took a calming breath as the steel hatch rose up to trap us in the pressure chamber. “Hey, can you do me a favor? Stop saying the word ‘crush’, okay? It’s making me nervous.” A red light blinked several times above the door, finally switching to green with a hiss of misty air. The ancient hydraulics kicked in, raising the hatch to the opposite side with a low groan of fatigued steel. Thankfully, only about six inches of dark water surged into the lock, and I drove through, not wanting to get trapped between the doors.

      Unfortunately, that put me in a huge, window-lined tunnel, the faintest glimmers of sunlight trickling down from the bay waters overhead. In the dim light, I could see the tube stretched away along the ocean floor, farther than my flood-lights could penetrate. At the end of this road, Helix was waiting for me, with his army of clones, his supposedly perfect new body, and my girlfriend as his newest test subject. I pressed hard on the gas, the wheels kicking sprays of water against the dirty glass walls as I started to pick up speed.

      This guy was seventy years overdue for an ass-kicking, and I didn’t want him to have to wait one second longer to get it.
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      I drove as fast as I dared down the access tunnel, motivated by concern for my own safety as much as Audrey’s. The steel beams that held it together dripped constantly, and the tunnel would lurch and occasionally shift, like the weight of this armored car might be enough to finally rip it apart.

      A thick shroud of heavy fog in the tunnel told me that it was probably close to freezing down here, despite the summer heat on the surface. It was a like an entirely different planet down here, among the hanging strips of algae and ancient pipes, marked every hundred yards or so with Helix’s logo. Some of them had been vandalized with spray paint recently, turning the twisted DNA strand into a blood-filled hourglass. The sign of Everlast’s army. They’d gotten into the tunnels too, doing the same update on the walls, but when? We had run them all down months ago, on the day …

      The tunnel rose slightly, and the Badger-Mobile broke through the fog bank, revealing a sight that stopped my train of thought cold. Through the glass walls of the tunnel, I could see my destination, lit by hundreds of dim portholes and glowing pressure domes, sprawling across the seabed as far as I could see.

      Helix had built a city down here, in the quiet darkness of the ocean.

      I cursed under my breath and drove on, the slight curve in the rising tunnel taking me around the perimeter of the undersea complex. This must have been where the Everlasting had been hiding, gathering their strength before they launched their flying Citadel to assault the Hall of Heroes. Sure enough, there seemed to be a crater or socket in the center of the vast collection of pods and domes, a tangle of immense power conduits leading to the empty space.

      We had all thought the Citadel was Everlast’s stronghold, but it had just been a fraction of this installation. Helix must have been building this place since he vanished decades ago. It was certainly showing its age. More than one of the domes looked shattered and dark, the hexagonal panes of glass smashed in and reclaimed by the sea. A job like this would have been almost impossible with reputable engineers, it was a miracle the thing was holding together at all.

      I came to another of the airlock door arrangements, which lead to the largest group of intact pressure domes. It seemed I’d finally gotten here, with no backup and even less of a plan. I sighed and opened the door of the Badger-Mobile, wincing at the blast of frigid salt air that rushed into the cabin.

      Holo-Damage saw the look on my face and scratched his head. “We’re here, aren’t we? Why do you look so down, Badger? It’s Hero time, right?” I chuckled and gave the hologram a thumbs-up, jumping down to the wet, rust-pitted tunnel floor.

      The hologram was right. I needed to put my game face on and get to work. My footsteps didn’t echo like I expected them to, the sound swallowed up by the thick, musty air in the tunnel. I activated the lock cycle and drove inside as the door dragged itself open, reaching through Holo-Doc to retrieve the glue cannon. Every edge I could get, that’s what Scout said he wanted me to have. I took a deep, calming breath and drove through the lock and onto a raised platform on the other side. The catwalks extending off the main platform were far too narrow to accommodate the Badger-Mobile, so I threw it into park and climbed back out, rifle at the ready.

      “Listen, Doc. This is as far as you go. Why don’t you go into sleep mode, or whatever it is you do. I don’t want you running down the batteries playing with all the toys in the cab.” He sighed and gave a resigned nod, fading away and cutting the engines to the Badger-Mobile.

      The whole place looked like a cross between a haunted house and a wrecked submarine, low amber lights and dangling power lines dripping with who-knows-what, sparking and making the shadows flicker and dance. The area looked stripped down and cannibalized, like every useful piece of spare pipe and support beam that wasn’t essential had been torn out and used somewhere else. The chill of the tunnel wasn’t quite so bad inside the dome, but the moisture dripping and beading on every surface was a constant reminder of the weight of the water pressing down on the lab.

      The sharp crackle of static broke the crypt-like silence, and a distorted voice from the wall-mounted bullhorn speakers filled the damp air. “Ah, so you decided to accept my invitation, Badger? How delightful. I was beginning to wonder if you decided to forget about this girl and settle for the one I’d already had my way with.” I snarled and looked down the passageways, trying to decide where in this rat’s nest the lunatic was hiding. “Dear Angela was so sweet and compliant. Perhaps you should thank me for trapping her in that young body so that you won’t have to replace her in a few years.”

      I headed for the most recently used section, imagining hidden attackers in every patch of darkness and creak of steel. I called out down the main corridor, keeping my cannon at the ready. “Keep talking, asshole. I know how much you like to hear your own voice. Or whoever’s voice you’re stealing at the moment.” I eased into an intersection, looking down the erratically-lit passages. “Your lab’s a piece of junk, by the way. You can clone an army but not change a light bulb? Typical.” I could see the right turn had marginally less damage to it, and I started creeping that way.

      The overly-distorted voice still managed to project indignation through the half-broken PA system. “There is nothing ‘typical’ about me, you brainless buffoon. My intellect is what created you ungrateful meta-human vermin, and did you show your master the respect he was due? No, you took the gifts I gave to humanity and used them to sell toys. Toys!”

      I was definitely getting closer; the rusted hulks of old hatchways were giving way to modern hydraulic doorways and brighter lights mounted in the walls.

      “You could have fixed all of society’s ills with the power at your command, but you chose to dress in spandex and pummel each other like ill-mannered children. And you call me insane, pah! Creating you freaks was the greatest mistake I ever made in almost an entire century of trying to save humanity from itself.”

      The air was finally growing less rank, and I started moving faster through the corridors, following the peeling signs painted onto the walls for the Main Lab. “Hey, lemme ask you something, Wertham. How come all you super-villains feel the need to justify taking over the world? Why can’t you just be honest about being bullies? Why is it always a moral crusade to rule the earth?” Maybe if I kept him occupied talking to me, he wouldn’t have time to take Audrey apart.

      Without the constant tinkling of running water and sparks in this area, I could swear there were new sounds, quiet slithery noises coming from the side passages and in the air ducts. The loudspeakers cut in again, drowning the noise out as Helix kept talking.

      “Short-sighted fool. I seek to free humanity, not rule it! Free from hunger, and disease, from weakness and even from death itself! I had hoped giving men the powers of nature itself would bring about a new age of prosperity for our species, perhaps open the doors to the stars, without depending upon unreliable and fallible technology.” So, it was true. He really didn’t know how to change a light bulb.

      I shook my head, trotting up to an immense vault door, hitting the open button and ducking to the side as it slid up slowly. “Wow, I totally misjudged you, Wertham. I thought you were just a maniac, but I was wrong. You’re an ambitious maniac. How exactly was giving people pyrokinesis and laser-vision gonna save the world again? How can you know so much about genetics and not understand human nature?”

      Helix sighed in disappointment as I ducked into a new chamber filled with dozens of computer monitors and humming electronics. “So-called ‘human nature’ is the species’ greatest flaw, you dolt. I sought to forge a race of men in the model of the Champion himself, powerful and noble, using their strength to reshape society for the better. But I soon realized that without a mind as advanced as my own, petty greed and spite would pervert my intention of creating a perfected humanity. I had hoped to use Everlast’s charisma to bind the meta-humans under one banner, to lead the people towards that shining future in my mind, but you … you destroyed decades of toil, without giving any heed to the consequence.”

      I actually stopped in my trek through the base to stare at the speaker on the wall in disbelief. “You didn’t have the Champion, so you figured Everlast was an acceptable substitute? Christ, that was a bad call, Doc.” I glanced down at the first Hero’s ring, seeing it glow a faint gold in the amber lights of the various computer readouts. “And don’t you dare compare my stopping your puppet emperor to the damage you’ve done to people over the years. What about Blackstone Prison? Or poor Warden Murphy and Angie?” I could hear that damned slithery sound again, so I kept moving forward, adjusting my grip on the cannon.

      “Is that all too old to care about, Wertham? Let’s try a few more recent names on for size, then. How about Mesmeric Mummy and Tektonik’s friends, Inky Avenger, El Niño, Commissioner Valentine, and now Audrey? All you ever do is destroy lives, Helix. How many monsters did you turn loose on innocent people this week? A hundred? A thousand?”

      Helix chuckled, the sound barely human through the old PA systems. “Humanity had every opportunity to choose enlightenment and evolution. And I have grown weary of waiting, so sacrifices must be made to usher in the dawn of the human race.”

      One of the air ducts thumped ominously overhead, and I picked up my pace again. This was more than just a case of nerves, something else was here, close by.

      “The Meta-Drones are just tools, they put the gifts of you failures back into my hands again. And it is true, Badger, I have indeed unleashed quite a few of them into in the city. But if you miss their company, you needn’t worry. I kept a few close by to welcome you. What’s wrong, didn’t your oh-so-precious Nemesis Gene warn you?” He cackled through the static-filled speakers, and I stretched my senses to their limit, looking for the source of that soft, sneaking sound under his blaring laugh.

      I abruptly came to a stop in the middle of the empty corridor and heard the sudden pause of stealthy footsteps behind me. I dove to the side and fired, splattering a jet-black clone against the far bulkhead, leaving it writhing helplessly in the expanding foam. I hadn’t sensed it at all with my powers, and if Helix had been able to keep his mouth shut, it might have gotten on top of me.

      Behind me, a swarm of the stealth clones was racing along all four sides of the hallway, eerily silent. I didn’t have time to fight them all, that was what Helix was counting on. He only needed these things to buy time for him, like in the alleyway when they helped him escape.

      This time I knew better.

      I couldn’t sense their meta-human power, but I could still draw from it. It seemed they weren’t quite as sophisticated as the body Helix had built for himself, which I was very grateful for. I drew in their abilities, shocked at the absurd strength and fluidity of movement I had at my disposal. I leaped and dodged through the tunnels with them darting after me, as I fired shot after shot into the horde. It was almost impossible to miss one of them in the narrow halls, and even if I did, the next one through that area would blunder into the foaming gunk, tangling it up and tripping two others.

      Weaving through the branching corridors and antique computer equipment, I played a deadly game of keep-away with the Clay Men. I needed a few of them close enough to access their powers, but I didn’t want a dozen of the creatures to tackle me and bring me down. The swarm was driving me deeper into the facility, and away from the working parts of the base.

      I dashed through dilapidated barracks and stripped armories, the stench of rotten food and the rank mildew smell of the Clay Men filling my lungs. I saw a faded posting at an intersection marked ‘Bioengineering’ up ahead, and sprang down the side passage, the claws of one of my silent pursuers whistling past as it nearly snagged my hoodie. One more reason not to wear a cape.

      The creatures knew this place inside and out, and when I closed a door behind me, they just took side passages or the air vents to get back on my tail. I needed a way to stop them all at once and get back to Helix. The only good part of this chase through the corridors was the clones were in the open now, I just had to put that to work for me. A small access tunnel leading back to the labs was on my left, and I wrenched the hatch open, trying to crawl as fast as possible through the tiny tube while still carrying the bulky foam cannon. I spared a second to look back, watching the sleek black bodies wriggling in a near-solid mass through the circular door. I was going to be trapped in this cramped tunnel with all of them at the same time … and maybe that was exactly what I wanted.

      The far end of the tunnel was just a yard ahead of me, and the hatch was partially ajar. Perfect. I fumbled with one hand at the foam cannon, finding and eventually wrenching out the pressurized cylinder that held its ‘ammunition’ before flinging the rest of the gun behind me to stall the surge of silent monsters.

      I dove through the open hatch, twisting in midair with superhuman agility to slip through the foot-wide gap and land on my feet, facing the heavy hatchway door. I jammed the foam canister into the gap and threw my body against the door, using all of the clones’ collective strength in one heave. The cylinder was crushed in the quick movement, and the doorway tried to buck back open as the contents exploded into the access tunnel. Even with my boots braced against the heavy steel decking, I was almost knocked off my feet as I contained the explosion, forcing the door shut as gallons of the blue foam erupted around the edges of the hatch. I shoved harder against the steel door and finally forced the latch to shut, leaving the whole mess behind me.

      Even if any of the clones escaped the force of the explosion, they were up to their armpits in Badger-Berry filling. I followed the lights and clean air back to the immense blast doors of the cloning labs, letting my fury at Helix’s disregard for life and people’s freedom to live it as they saw fit to build inside me. He deserved to get every ounce of it, right into his nanite-infused face.

      I practically punched the control switch on the doors, leaping through and shouting into the vast chamber filled with more pipes and tanks than my old brewery back home. “Hey, Helix! You wanted me, and now you’ve got me!” My senses swam from the feel of so many corrupted meta-human life signs in the murky gloom of the lab. It was like being on a merry-go-round falling off a cliff. “Hey, where are you hiding, you son of a bitch! I thought you wanted to settle up!”

      A huge fur-covered fist slammed into me, throwing me back against the sealed blast doors and knocking the wind out of me. Through my blurred vision, I thought Triassic Man had just punched me—no one had hit me that hard in ages.

      A grotesque giant shuffled forward, a few lanky strands of blonde hair still clinging to his deformed skull. It rolled its huge shoulders and narrowed its reptilian eyes at me, speaking in a voice I first heard in a donut shop in Mid-town, a lifetime ago. “You’re damn right I wanna settle up, bub. I owe you somethin’ fierce.”

      I shook the dancing spots out of my eyes and looked up at the ten-foot beast, giving the towering amalgam of animal features a weak smile.

      “Oh, hey, Behemoth Man. Long time no see. You look like shit.”
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      The creature formerly known as Behemoth Man grabbed me by the chest and flung me into a mass of pipes and illuminated glass jars which shattered, pouring thick green fluids all over me. Hopefully, this wasn’t the slime that had turned the former superhero into the hulking freak that was trying to pound me flat. One of his fur-covered paws clamped down on my ankle and dragged me back out of the equipment, hurling me against another wall. The disorientation of being tossed around like a Frisbee was nothing compared to the waves of nausea coming off this monster. He made Triassic Man and his freak show feel as ‘wrong’ as sunshine on a summer’s day.

      “Oh good, you remember me. I didn’t wanna kill ya without makin’ sure.” His voice was slurred and twisted, as he growled around the curving needle-like teeth in his mouth. “I was king of the hill before you ruined my life. I’m like this because of you!” He threw his misshapen head backward and roared, the sound like a bull mixed with a lion.

      The uniform was absorbing the bulk of the punishment, but I couldn’t keep taking free hits forever. I dragged myself to my feet and spat out a mouthful of blood. “Last time I saw you, you busted your hand on my face. How exactly did that turn you into this walking zoo exhibit?”

      I tried to dodge his charge, but he was faster than anything that size should be. He rammed me head-first, throwing me into a giant computer bank.

      Behemoth Monster growled again, flexing his clawed hands as he stomped over to me. “You didn’t break my hand, you smarmy piece of garbage. You destroyed it. The doctors couldn’t even try and save my arm. It was crushed to pulp when you turned off my powers. But after you left to steal my place as a Hero, the strength and toughness came back, and they couldn’t cut through my skin deep enough to do surgery on me. I was too strong for them to fix.” I yanked myself out of the sparking electronics and hurled myself to the floor, narrowly avoiding a fist the size of a basketball. “But Doktor Helix, he came to me, an’ told me he could fix me. And make me even stronger. And he did, too.”

      I rolled to the side as a hoofed foot caved in the steel floor I had just been lying on. “Still not sure how you being a collection of jungle animals comes into this.” I got on my feet and sprinted past him, his claws raking my back hard enough to feel even through the suit. “Seems to me like your buddy Helix made some after-market alterations on your dumb ass.” God, it was like he was radioactive. I wanted to puke just being in the same room with him.

      Of course, he’d had that effect on me before he got mutated.

      I scrambled through a door about three sizes too small for him, but Behemoth Man shouldered the steel aside like it was a velvet curtain. His paw shot out and grabbed me again, holding me against the wall high enough to look me in the eye. “I wasn’t exactly in no position to bargain, bub. But it ain’t all bad.” He leaned in closer, grinning a mouth full of venom-dripping fangs. “I got the powers of two dozen of th’ most deadly animals on the planet in me now. And I get to use ‘em all on you, pretty boy.”

      Good lord, he was a hybrid of that many animals? No wonder he was making my Nemesis Gene overload. I needed to level the playing field but trying to duplicate this many mutations might rip me to pieces. I reached out and tried to shut him down again like I did when I first fought him, but nothing happened. The monster saw the look on my face and just laughed.

      “Yeah, Helix explained about your voodoo bullshit powers. But he pumped me full o’ them new nanny-machines of his, an’ your powers don’t work right on them, do they?” He sent me flying deeper into the room, tumbling to a halt in front of a row of glowing pods. I looked up to find a half-grown batch of Clay Men floating inside the containment tanks in front of me, inert and restrained. Behemoth Beast stalked after me, ignoring the chamber of horrors we were in. “It wasn’t easy to do all of this to me, you know. He took me apart piece by piece, an’ now I’m gonna take you apart!”

      I reached out in desperation towards the batch of clones, but there was nothing there. They weren’t infused, activated, or whatever Helix did to give them meta-powers yet. I was out of options, except for the one I really didn’t want to risk. But Audrey and everyone else was worth a little pain.

      I reached out again, sensing the base meta-human genes buried under all the hybrid grafts inside the giant beast, trying to draw on only them. He scooped me up in one of his bearlike paws, the curved talons digging deep into my sides. Even if he couldn’t pierce the uniform, he was going to crush my ribs. I was out of options, out of time, and almost out of the fight. I reached deeper inside Behemoth Man’s bloated frame and suddenly realized Helix lied to him. He hadn’t used twenty-four animals on his enforcer here. He’d used twenty-two.

      I could sense each and every one of them separately.

      Every single modification to Behemoth Man’s DNA was laid out inside my mind like a salad bar for me to examine and pile onto my plate however I liked. I sucked in every bit of his original strength and durability, and felt my uniform stretch and expand as I grew another foot in height. The monster blinked in surprise and leaned in, jaw unhinging to clamp its fangs on my throat. The three-inch teeth felt like someone delivering a gentle massage against my impenetrable flesh.

      I batted him away casually, hurling him back into the cloning tanks and smashing several of them. “Hm. That’s cobra venom, right? That would’ve been bad if it had gotten into my bloodstream.” I wiped the poison from my neck and stalked over to the stunned mutant. “Look, I’m sure it’s been lonely down here with just these blow-up dolls to play with, but I don’t appreciate you trying to give me a hickey without at least taking me out to dinner.”

      Behemoth Monster climbed to his feet, naked terror etched into his twisted features. “Naw, that’s not possible. Them Nanny-things should be shuttin’ you down. You’re s’posed to be weak!” He lowered his head and tried to bull-rush me again, and I felt my strength grow far beyond even Behemoth Man’s immense limits. Beyond any limits I’d known about before. I slid my right foot backward, taking up my fighting stance, and throwing a sharp, crisp right hook that caught him just as he closed the distance. The shockwave of the punch smashed through the breeding tanks like a bomb, filling the air with clouds of glass and viscous liquids of various colors.

      The force of the punch was strong enough to change Behemoth Man’s direction completely, redirecting two-tons of angry freak like I was playing badminton. He rocketed into the main computer bank and utterly destroyed it, his teeth smashed to poison-dripping stumps.

      I cracked my knuckles and eased forward, maintaining my stance just in case he still had some fight left in him. “Yeah, about that. You’re half right, you know. I can’t shut you down with all those nanites holding you together. But I can still use your powers, any of them I want. And as much as I want.”

      It was so damned obvious now. Having access to this many powers lined up at once was like looking at an equalizer on a stereo. A bit less strength, some more of his speed and agility, improved vision … I felt the changes ripple through me, and the lab came into sharper focus like my data-shades had new settings I’d never used before. I didn’t need to take enough of the animal DNA tied to his meta-gene to warp my body very much, but I probably had slitted pupils right now.

      Actually, that gave me an idea. I raised my hand, turning it over and rifling through his library of mutations, smiling as my fingernails sprouted into two-inch talons. Badger claws, indeed.

      He launched himself at me again, but I was even faster than he was at this point and wasn’t fighting scared. All those animal infusions had cranked Behemoth Man’s fight-or-flight response up to eleven, and he was too damn dumb to realize he couldn’t win the fight anymore. I still needed this to be over fast though. I was losing too much time with this meathead. A flurry of punches exploded into his midsection with my blinding new speed, stopping him in his tracks and leaving him wide open.

      I planted my back foot, drawing all the power from my legs and body, sending it all down my right arm into a body-blow that sounded like it cracked a few ribs. Behemoth Man winced and tried another charge, but he was too enraged to try anything but a frontal attack.

      “It’s not fair. I’m stronger than before, stronger than ever!” He swung a huge paw at me again, but I slipped under the blow and swiped my new claws across his massive chest with an angry snarl, sending fur and scales flying everywhere.  The giant staggered back, roaring in pain, and clamping an arm over his injury.

      The mutant clenched his huge jaw in frustration, drooling broken teeth and deadly poison onto his chest. He looked down in horror at the venom leaking into his wound, taking another step backward. “Oh God, is that gonna kill me? I don’t even know if I’m immune to this shit … I don’t even know what it is …”

      I swore and stomped over to one of the broken clone tanks, wrenching it out of the floor and chucking the goo onto the terrified mutant. “Rinse that garbage out of the cuts, you moron.” Dammit, I hadn’t meant to cut him up, but just having access to these powers made me want to use them. I turned the savage abilities back off and cranked his ‘clean’ powers up to full again. “Look, I don’t have time to beat you senseless, man, can we just stop here before I accidentally kill you?”

      Behemoth Man scraped the goo and blood from the gashes in his thick hide, weaving on his feet and gasping for air. “Yeah, maybe you an’ me can settle up later. When … when I can breathe …”

      He toppled over, and I scooped the enormous beast up, swearing and looking around for some kind of first aid kit for giant monsters. I didn’t have time to deal with this shit, but I couldn’t let him drop dead because I lost control for a second, either. I carried him deeper into the lab and found more of the stasis pods Helix grew his army in, but Behemoth was way too big for them. Eventually, I found a huge tank that looked like Satan’s aquarium, labeled ‘M. Clayton, subject TM-90’ in yellowed, peeled lettering. I hauled the unconscious Behemoth Man to the top and fitted the respirator device over his face as best I could before lowering him into the stasis fluid.

      A sneering voice came from the between the seemingly endless rows of stasis pods as I climbed back down from the top of the vat. “How nice of you to put my toys away when you’re finished playing with them.” I looked across the dark lab to see Helix stroll out of the shadows, wearing my face again. “Personally, I’d have flushed that massive waste, if he wouldn’t clog my pipes.”

      I clenched my fists tightly as I punched the button on the side of the vat, covering it with a heavy metal lid and leaving Behemoth Man floating in the glowing liquid. “Still pretending to be other people, Helix? I figured you were arrogant enough to fight me as Wertham. Or are you admitting who you really are isn’t enough to take me on?”

      He chuckled and shifted into the form I’d seen in the Warden’s office, gangly in his old-fashioned suit, with receding dark hair and squinting, cruel eyes. His thin mouth curled into a smile, and his voice was full of contempt. “Ask, and you shall receive, Badger. You’re right, it’s better this way. After all, you did come all this way just to meet your maker! Bwahahahaha!”

      I was running at him before he even finished that stupid laugh.
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      “Oh, come now, Mickey, surely you can’t—”

      I slammed into the wiry doctor and threw us both through a pile of rusty barrels, cutting his blather off. I had only heard his real voice for five seconds, and I was already tired of it. The extended reach of my Nemesis Gene was keeping me tied to Behemoth Man’s powers, and I was going to use them to flatten this geek.

      I grabbed him by his tweed jacket and slammed him against a wall. “No more bullshit, Helix! Just tell me which of these tubes you have Invulnerable Girl in, and I’ll consider killing you quick.”

      He looked into my eyes and grinned again, shaking his head sadly. “Badger. Mickey. Please, stop. You’re only embarrassing yourself.” His thin hands balled into fists, and he hit me in the stomach almost as hard as Behemoth Man. I lost my grip on him, backing away from his deceptively strong body. “Do you really think you can beat me to death with your bare hands? This body is completely made of bio-machines, any damage that you—”

      I head-butted him and threw his scrawny frame over my shoulder, to crash into the leaking barrels again.

      From the tangle of debris, he started that maddening laugh again, slowly climbing back to his feet. “What part of immortal is too complicated for you, imbecile?”

      I took a deep breath to calm down and think while I reached out with my newly-awakened Nemesis Gene. Maybe I could find still Audrey before it was too late without his help. “I’m not going to let you use Audrey for raw materials like you did with all the other metas you attacked, Helix. If I have to tear this miserable lab apart piece by piece, I’m taking her back.”

      There were so many meta-human signatures in this place, it was taking me a while to sort through all of them. At least now I could recognize the ones I’d felt before. Behemoth Man behind us, traces of the various Clay Men everywhere. And somewhere above me, a hint of Audrey’s immense powers, like a distant candle in the darkness overhead.

      Helix followed my gaze and clapped theatrically. “I’m genuinely impressed, Mickey. I didn’t think you could detect her from so great a distance. Of course, it’s not like she’s a normal meta-human.” I turned to stare at him, watching him shrug. “I just completed my initial analysis of her genome while you were fighting that brute over there. I’m not entirely certain she’s human at all, as a matter of fact.”

      He stuck his hand inside his putty-like chest and drew out a small remote, pointing it up and pressing a few buttons. The lab shook as the roof slowly slid open like a gigantic camera shutter, revealing the ocean behind the glass of the pressure dome. The faint crackle in the air told me there was some kind of powerful force field over the huge open space, and I suddenly realized why.

      Dozens of stasis tanks were dangling from the dome’s support beams like glowing lamps, swinging gently over a hundred feet over our heads, with the distant surface of the water above like a dim aurora.

      At this distance, I could only be sure one of the pods overhead had Audrey in it, and trying to get up there would break my link with Behemoth Man. I ran to Helix and clamped my hand on his throat, squeezing with enough strength to crush a steel girder. “Let her go. Now.” His boneless neck just dented a bit from the massive force I was applying, and he rolled his eyes at me. “The rest of them, too. This is over.”

      Helix shook his head in disappointment, eyes full of urgency. “You weren’t even listening to me, were you? That … that girl isn’t human, Mickey. Her DNA was manufactured somehow, one molecular bond at a time. Evolution produces dead ends, old genes from previous species, adaptations to conditions long-forgotten. Invulnerable Girl has none of those genetic artifacts. It is incredibly sophisticated work.” He actually looked a little scared as his gaze drifted up to the collection of his victims. “It’s far beyond what even I’m capable of.”

      I risked a glance up, immediately picking up the faint traces of Audrey’s power again. It didn’t feel corrupt at all, not the way Helix’s abominations did. Just pure, and concentrated, and … perfect. “What are you trying to tell me, Helix? My girlfriend is fake? You’re just stalling, trying to buy time to copy her and mass-produce her as an army of super-drones.”

      Helix shook his head fervently, the fear on his face very real. “That was my plan, yes. Before I got a sample of her DNA. But just cloning her might be beyond my skill. She alone could be extremely dangerous to humanity, Badger. But an army?” He shook his head adamantly. “No. I need to kill her for the sake of the human race. It’s for the best.”

      I slammed him down hard onto the steel floor, making the pods overhead sway from the force of the blow and sending the remote flying out of his grip. “I don’t think so, asshole. You talk about evolution like something you have personal control over. But you don’t. If you did, I wouldn’t have a Nemesis Gene, would I? You only planned for Everlast to have access to these abilities. For all you know, Audrey’s a new stage of humanity that all of us might reach someday. Isn’t that exactly what you wanted? And now, you want to kill her because you’re jealous that Nature did a better job than you ever could? How arrogant.”

      I lifted my foot to stomp his chest in, but Helix reached up and threw me backward, springing lightly to his feet. “Jealous? I invented the Meta-Gene, you idiot! Her powers work in a totally different way. I’m actually surprised they don’t overwhelm you when you borrow them.” I paused, thinking of how jarring it had first been tapping into her abilities. “I’m not being arrogant when I say I know what I’m talking about, Badger. I have her locked inside a special containment field that blocks cosmic energy; it seems to be the power source for her cells. Let me go up there and destroy her while I still can, and I give you my word that I’ll call off my attacks on the city.” He was pleading now, looking around for his remote. “Do we have a deal?”

      I cocked my head to the side, staring hard at the panicked villain. “I’ve got a better idea. How ‘bout I kill you, and then I can rescue my friends and stop your attacks?” I charged him, focusing every bit of my borrowed strength into the punch that he desperately tried to block.  The force of the blow sent a wave of lightning crackling across the force field overhead, and Helix streaking across the lab, leaving a trail of mangled equipment in his wake. I stalked through the torn power lines and leaking pipes after him, trying to draw in and bank a supply of Behemoth Man’s power as I moved out of range.

      Helix was already on his feet, desperately pressing buttons on an enormous console surrounded by pipes of various glowing colors like he was trying to play some kind of trippy pipe organ. “You’re an even bigger fool than I first thought, Badger. Fine, we’ll do this your way.”

      He yanked down on a huge lever, and a small chrome sphere emerged from the wall, studded with glowing glass vials in the same rainbow colors as the pipes. He lifted it from its cradle and plunged it deep into his chest, sighing as his shape began to ripple. His new form resembled one of his Clay Men, tall and sleek, in black and purple, with a golden copy of his ‘H’ logo on his chest. The blank face split into an impossibly wide grin as he launched himself at me.

      “This is all you ‘Heroes’ understand, isn’t it? So be it, I’ll take care of you first!”

      He was at least as fast as the stealth drones that had attacked me earlier, and I couldn’t dodge his flurry of strikes. All I could do was try and brace myself against the onslaught, clinging desperately to the last of Behemoth Man’s durability. It was like trying to hold onto a radio station as you drive out of broadcast range, though; pretty soon it would be gone if I didn’t get closer to the source. I tried to disengage and fall back to the holding tanks, but several blasts of thick black goo pinned me to the floor.

      Helix grinned that horrifyingly blank smile again, spraying another layer of the inky tar over my legs. “You didn’t think I’d let you run back to your precious little meta-battery, did you? I created your powers, fool. Don’t you think I know how to counter them?” He chuckled as the purple bands on his body shifted to bright blue. “It’s time to put you on ice, Blue Badger! Bwahahaha!”

      He thrust his hands out, and I gasped as I felt the heat start to drain from my body. I had a horrible memory of the drone I froze solid and shattered with a single punch, and Helix was using Snow Leopard’s powers exactly the same way against me now. My blood was thickening, and my limbs felt like lead. I was going to be a Badger-sicle if I couldn’t find a way to stop him.

      I reached out again with the Nemesis Gene, focusing on any metahuman powers I could access, and found a dozen-odd tiny flickers nested inside that sphere inside Helix. It must have been a storage device for the meta-powers he was cycling through. They weren’t complete cells, though- just extracts of the gene-enhancements each of the superhumans carried, that attached to our DNA through the base Meta-Gene Helix developed all those years ago.

      Now I understood why the drones felt so diminished, despite their power. They just carried the business end of this artificial evolution, with none of the pesky data for eyes and bones. If I could reshape my body because animal DNA was attached to the Meta-Gene inside Behemoth Man, why couldn’t I access these in the same way? I knew exactly how they were supposed to connect to me, I just needed to find that spot and make the connection myself.

      I found a familiar power, one that I had tapped into recently that looked promising, and smiled through the sheets of frost, as my body temperature started rising, quickening my blood and making my eyes glow a dull red. Steam started to rise off me in sheets, and I started to laugh. I didn’t know when he got access to Roderick or how, but boy, was I glad that he did.

      Helix paused, tilting his featureless face in confusion. “Wait, how can you use just fragments of the Meta-Gene? Not even Everlast had such precise control! How are you doing that?” I slid forward, the ink holding me running like molten wax and bursting into flame, as I slammed a five-hundred-degree fist into his mouth, knocking him away.

      “That’s the Burning Question, ain’t it, Doc?” I laughed again, focusing Roderick’s powers on the stunned villain. “Seems like you made a few trips to Blackstone for more powers when no one was looking. That was dumb, Helix. Because now, they’re all mine, too.” He screamed in actual pain as his leg writhed and burst in a splatter of boiling pinkish-grey goo.

      Helix scrambled away from me, the blue stripes on his flesh darkening to brown. “Snow Leopard’s powers are too weak to finish you. I was careless.” He stood up, the missing limb drawing back together and reforming with the rest of his nanite body. “Try that again, fool. I can access the durability of the entire earth with Tektonik’s abilities!” His body seemed to contract and become glossy like it was polished marble.

      I chuckled, searching for more powers and adding them to my collection. “You don’t have the first clue how to use all the powers at your disposal, do you?” I pulled in Gila Monster’s strength and Isabel’s cold manipulation, cranking them up and freezing him solid before smashing him into fragments with a headbutt that would register on the Richter scale. “You also keep forgetting you’re literally just slime.”

      His frozen body softened and slowly pulled itself together again, and the scrawny scientist squinted at me in disgust. “Fool, that won’t kill me! I have … the perfect body?” He looked down at his Wertham-form, puzzled. “What did you do? Why am I—”

      I leaped gracefully through the air, landing a savage roundhouse kick that flung him back through the multicolored machine, smashing it and sending sparks flying everywhere. I eased down into a low fighting stance, grinning. “Looks like you dropped something, Doc.” I held up the chrome ball of meta-powers that I had plucked out of the frozen shards of his body. “What was that you said about not having access to a meta-battery? Let’s see how well you do without one.”

      Helix screamed in frustration as I dashed forward, switching to some interesting electrical powers inside the sphere, ducking low and lifting the villain off the floor with a lightning uppercut. Thai-Cheetah’s super-speed and reflexes joined the mix, and I juggled Helix in mid-air with a crackling barrage of kicks like he was a particularly obnoxious soccer ball.

      I caught him inside a telekinesis bubble, leaving him floating and helpless as I started freezing his bottom half and boiling the top. “I’m probably not supposed to say this, being a Hero and all, but I’m actually having a hell of a good time right now. How about you?” I tucked the sphere of powers under one arm and threw my free hand out, sending a blinding stream of lightning into his midsection. “There’s no such thing as ‘excessive force’ against an indestructible opponent, is there? Which means I get to give you everything you actually deserve, you murdering bastard.”

      Helix’s body began to writhe and twist inside the telekinetic prison, small chunks of grey ooze raining out of his gelatinous form. I raised my eyebrows in mock surprise, as the gobs of nanites that broke loose sizzled and crackled against the electrical field around the force bubble like bacon fat, crumbling to black powder. “Hey, what’s wrong, Helix? Your regeneration looks like it’s getting stressed out. I think you might be … having a breakdown.”

      Helix slowly forced his head down to glare at me, his voice garbled as his throat boiled away. “Very funny, worm. I suppose if you can keep this up for another hour or so, you might actually destroy me. But you don’t have an hour, Badger!”

      Behind us, I heard the main doors of the vault opening, and Helix grinned wickedly. “I don’t need to fight you myself when I have an army, fool!” Shit, the stealth drones must have gotten loose. I couldn’t sense any powers from that end of the lab, but I could see a writhing mass of oily black creatures silently bounding forward. Helix sneered and pointed triumphantly at me. “Destroy him, my drones!”

      I swore and turned back to the army of stealth drones, not able to manage this many sets of abilities all at once. This damned telekinesis was what was really killing my concentration, but if I dropped it, Helix would escape. I leaped away from the villain and stopped electrocuting him long enough to fire a thunderbolt into the Clay Men, but it barely slowed their charge. They were almost on top of me now, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to be able to keep Helix prisoner if they were ripping me to pieces. I quickly froze his gelatinous form as solid as I could, setting the bastard statue gently on the floor so he wouldn’t crumble and thaw out.

      I cranked up Tektonik’s durability, feeling the first pangs of fatigue on my body from all this power-switching. I settled on Geoff’s strength and Violet Viper’s agility as the beasts swarmed over me, clawing and pummeling me in a suffocating mass. I twisted inside the fleshy prison, striking out with fists that burst drones in a single punch, but I was being pulled in thirty different directions at once. In the claustrophobic heap of claws and cool, wriggling limbs, I began to wonder if maybe I should have waited for some backup. Right now, even Collateral Damage’s hologram might have been useful.

      As if in answer to my silent prayers, I picked out two very welcome power signatures out beyond this sea of monsters. The silent wave of blackness parted, three of the drones being yanked off of me by a single scaled hand as big as a refrigerator door.

      Triassic Man looked down at me as he casually crushed the drones in his massive talons. “You Heroes should have told me you sought Helix’s destruction. I would have gladly joined you both.” I’d never been so happy to see that toothy maw.

      I coughed and blinked up at the titanic lizard, gasping for air. “Both? I came alone, Michael.”

      Another Clay Man leaped at my face, but bands of razor-thin material shot in the way, even darker than the jet-black skin of the drone’s body. It sliced itself apart like a hard-boiled egg, falling on me in thick grey slices. Angie drew the strips of her shadow cloak back together, floating overhead and frowning down at me. “Yes, you did, Mickey. That was really brave of you, but not very smart.”

      A blast of green fire like an enormous blowtorch shot between us, popping another three drones and spattering us in steaming goo. Angela turned and gave a gentle smile to Triassic Man. “Careful, Michael, that one was a little close.” She patted his shoulder affectionately as his spiked tail mowed down another couple drones.

      I got back up, and moved to dispatch another of Helix’s army. “I’m really glad to see you both, but what are you two even doing here?” I uppercutted one of the Clay Men into the air, wincing as Triassic Man’s jaws snapped down on it like a dog treat, grey slime oozing from between his spearlike teeth.

      Countess drifted forward, glaring at the frozen body of Helix with a murderous fury I’d never seen before. “Helix invited his creations to come and stop him, so I thought I’d take him up on his offer. Of course,” she shrugged, blushing and looking away, “I got lost as soon as I got into those tunnels. Luckily, Michael found me. Once I explained what was going on, he was more than happy to help me find you. And him. Helix has cheated death for far too long.”

      The vendetta I had against Doktor Helix was nothing compared to the ones these two had been harboring for decades.

      A slow chuckle came from the frost-covered statue of Helix, which shuddered and turned to a dull pinkish-grey before reforming again. His body wasn’t the vibrant bubblegum pink it used to be; all that punishment I laid into him must have taken its toll. “What makes either of you failures think you’ll do any better than this blue buffoon?” I tried to draw more power out of the battery and shut him up, but it was like trying to bench press one more rep after your limit. I was just straining against the bar, but it wouldn’t budge. “I created you, girl! Everything you are, you owe to me, and now you dare threaten me?”

      “Yes, Doctor. I am your creation. But I owe you nothing. Free my friends, and you can die peacefully. Resist, and …” Her voice trailed away, and I swallowed hard. Angie wasn’t really a vampire, but she sounded awfully bloodthirsty right now.

      Helix threw his head back and cackled. “Bwahahahaha! Am I supposed to feel threatened, child? You are just a frightened little girl, terrified of losing the only person on earth to ever show you any kindness! I made you, Angela. I know you, and you are not the monster you are pretending to be.”

      Helix started to laugh again, but his body exploded in a shower of droplets as Triassic Man’s spiked tail swatted him like an insect.  He took a step closer to peer at the stain against the wall, growling like a volcano getting ready to erupt.

      “On the other hand, I am exactly the monster you intended me to be, Doktor.”
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      Helix pulled himself back together, took one look at Triassic Man, and bolted.

      I swore and started chasing after him into the maze of pipes and breeding chambers, calling over my shoulder to my reinforcements. “Everyone’s at the top of the dome behind some kind of force field. Find Helix’s remote and get them down from there!”

      I reached inside the battery I was carrying and found Tektonik’s abilities, using his seismic abilities to track Helix’s footsteps through the labyrinth of alleys and half-grown freaks. It was all I could manage at the moment, but it was letting me track him. He was heading for something behind a thick wall of vault door of some kind, just up ahead of us.

      He reached the door just as I turned the corner, convinced he was going for some kind of escape pod. If it was, and he made it out, all this would be for nothing. I used Inky’s powers to blast him against the wall next to the control panel, making sure to glue down all of his limbs. “Sorry, Helix, you’re not going anywhere. Nice try, though.” I gave him a smirk, but I felt about ready to drop. I’d never pushed the Nemesis Gene for so long, or so hard. Every cell in my body wanted nothing but to lie down and sleep for a week.

      He looked at me from between the ropy strands of black goo and smirked. “Did you think I was fleeing? From the likes of those two failures? Hardly. I simply wanted to give them a proper welcome. I have just the thing to remind them of the old days!” His arm turned to gel, and he pulled it through the ropes effortlessly, slamming his fist onto the door controls. “Seems you forgot I am ‘just slime’, Badger! Bwahahahaha!” His entire body reverted to its semi-solid state, and he eased off the wall, slithering into the darkness of the next room.

      I cursed and drew in Isabel’s powers again, throwing a wave of brutal cold into the tiny room, trying to freeze him solid again. There was a hollow laugh from inside the vault, and a slim metal dart fired out of the darkness, skewering the chrome sphere. I looked down at the cracked sphere and ducked out of the line of fire. “You missed, slick. You invented that dart-launcher, and you can’t even aim it!”

      Helix laughed and stepped out of the vault, adjusting a primitive version of his scarecrow drones’ tranquilizer guns he had strapped to his wrist. “Did I miss, Badger? I was aiming for the Power-Pod.” I looked down to see that the chrome sphere’s vials were now filled with inert black slime, as the powers inside it faded out of my reach. “With no powers to steal, you’re no threat to me at all.”

      He lifted the wrist-launcher again as I tossed the dead battery to the side. I dove to the side as he fired again. I heard the dart stick into the glass of the chamber behind me and stared as the green fluid darkened. The half-finished Clay Man inside broke apart into black sludge, the process taking barely three seconds.

      “The darts are full of a molecular disruptor I developed years ago. Complex compounds like living tissue break apart instantly on contact. Of course, a drone isn’t very stable to begin with. I suspect it might take as long as thirty seconds to do that to Triassic Man, maybe a full minute for your freakish girlfriend. Shall we find out?”

      I flung myself out of the way of the next dart, not wanting to trust my uniform against something that deadly, bulletproof or not. Overhead, the force field crackled and shut down- it seemed Angie and Michael had found the remote and had started rescuing the hostages. Helix turned and ran straight back towards them with his new weapon, cackling like the lunatic he was.

      I hit my commlink and screamed out as I chased him down, fighting my fatigue and running on pure adrenaline at this point. “Helix is coming back, and he’s armed and dangerous! Do not get hit by those darts he has, either of you! It’s some kind of instant poison!” If Helix thought that crap could kill Audrey, I really didn’t like Angie or even Michael’s chances against those darts.

      Helix jumped over a row of computer terminals like an Olympic hurdler, and I scrambled after him. Angie and Michael were standing about fifty feet away, next to one of the stasis pods they had pulled down from the ceiling. At this range, Audrey’s power was unmistakable, but still weak from Helix’s containment field isolating her from the cosmic radiation she apparently needed. Helix silently raised the dart launcher and aimed it at Triassic Man, as I cried out a warning to them both.

      I desperately drew in Audrey’s power, blasting the dart launcher on Helix’s arm to pieces with Audrey’s concussion eyebeams, but not before he got one shot off. Triassic Man turned ponderously as I shouted for him to look out, but he was as close to the broad side of a barn as you could get. And there wasn’t enough of Audrey’s power available for super-speed or flight. I watched in silent horror as the tiny dart shot straight for Triassic Man’s huge chest … and Angie leaped in front of it.

      She folded up into her cloak, gasping and shuddering as dark veins ran across her milk-white skin. She looked up at Helix with wide eyes, tears spilling from them as her skin faded to grey. “That … was your disruptor venom, wasn’t it?” She curled into a tight ball on the floor as I tackled Helix to the ground, pinning him with whatever dregs of strength I could still draw in.

      Helix cackled and nodded gleefully, ignoring my frantic attempts to wrench his head from his shoulders. Even Audrey’s borrowed strength couldn’t overcome this damned body. “Clever girl. I suppose you don’t forget something like this when you watch it used on your parents. Is that why you were willing to die in this monstrous wretch’s place? To be reunited in death with them?” He sighed theatrically. “I’d say I was disappointed, but you’ve failed so many times over these long years, it’s not exactly surprising.”

      Angela coughed, reaching out with an arm that was charcoal black and seemed to be shedding flakes off of it. “Please, do not hate me now. I tried so hard to live up to your expectations. After you took them from me, you were the closest thing I had to a father. Please. Forgive me before I …” She slumped face down, the veins running together and turning her entire body dull black.

      Helix took advantage of my shocked paralysis to buck me off of him before standing up and walking up to Triassic Man, gazing into his glowing eyes with no fear at all. “Ah, Michael. Are you ready to join your pitiful ‘sister’? Without my darts, it won’t be quick for you. But that suits me … just ... fine …” He sputtered to a halt, jerking like a malfunctioning robot. “What are you doing … Angela?”

      I whipped my eyes to the ground, where Angie was gripping Helix’s ankle, the fingers sinking through the surface, as his body shivered and began to revert to dull pink gelatin. Her voice was cold, as she slowly stood, dragging her hand through his body. “You always underestimated me, Heinrich. I never wanted your ‘gifts’, you arrogant old man. I wanted revenge for what you took from me.”

      I climbed to my feet, staring as the black flakes I thought were her corrupted skin broke away and returned to her shadow cloak. She stroked the jewel in her choker necklace, and the cloak twisted and held one corner up, unwrapping to reveal the dart. She had caught it in the folds of the damn cloak and played possum to get close. She really was a clever girl.

      Angie shook her head sadly, looking at her creator with something between pity and disgust. “The nanites you injected into me twisted my psychic powers into energy vampirism. They try and absorb any mind I come into physical contact with. And your mind is all you have left, isn’t it?”

      I rushed past the silent, trembling body of Helix, kneeling down alongside Invulnerable Girl’s containment pod and activating the opening sequence. I planted a hand on the glass front of the tank, straining to draw in more of her abilities. I could feel Audrey’s power clearly now, despite her weakened condition.

      I glanced over my shoulder to see that Angie still had him trapped, and that was all I needed. “Angie, honey. You did good. Now, move away so I can finish this.”

      Helix gave a gurgling laugh, sounding like he was at the bottom of a tank of mud. “Fools! This body is much too advanced for any of you to destroy with your powers. And your mind is no match for mine!” His body was beginning to solidify, despite Angie’s psychic assault. “When will you realize that none of you can kill me?” He gave another burbling laugh that died away as I turned to face him.

      “One of us can kill you, asshole. You can. Angie, move, now!” She yanked her hand out of his solidifying body as I finally collected enough of Audrey’s power to fly. I grabbed Helix and hoisted him into the air. The villain screamed once as his I slammed him down onto the splintered fragments of the dart-launcher and the small puddle of disruptor venom. “Nanites sound like pretty complex compounds to me, Doc. What do you think?”

      I pulled my hands away as Helix screamed, his nanite body writhing and collapsing into a shuddering heap of black ooze. Angie drifted over and dropped the last dart into the pile of goo, face grim. I patted her back, careful not to touch her skin. “It’s over now, hon. There’s no—”

      I grabbed Angela and jumped back, as a foot-wide jet of green flame sprayed out of Michael’s mouth, turning the puddle into ash. He didn’t stopped until the steel plating was glowing white-hot and sagging. He closed his massive jaw and nodded. “Now, it is over.”

      I whistled under my breath, staring at the searing-hot patch on the floor. “Yeah, I think you’re right.” The stasis pod finally finished its cycle and cracked open in a flood of green suspension fluid.

      I dashed back to the pod and lifted Audrey out, wiping her soaked hair out of her eyes and yanking her respirator off. “Hey, hey! Can you hear me, hon? It’s Mickey, I came for you. We all did.” She shuddered in my arms and coughed out a mouthful of green gunk, groaning and leaning into my embrace.

      She blinked a few times, then gave me a slow smile. “Of course you did. That’s what a family does when someone needs help.” She gave me a hug, and I was careful to borrow enough durability to survive it. Even in this state, she could break me in half. She stretched as I lowered her to her feet, looking around at the ruins of Helix’s lab with a puzzled expression. “Okay. What did I miss?”
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      It took quite a bit of time to rescue everyone from the lab, and the Commission’s techs were still crawling all over the place two weeks after we got Helix’s victims out. Dr. Tomino told me that the notes they recovered could put medical science ahead by a quantum leap, and personally apologized for holding out on me.

      The parade attack had taken over an hour to win, and several good Heroes had been wounded in the melee. Our team held the Heroes together, though, and aside from a few cuts and broken bones, the civilians were all rescued safely. Miraculous Man had passed out and gone into a brief coma from the strain of keeping the street afloat for so long, but he was recovering well and was even talking about still hosting the Hero Tourney. I could hardly wait.

      Brock Quarrie, the real one, gave King Justice an hour-long interview, where he actually treated his guest with some damned respect for once. King put out a call to all of the meta-humans in the city to stop our pointless bickering and come together to improve everyone’s lives, and a few of them actually listened. Which is why we were all standing in the center of Siegel Field right now, listening to Mayor Olivetti drone on and on as the sun cooked the assembled honorees.

      I leaned over to Goose, elbowing him in his armored side and smirking. “Nice job on cracking the Mesmeric Mummy case, Gawain. You should go into detective work, I know some guys at Scotland Yard that can set you up.”

      He grinned like a mannequin for the cameras, hissing through his teeth back at me. “It was an honest error, Badger. Would you please just leave it be? We are here to celebrate our success, not mock our mistakes.”

      Standard laughed as he waved back to the capacity crowd in the stands. “C’mon, Goose, it was damn funny an’ you know it. Take the lance outta yer—”

      Angela gasped, blinking in the bright sunlight. “Language, guys! Sheesh, we can’t take you boys anywhere.” Captain Courteous smiled at her, pleased to hear one of us degenerates standing up for good manners.

      Lumber Jill shook her head solemnly. “A foul mouth is a terrible thing to waste. Save that shit for when they point the microphones at us, though. Then you can make it count when ya fuckin’ swear, eh?” Papa Bear clapped a gloved hand over his mouth, coughing with suppressed laughter.

      Snow Leopard looked over at me, looking more than a little nervous. “This is all really big, isn’t it? This Hero stuff, I mean. It’s a little overwhelming, having so many people cheering for you, treating you like some kind of celebrity.”

      I grinned from my spot in the row at her, shrugging. “Better get used to it, Isabel. Now that you’re healed up and on our team, the whole city’s gonna want to know all about you. You’ll do great, trust me.”

      Dark Reaper sighed from behind me. “Get a room, for God’s sake. Some of us are trying to brood over here.”

      Inky Avenger rolled his eyes and glued Reaper’s feet to the risers, who shouted in surprise and tried to cut himself free with his scythe without lopping his own ankles off. The goo-flinging aquatic Hero leaned past the struggling specter, voice muffled from behind his diving mask. “Thanks again for coming for me, Badger. You saved me, you saved so many of us here. If you hadn’t stopped Helix …”

      Vic patted Inky gently on the back his wedding ring clanking against the scuba tank. “It’s okay, kid. Winning is what Badger does. He wouldn’t let any of you bums down, not even if you deserved it.” We all chuckled, but Bruiser shushed us with his best Dad Voice. “Quiet! The Mayor’s finally getting to the good part.” He snapped back to attention, watching the group just behind the podium with undisguised pride.

      I finally tuned back into the speech, also not wanting to miss this. “… and in this new spirit of Meta-Human cooperation, I wanted to welcome a few new members of some of our city’s Hero community to you. Some of them you already know, some have come out of retirement, and we even have one or two that want to see how the other half lives, as it were.” The crowd gave a nervous laugh, and the Mayor gestured to the small cluster of people on her right.

      “First, I need to announce that despite the outstanding performance of our city’s first robotic law enforcement officer, Patrol-Tron 3000 will no longer be assigned to the Metropolitan Police Force. Instead, I have granted him status as a fully licensed Hero as official police liaison!”

      The crowd cheered for the slightly bewildered robot, who paused for a moment before saluting and looking around, probably surprised he wasn’t getting melted down for scrap. I chuckled and joined in on the applause. He wasn’t perfect, but hell, who was?

      Mayor Olivetti waved two of the other new Heroes forward, smiling at both of them. “In the Golden Age of Superheroes, one group stood head and shoulders above all others: The Serious Squad. Though they are now gone, they will never be forgotten, for the sacrifices they made over the years, defending this City.” The crowd grew solemn, remembering the deaths of the Serious Squad at the hands of Everlast. “But the last member of that group has decided to return to the streets, to help those citizens who get caught in the crossfire in their fight against villainy. It is my distinct honor, and pleasure, to welcome back Doctor Jacob Lazarus, as the First Responder, and his partner, the Field Medic!”

      Doc Lazarus waved modestly to the wild applause from the crowd, smiling with his movie-star good looks in his sleek new paramedic-styled uniform. He nudged the big moose next to him, who blushed under his mask and waved as well, the matching outfit straining against his huge arms.

      Angie stared hard at Field Medic, turning to look at me suspiciously. “Mickey, is that Chet? Did he finally get his license?” I grinned and nodded, and she spun back to the podium, clapping excitedly along with Vic and me.

      As it turned out, it was Chet who convinced Doc Lazarus to take up Heroing again, but this time to minimize casualties during meta-human conflict. Doc got him back, though, by signing him up as his sidekick. With a living legend backing him up, the Commission had no choice but to grant him his long-overdue license. A raucous chant started up next to Goose, as his squires welcomed their old friend back into the big leagues.

      The Mayor turned around to stare at the stomping fratboy knights, who finally settled back down. She shook her head and chuckled, turning back to the crowd. “First Responder is not just a legendary Hero, his surgical skills are second to none. Thanks to him, and a team of the finest medical experts, I’m also able to welcome another rather … notorious ex-hero back. He’s bigger, he’s stronger, and if he doesn’t keep his new hands to himself, he’s getting them repossessed by the City! Everyone give a warm welcome back to the Bionic Behemoth!”

      The Hero formerly known as Behemoth Man clomped forward on the stage, hoisting his immense mechanical arms up and flexing the bundles of steel cables and armor to the roar of the crowd. I had spent three days at his surgery, dampening his indestructibility so they could reverse his mutations and flush the poisons out of his huge body. The skeletal damage to his right arm had been too extensive to repair, so he opted for cybernetic replacement. Of course, being as vain as he was, he had both arms done, so he’d match.

      His black and silver sleeveless getup looked good on him, although the do-rag was debatable. He said he was only going to wear it until all his luscious locks grew back, but he seemed like the type to keep it. The new uniform colors were a definite improvement, though; the big lug had never pulled blue off as well as I did.

      Behemoth was always a crowd favorite, and it took the Mayor a bit of time to settle the stadium back down. The Mayor’s voice grew serious as she looked at the last two people alongside her. “They say that power corrupts, and absolute power can corrupt absolutely. Doktor Helix proved that adage very apt these last few weeks during his reign of terror. But sometimes, even those who have fought on the wrong side of the law can find something incredible inside them. Anyone can walk away from crime, but it takes someone extraordinary to put down their foot in the face of pure evil and fight on the side of good.”

      The crowd was silent now, recognizing at least one of the two ex-villains next to her, and that alone was enough to make them a little nervous. “I want to take this opportunity to thank these individuals for making the right choice, and to extend a chance for them to prove themselves as protectors of the city. First, I’d like to welcome the unstoppable juggernaut of rage, who fought to defeat the armies of Everlast alongside our desperately outgunned Heroes. You might not recognize her, seeing as she bothered to wear clothes today, but let’s try and forgive her for that, seeing as there are kids out there in the stands.” There was a round of nervous laughter, and Sarah stepped forward, hands clasped in front of her. “I’m proud to grant The Mean Streak a provisional Hero’s license, and to give this sweet young girl a chance to use that incredible anger to fight for us in the future!”

      Vic and I jumped up and cheered, and the rest of the Heroes behind the Mayor alongside us joined in, with varying degrees of enthusiasm. Regardless of the messes Sarah had created as Mean Streak, her rampages had only caused property damage. She brushed her blonde hair back behind her ear and turned to smile back at me giving a small wave. When the crowd saw so many of the city’s capes backing her up, they eventually joined in the applause, and I saw Sarah wipe a tear of happiness from the corner of her eye.

      The Mayor seemed to sag in relief as the crowd seemed to go for letting Mean Streak switch sides. “I also wanted to say that your suit is a lovely shade of purple, young lady. I wish I could make something that bold work for me, but I think I’d better stick to earth tones.”

      I hid my huge grin behind my hand as Sarah smiled and nodded graciously. Chao and Violet had worked with Sarah for days, finding the precise shade of purple that her skin was, and borrowing some of Angela’s costume nanites to construct a suit that would grow to match her size and color changes. When she was Mean Streak, she still looked as naked as she ever had been as a villain. I couldn’t wait for the Mayor to find that out.

      So far, so good. But this was the part that was really risky. I leaned forward as the Mayor continued. “I wanted to thank all of you again, for giving this young girl a second chance to make things right. It might not have been so easy to do if she was eight feet tall and roaring though, right?” The crowd chuckled, a little embarrassed. “It can be hard to look past appearances, but we mustn’t condemn anyone for the way they look. It’s their actions that define who they are.”

      “And despite his frightening form, our last honoree today has done nothing but prove his good intentions, over and over. When Everlast sent him into our city to wreak havoc, he instead took that opportunity to break free of a lifetime of torture and brainwashing, rather than kill like a mindless beast.”

      Olivetti looked over with sympathy at Michael, who had been hiding behind everyone else on stage as best as he could before now. “He retreated to the depths of the city, unwilling to abandon his home. Our home. And when Doktor Helix sent his clone armies to attack us, he was fighting them in the dark tunnels long before any of us knew of the threat. In the end, he helped our Heroes defeat Helix for all time, and led our teams through the warren of tunnels under our feet, to root out the last of that vile threat, once and for all.”

      The Mayor looked ready to tear up as she spoke; if it was an act, she was due for an Oscar. “Years ago, in the grip of Helix’s control, he brought terror to our city, but through incredible courage and willpower, he broke free of those chains, and fought back, for the same thing every one of us desires. Freedom, a chance to live a peaceful life, to be a useful member of our society. Please, I implore you, let him try to do that, without having to hide in the dark, afraid of being hunted for his appearance. Please, give Michael Clayton a chance to be more than just the terrifying Triassic Man. Give him the chance to live as a Hero, and as a man.”

      I jumped down from the stands and ran over to Michael and Sarah hugging each of them and trying not to mist up too much. Vic had only been a heartbeat behind me, and soon a crowd of us had gathered around the colossal Michael and the uncharacteristically reserved Sarah. Even Gawain came over and saluted Michael, dragon-slayer to dragon. The crowd ate it up and cheered for all of the new Heroes we’d added back to our ranks. And we needed them because Helix was definitely not the last threat we were going to have to deal with.

      Michael looked down at me, trying to process all of us not trying to murder him on sight, voice rumbling like thunder in the closest he could come to whispering. “I … I thank you, Hero. You have given me something I had forgotten even existed.” He blinked his glowing eyes, a tear trickling down his scaled face. “How can I ever repay you?”

      I grinned and fist-bumped his knuckle, my hand too small to get much more than that with one punch. “Are you kidding? You’re on the roster as a Hero now. You can join my squad next week at the All-Hero Invitational Tournament! It’s team-based this year.” Vic nodded up at Michael, as Sarah came over to join us.

      He cocked his huge head to the side, considering that. “You want my first act as a Hero to be fighting against your comrades? I do not understand.”

      I chuckled. “It’s like they always say, when in doubt, stick to what you know. And you and me? We know how to kick ass.” Michael nodded slowly at that, unable to find a flaw in my perfect logic.

      Audrey came over, with Angie and Isabel on either side of her. “All right boys, it’s been a lousy week for me. I’ve been hypnotized, kidnapped, locked in a fish tank, and experimented on. Or, you know, a regular Tuesday for Michael.” Triassic Man chuckled like an avalanche, patting Audrey on her head like a she was a cute puppy. “So we need to party. Let’s go back to your place, Mickey. We can see how many gallons of beer it takes to get our big friend shitfaced.”

      I laughed at that suggestion, nodding happily. “Done and done.” I looked up at Michael and gave him a thumbs-up, Champion’s ring sparkling like a fireworks display in the brilliant sunshine.

      Today was going to be a great day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Curious about what happens to Mickey next?

        Find out soon!

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear reader, if you REALLY want to read the next Super Human novel- I’ve got a bit of bad news for you.

      Unfortunately, Amazon will not tell you when the next comes out.

      You’ll probably never know about my next books, and you’ll be left wondering what happened to Mickey and the gang. That’s rather terrible.

      There is good news though! There are three ways you can find out when the next book is published:

      1) You join my mailing list by clicking here.

      2) You follow me on my Facebook page or join my Facebook Group. I always announce my new books in both those places as well as interact with fans.

      3) You follow me on Amazon. You can do this by going to the store page (or clicking this link) and clicking on the Follow button that is under the author picture on the left side.

      If you follow me, Amazon will send you an email when I publish a book. You’ll just have to make sure you check the emails they send.

      Doing any of these, or all three for best results, will ensure you find out about my next book when it is published.

      If you don’t, Amazon will never tell you about my next release. Please take a few seconds to do one of these so that you’ll be able to join Mickey and the gang on their next adventure.
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